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1

Introduction
The Enduring Importance of Statesmanship

Tuesday, November 8, 2016: Election Day in the United States. With sighs
of relief and exasperation, citizens across the nation dutifully stream into
voting booths to cast their votes after a presidential campaign that proved to
be in equal measures acrimonious and dispiriting. Presented with the choice
of either Republican candidate Donald J. Trump or Democratic candidate
Hillary Clinton, many Americans fell back on the familiar refrain of being
forced to choose between the lesser of two evils among the contenders for the
highest office in the nation. Indeed, for many of those jaded with American
politics as usual, the motives of the major parties’ nominees were written off
as inauthentic at best and deceitful at worst.1 Nonetheless, an anxious public
watched as the results rolled in: the electoral votes of the states of Ohio,
Florida, then dramatically those of Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan
all fell to Trump, assuring his surprise victory. Amid the shocked anguish
and lusty cheers, however, any unity of purpose directed toward the common
welfare seemed to be drowned out. And since that fateful evening, the vol-
ume of the cacophony has only been turned up. Little during the Trump
Presidency has transpired to mend partisan divisions in the country, nor have
subsequent government shutdowns, battles over Supreme Court nominees,
and congressional investigations diminished the widespread belief that public
servants just aren’t built like they once were.

Beyond this point agreement usually ends. Indeed, the political heroes
many Americans long for are often as sharply polarized as their political
beliefs. Today, most Democrats yearn for the halcyon days of President
Barack Obama and his administration’s promise of hope, change, and trans-
formational leadership. In contrast, many Trump-supporting Republicans be-
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lieve that strong leadership is finally on the scene, while a smaller number of
conservatives pine after the principled conservatism of Ronald Reagan or
even George W. Bush, longing for a return to standards of moral decency or
smaller government. Setting aside the revisionist history implicit in most
objects of nostalgia, however, what brings together these groups is a shared
concern for a kind of leadership that now appears to be in short supply from
any political vantage point. We are united in our wistfulness for a mythic
bygone era when partisanship and self-dealing took a backseat to far-sighted
leadership that appealed, in the famous words of Abraham Lincoln, “to the
better angels of our nature.”

Rest assured, our attraction to great (or even adequate) political leader-
ship is not new. From ancient Greece and Rome to the present, civilizations
have always looked up to the example or possibility of individuals that,
through their exceptional abilities and vision alone, have the power to ameli-
orate if not cure many social ills. This is not altogether surprising: the past
usually exerts a powerful pull on the human as well as political imagination,
as Trump’s successful promotion of his promise to make America great
“again” indicates. Call it a collective messiah complex, our streak of utopian-
ism, a cry of desperation in moments of political crises: whatever its prove-
nance, the concept of statesmanship seems embedded deep inside our politi-
cal DNA.

What is statesmanship? Invisible as time, it is an idea as old as politics
itself. Yet as much as the idea has been invoked, its definition is not very
easy to pin down. There is no generally accepted set of terms that go beneath
the label. As Wilfred McClay has recently put it, “the skill of statesmanship
is always a tricky, elusive matter—hard to come by, hard to measure, and
hard even to define or describe.”2 In this respect, it is not unlike most con-
cepts political theorists work with—liberty, virtue, sovereignty—whose
meanings shift over the course of history. For the moment, we may posit that
statesmanship is a particular excellence in political leadership that relates to
cultivating and promoting the public good, broadly conceived.3 This is a
reasonable definition, but by itself cries out for the kind of elaboration in-
dulged by political writers since time immemorial. Thinkers such as Plato,
Aristotle, and Xenophon idealized statesmanship as a political leader’s abil-
ity to mold the character of a people along the lines of the classical virtues,
guiding them through life’s contingencies using a mixture of persuasion and
force.4 The ultimate object of such leadership was not left open-ended, how-
ever, but rather sought to promote both the ideal citizen and person by inspir-
ing individuals to transcend their immediate material desires. 5 Just as a phy-
sician uses his or her expert knowledge to promote the health of his or her
patient, so the analogy goes in Plato’s Statesman, the statesman’s art is
concerned with supervising and nurturing the health of the city and its mem-
bers.6 Relocating these ideas from Athens to Rome, orators such as Cicero
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Introduction 3

took a more restrained but not markedly different approach to statesmanship,
typically grounding ideas of good leadership in the more severe virtues of
temperance and fortitude while taking seriously the leader’s role as caretaker
of Roman laws, customs, and morality.7

Ancient Greece and Rome were arguably statesmanship’s high-water
mark. In the Middle Ages, the importance of virtuous leadership continued to
be defended primarily by religious thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas,8 John
of Salisbury,9 and Desiderius Erasmus,10 even as traditional preconceptions
regarding statesmanship were soon challenged and undermined by the daring
interventions of thinkers such as Marsilius of Padua and Niccolò Machiavel-
li. Thanks to the religious controversies of the era, the ethical dimension of
statesmanship, its formative influence over citizen character, was eclipsed by
more practical considerations. With stops and starts along the way, the loos-
ening of the political leader’s grip on authority continued into the modern
era, with the rise of institutional checks and balances, equality, privacy, and
the rule of law conspiring to render leadership concerned with either the
moral or civic development of citizens obsolete.11 By the early eighteenth
century, the Dutch philosopher Bernard Mandeville spoke for many in de-
claring that “[a]s to consummate Statesmen, I don’t believe that there ever
were three Persons upon Earth, at the same time, that deserv’d that Name.
There is not a quarter of the Wisdom, solid Knowledge, or intrinsick Worth,
in the world, that men talk of, and compliment one another with.”12 His
skeptical view was shared by many other leading intellectual lights of the
time, including the drafters of the American Constitution. Justifying the doc-
ument’s ability to adjust “clashing interests” through an almost mechanical
system of divided authority and shared powers, the chief architect of the
Constitution, James Madison, was famously unequivocal in his defense of
the framers’ work: “Enlightened statesmen will not always be at the helm.”13

In the contemporary era, the tide of statesmanship has continued to re-
cede. To be sure, we can name many exemplars of transformative political
leadership in recent memory, such as Winston Churchill,14 Charles De-
Gaulle,15 Margaret Thatcher,16 or Nelson Mandela.17 But the truth is that
such figures are glaring exceptions to the rule, bright stars made all the more
lustrous by their rarity in our otherwise gloomy political firmament. Tradi-
tional understandings and responsibilities belonging to statesmanship have
long been stripped away, and consequently clear definitions applicable to the
present day are hard to come by. This scarcity has resulted in a curious
phenomenon: a term once rich in meaning has now become rather impres-
sionistic, resulting in detailed analyses of theories of administrative states-
manship, judicial statesmanship, and even international statesmanship. 18 In
light of such wide variation, perhaps it is best to pause abstract definitions—
we have too much of that in our politics anyway—and see what concrete
examples may be able to teach us about this popular but also fugitive idea.
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But if historical examples allow a better grip on this old and elusive idea,
is such rehabilitation actually desirable? Whether in its ancient, modern, or
contemporary formulations, political theorists have mostly assigned states-
manship to the dustbin of history.19 Democratic theorists have denied it any
role in their defenses of liberal democratic government, arguing that political
leadership is best left to the people themselves. Rather than extolling individ-
ual leadership, many such authors find it more fulfilling to seek the will of
the people through ever more byzantine democratic procedures and institu-
tions.20 For the quintessential liberal philosopher John Rawls, all persons in a
liberal democracy should be treated as reasonable agents with political of-
fices open to mostly everyone, a commitment that seems to foreclose the
possibility of citizens in possession of a superior political acumen worthy of
acknowledgment, let alone reverence.21 Or, in the political theorist Robert
Dahl’s imagery, statesmanship intimates a form of quasi-Platonic guardian-
ship whose tutelage jars with commitments to equality and popular sove-
reignty.22 For their part, postmodern theorists such as Richard Rorty have
denied the possibility of any sublime idea of the good society that a political
leader might promote.23 More recently, Benjamin Barber has summed up the
consensus, arguing that statesmanship embodies a form of “aristocratic rational-
ism” that has had a negative influence on democratic politics: “strong leaders,”
he concludes, “have on the whole made Americans weak citizens.”24

Such critiques are not entirely unwarranted. Writing in the aftermath of
the dire consequences of autocratic rule during the twentieth century, polem-
ics against statesmanship dispense a salutary tonic to any cult of personality
associated with political leadership. Certainly, citizens must be vigilant about
the facile but always dangerous temptation to transfer or lay down civic
obligations, a caution that today should be all the more keenly felt as we cast
about for individuals who might solve intractable global problems through
the sheer exertion of willpower alone. Ultimately, vigilance continues to be
the price of liberty. But if we simply belittle or ignore the admittedly old-
fashioned topic of statesmanship, will that make the concept disappear? 25

My answer is no. Indeed, disavowing the importance of good political
leadership is not without particular dangers for republican governments, in-
cluding our own.26 It is true that, following Madison’s caveat, the constitu-
tional government the framers designed was created to make the need for
individual leadership less important than it had been in the past. But neither
was the Constitution intended to eliminate concern for the character of citi-
zens and democratic leadership. Many of those same framers also believed
that the nation required role models conveyed through educational institu-
tions, voluntary associations, and as we will see, political biographies and
histories.27 The goal was not simply to maximize the possibilities of future
leaders in the mold of the founding generation, but to inspire and teach both
citizens as well as their representatives about the bases of their roles as
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keepers of the republic. The importance ascribed to such outlets reflects the
political scientist Joseph Schlesinger’s Cold War–era observation that “a
political system unable to kindle ambitions for office is as much in danger of
breaking down as one unable to restrain ambitions.”28 Thus in spite of even
the most smartly devised political institutions, our current discontent with
American political leadership may have something to do with the civic harms
flowing from insufficient attention to the subject of political leadership in
liberal democracies—a topic that begins with discussion of its preconditions,
purpose, and character.29

There is also a less controversial and more practical reason to care about
the theme of statesmanship. For better or worse, individuals have mattered
and will continue to matter on the world stage.30 The history of Calcutta,
India would in all likelihood have been worse had individuals of less steel
than Mahatma Gandhi or Mother Teresa been present. Conversely, the per-
sonal influence, grandiose rhetoric, and barbaric power wielded by leaders
such as Stalin, Hitler, and Mao Zedong were major if not the only causes
leading to the death of millions, altering the course of world history for-
ever.31 Their example illustrates that not all leaders—or citizens—are saviors
that will articulate a political vision that appeals to the best in human na-
ture.32 Whether employing political power for good or ill, however, the indi-
vidual who claims to be this or the next generation’s great statesman or
stateswoman is an element we will have to account for in the political realm.
It is certainly a factor that it would behoove Americans to take more serious-
ly in our current political milieu. Politics, like nature itself, abhors a vacuum;
it is the responsibility of citizens to determine who fills it.

At the very least a historical estimate of statesmanship provides a contex-
tualized vocabulary and portfolio of illustrations to aid in our discussions of
political leadership, with accounts that reach beyond the partial and vague
use of the term in our current political parlance. Some of the exemplars
considered in the following pages, such as George Washington, will be rec-
ognizable to most readers. Other figures, such as the theologian Saint Augus-
tine, are seldom thought of as having anything to do with the concept. Still
other illustrations, such as Jane Addams, would appear at first glance to have
little direct bearing on political affairs at all. Yet whether familiar or obscure,
each of these individuals left a mark on his or her time through the deeds they
accomplished on behalf of their commonwealth. As well, each one helps
stimulate our understanding of the identifiers of good political leadership
today.

The departure point for this analysis is Rome circa the first century, and
our first spokesperson on behalf of statesmanship is the Greek biographer
Plutarch. One might plausibly argue that his massive Lives of the Noble
Greeks and Romans is one big volume on statesmanship in its own right, but
here we focus our attention on two of his most memorable exemplars. Chap-
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ter 1 examines Plutarch’s “Life of Alcibiades,” the Greek military command-
er and orator whose public service to Athens (and several other city-states)
exemplifies the civic-mindedness we might hope for if not expect from a
political leader. His outsized ambition helped him to accomplish many
achievements on behalf of his fellow countrymen, while his consummate
flexibility helped him escape from more than one difficult situation dealt out
by fortune. Yet the fate he suffered also points to the danger posed by the
political leader’s overreliance on ambition and flexibility to the exclusion of
any other moderating qualities or abilities.

A stark contrast to Alcibiades is presented in Plutarch’s “Life of Cato the
Younger.” On the heels of Alcibiades’ itinerant and unpredictable nature,
Cato’s steady devotion to republican virtue is a breath of fresh air. Cato
embodies many of the virtues we hope to find in politics but that today seem
altogether absent: self-restraint, thrift, and the ability to sniff out demagogues
loyal to their own self-interest. Above all, Cato was a defender of the Roman
republic and its constitution at a time when internal enemies threatened its
very survival. He stood by his civic principles and spurned any iota of politi-
cal corruption, even when all seemed lost to the forces of imperial rule.
Plutarch’s portrayal of his life illustrates how conviction, resistance to
change, and courage are all important qualities within the political leader’s
repertoire. Yet in his refusal to allow any considerable room for flexibility
and change in response to the heady political events of his day, Cato’s de-
mise suggests the limits of an approach to statecraft that lacks any play in its
joints.

From Plutarch’s Lives, we turn to St. Augustine and his masterwork, The
City of God. Writing in the immediate aftermath of the sack of Rome by the
Visigoth tribes, Augustine was keenly aware of the ramifications of failed
leadership. To the degree that Plutarch’s Lives celebrates the figures that
established Greece and Rome as the leading political powers of their time,
Augustine calls attention to the follies and errors committed by public offi-
cials that contributed to the decline of the Empire that Plutarch so admired.
For all his depreciation of Rome’s supposed greatness, however, Augustine’s
Civitas Dei reveals that he was not unconcerned with matters of statecraft. In
place of civic glory and ambition, Augustine counseled humility and care as
constitutive of his ideal political leader. While his appeals may have fallen on
deaf ears in his own time, his political counsels are worth hearing in the
realm of modern politics, where qualities of pride, anger, and moral certainty
reign. Like his political theory in general, Augustine’s Christianized theory
of political leadership portrays a different kind of model, one less romantic
and more realistic. His outlook on statesmanship is fixed somewhere south of
heaven but north of hell, mindful of the past but with a fixed eye on the
kingdom to come. He offers a praiseworthy if incomplete account of states-
manship for the here and now.
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Leaving Augustine and the Middle Ages behind, we move forward in
time to scenes and persons more recognizable. When Americans think of the
most prominent statesman during the American Revolution and the repub-
lic’s early years, George Washington’s name springs readily to mind. Wash-
ington’s renown as the foremost statesman of the United States needs no
defense, nor does his career and accomplishments cry out for further scholar-
ly reconstruction. Yet his leadership is rarely viewed through the writing of
his fellow Federalist and the nation’s fourth Chief Justice of the United
States, John Marshall. In his largely unheralded biography, The Life of
George Washington, Marshall’s articulation of Washington’s blend of expe-
dient and circumspect leadership during both war and peacetime is held up
for Americans who, then as now, were embroiled in partisan conflict. In
Marshall’s eyes, the Life was intended to be a heuristic rather than a hagiog-
raphy, a work he hoped might inspire future generations of readers to perpet-
uate the achievement of the founding era. By turning to Marshall’s depiction
of Washington, we can better appreciate the role of discretion in political
leadership, and the tightrope the modern political leader must walk between
action and deference.

Not all citizens can be George Washington, however. This book con-
cludes with a more everyday form of political leadership. The Progressive
social reformer Jane Addams is an unlikely heroine in the canon of political
leaders, for she was not at the forefront of politics in the same overt manner
as Plutarch’s heroes, Augustine’s emperors, or Marshall’s Washington. On
the contrary, most of the civic deeds she performed were done outside the
formal political domain, notably at the settlement house she helped found in
Chicago, Illinois. In her Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910), Addams re-
counts the tireless planning and efforts that went into making Hull House a
success in relieving urban plight and poverty. Despite facing long odds,
Addams and her fellow volunteers succeeded in educating and mobilizing
some of the city’s most downtrodden. The feat was made all the more re-
markable by the manifold obstacles that were set before Addams and her
fellow reformers: social indifference, entrenched and parochial power cen-
ters, and their own self-doubts about Hull House’s mission. Yet Addams
remained steadfast in her commitment to making the settlement a refuge for
all visitors as a place that provided not simply the necessities of survival but
also nourished individuals intellectually, socially, and civically. In her exam-
ple of democratic statesmanship, Addams underscores the value of the con-
cept for citizens today.

Together, the figures examined here confronted enduring tensions such as
those between personal ambition and citizenship, God and man, war and
peace, the hardscrabble existence of the poor and the opulent life of the
wealthy. In doing so, their successes and shortcomings point the way toward
a better vocabulary for speaking about political leadership today. And I dare-
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say that not the least beneficiaries of a more robust and clear lexicon of
statesmanship are political theorists. Justified or not, and whether one likes it
or not, scholars of political theory are feeling ever-mounting pressure to
focus less on abstract philosophy and turn their attention to the practical
challenges confronting ordinary citizens in liberal governments. 33 Yet this
reified focus need not abandon close analysis of the major political stalwarts
among the mighty dead. While the scope and variety of our political chal-
lenges differ in kind from those facing our forbears, as inheritors of their
civic history the models of the recent and not-so-recent past remain useful
heuristics for conceiving leadership today. Thus, this tour d’horizon of
statesmanship shows that the concept is of enduring importance not only for
thoughtful citizens disenchanted by the uninspired conduct of the ship of
state, but for political theorists interested in charting a way out of our current
political morass.

That said, the narrative that follows illustrates the clashes that inevitably
transpire for us all when personal principle meets with collective life, and
thus is not one of unbroken political success and triumph. On the contrary,
several of the articulators of the concept examined here suffered failures even
while embodying some of the characteristics of statesmanship we seek. But
the bug is in fact a feature. If we are to appreciate the character and difficul-
ties of political leadership, the lessons conveyed by the setbacks, defeats, and
personal foibles of its representatives are as deeply significant as their victo-
ries and good fortune. While not the most celebratory way to parse the
concept, we tend to learn more through failures than we do through great
success. Moreover, the shortcomings of even the most formidable political
leaders gesture toward a more general teaching: operating in the pell-mell
world of politics, success will always be uncertain and subject to the forces
of constraint and contingency, whether doled out by forces outside one’s
control or by those within the human heart. Statesmen, like all the rest of us,
are to some extent at the mercy of chance, born to fight and struggle in an
ever-changing context beyond their choosing. Luck as well as skill dictates
the arc of the political leader’s career.

Although this analysis proceeds chronologically, my hope is that the as-
pects of statesmanship we move through in the writing of Plutarch, Augus-
tine, Washington, and Addams complement each other, with one author com-
pensating for the weaknesses or insufficiencies of another. By way of a final
orientation, think of what follows as a dinner menu, presented to the modern
reader hungry for a more elevated form of political leadership. The meal
begins with Alcibiades, an amuse-bouche whose brief yet sharp life of politi-
cal ambition prepares the palate for heavier fare. Following Cato’s sumptu-
ous yet somewhat recognizable civic mindedness is St. Augustine, whose
bracing counsels on behalf of personal virtue and humility prepare the stom-
ach for the rich and satisfyingly familiar narrative of Washington’s embodi-
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ment of expedience and sober thinking. Following the elaborate main course
is the sweet but not cloying hope for a theory of statesmanship, found in the
work of Jane Addams, that reinforces liberal democratic principles. On the
whole, the authors here make for a harmonious experience that is more than
the sum of its parts, and I hope we rise from the meal refreshed but not sated
by a new appreciation for this old concept.

Bon Appétit.
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Chapter One

Ambition and Flexibility in
Plutarch’s “Life of Alcibiades”

Among educated Romans of the imperial era, few works attracted as much
attention as the Greek writer Plutarch’s Parallel Lives of the Noble Greeks
and Romans, which provided his readers with the kind of popular human-
interest stories that in our time grab the attention of the casual shopper
waiting in line at the supermarket. His literary formula was simple: pair a
famous Greek political leader with a Roman counterpart to determine what
educational value the similarities and differences between their respective
lives and careers have for his contemporaries. Since his authorship of some
twenty-two such couplets, Plutarch’s appeal has extended beyond his in-
tended general readership, as the Lives were read by and inspired several
famous figures in their own right, including Shakespeare,1 Napoleon Bona-
parte,2 Jean-Jacques Rousseau,3 Ralph Waldo Emerson,4 Friedrich Nietzs-
che,5 many of America’s founding fathers, and even American presidents
such as John Adams and Harry Truman.6 Yet the Lives, a book that once
enjoyed immense celebrity in its own right, is seldom read by our generation,
let alone by our politicians. Casting aside Plutarch’s work would be unfortu-
nate, however, because although the Lives are morality stories based on
examples rather than systematic philosophical treatises, general reflections
on politics and leadership are apparent in Plutarch’s writings. Moreover, his
subjects are not dead relics of the past but rendered by him into fifty individ-
uals distinguished by their own relatable virtues and flaws.7 He was not a
political historian on the grand scale of Thucydides or Herodotus, nor did he
aspire to such heights, believing that true character is revealed more by
personal behavior than by great deeds and magnificent actions. Plutarch
thought that the most effective way to encourage emulation was for his
readers to use the human element of his statesmen as a means for examining
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one’s own character, regardless of time and place.8 He emphasized the tell-
ing cue, the revealing detail, or the fateful idiosyncrasy that hit upon the root
of his subject’s successes or failures. “It must be borne in mind that my
design is not to write histories, but lives,” he says of his undertaking, and
more often than not a simple gesture or jest reveals a leader’s virtues and
vices more effectively than “the most glorious exploits.”9 Even so, Plutarch
never loses the forest for the trees. The particularities he mentions never
detract from Plutarch’s overarching interest in statesmanship, as exemplified
by the great leaders that Greece and Rome jointly produced.

It should thus come as little surprise that one expecting to find in the Lives
a treasury of gilded hagiographies is soon disappointed. Indeed, Plutarch
refused to plaster over the warts of even his most beloved stars.10 To allow
“the lessons of the past be a guide,” in the words of Winston Churchill,
Plutarch had to present the good with the bad.11 The statesmen he surveys
possess diverse combinations of good deeds and bad behavior, virtue and
vice, making them capable of greatness as well as susceptible to bad habits.
He understood that would-be statesmen of the classical era were often their
own worst enemies, even as he harbored a classical distrust of democratic
government and the wisdom of the vox populi.12 As Simon Verdegem puts it,
“Plutarch’s protagonists are neither paragons of perfect virtue nor paradigms
of pure vice,” thus discouraging simple categorizations of “positive” and
“negative” examples.13 Moreover, as the Lives attests, he refused to limit his
cast of great characters to any particular nation, race, or civilization. 14 Plu-
tarch realized that political leaders were not some higher life form, but like
the rest of mankind were jostled by passions, external obstacles, and events
beyond their knowledge or control, and it is this realism that makes his
portrayals more accessible to the everyday reader. If we are to renew the idea
of statesmanship during these perilous political times, it behooves us to be
like Plutarch: honest about the heroes we admire, acknowledging the virtues
without denying the faults of those whom we entrust with the reins of power.

PLUTARCH’S ALCIBIADES

Perhaps Plutarch saw something of himself in the itinerant statesman Alcibi-
ades, perhaps his most notorious subject in the Lives. Both men straddled
cultural lines.15 Plutarch was born into an affluent family at Chaeronea, a
Greek hamlet that lies between Delphi and Athens.16 While the exact year of
his birth is uncertain, it occurred sometime during the reign of the Roman
emperor Claudius (roughly A.D. 41–54). His parents’ wealth obtained the
best education money could buy, which included the study of philosophy as
well as travels to Asia Minor, Egypt, and most significantly, Italy. In Rome,
when not giving lectures on philosophy and ethics he immersed himself in
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the city’s laws, history, and customs, even assuming the name Lucius Mes-
trius Plutarchus.17 It was during this stay that Plutarch received the encour-
agement from his friends and students to begin writing the work that would
become the Lives.18 Upon returning to Greece some years later, he served in
various political and religious positions while he continued his writing. 19

Though he became a great admirer of the awesome might of the Roman
Empire, he maintained a lifelong love for Greece, once describing his native
village as “a poor little place where I remained willingly so that it should not
become even less.”20 There he died after an easy but active life sometime in
his seventies, leaving behind a work that testified to his lifelong admiration
for the figures that had a hand in making Greece and Rome great.21 Thus he
dedicated his Lives to his Roman patron, Quintus Socius Senecio—a symbol-
ic bow to Roman ascendance by the child of Greece.22

A similar cosmopolitanism distinguishes Plutarch’s vivid depiction of the
Athenian general Alcibiades (431–404 B.C.). “Vivid” is indeed an apt de-
scription of Alcibiades, for by all accounts he was quite a sight to behold—
beautiful, formidably so.23 He looked the part of the leader, which was no
small advantage for Plutarch, who notes that Alcibiades’ “brilliant and ex-
traordinary beauty” attracted many well-born persons who sought his compa-
ny on a regular basis.24 Endowed with a “happy constitution and natural
vigour of body” that matched his “many strong passions,” the uppermost
being “his ambition and desire of superiority,” he was raised by the hearth-
side of his cousin, the great Athenian general-statesman Pericles, and could
trace the branches of his family tree to the most celebrated Athenian tribes (2,
1). Yet his master provided him with little guidance, for it was soon clear to
all who knew Alcibiades that no authority could hope to tame his impetuous
nature, not even the great Socrates, who for a short while took charge of his
education only to eventually give up any hope of instilling moderation in his
pupil (7).25 Alcibiades reveled in freedom, adventure, action, instinct, and it
was clear to all his tutors that nature, not convention, seemed to have already
done the heavy lifting in shaping his character.26 He enjoyed good food,
good wine, and good company. In competitions, he was a fierce and coura-
geous competitor, but not above using underhanded tactics to win, having
once avoided a fall during a wresting match by biting his opponent “like a
lion” (3). Above all, he was spirited—“eros personified” as one commentator
has put it (or “high energy,” to borrow a phrase from Donald Trump).27

While others might have exploited such capabilities to indulge small pleas-
ures or private gain, Alcibiades gratified his baser impulses while simultane-
ously pursuing a life that would fulfill his higher martial and political ambi-
tions.28 He wanted to win—often, and a lot. Inevitably, his gusto earned him
friends and enemies alike, and his reputation as an arrogant, vain, and cava-
lier leader has been said to ensure his place in the pantheon of great Greek
arch-villains.29 While not immune to acts of flattery and self-abasement,
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there is no question that from the beginning of his life Alcibiades saw him-
self as different from his fellow Athenians, and he seemed to go out of his
way to remind them of his purported superiority.30 In all, his auspicious
persona and advantages— “his noble birth, his riches, the personal courage
he had shown in divers battles, and the multitude of his friends and depen-
dents”—paved a road to fame, one made even smoother by his well-nigh
instinctive ambition (10).

AMBITION

Ambition is often invoked as an integral element in any account of states-
manship. For the ancient Greeks, human grandeur and the pursuit of honor,
albeit in guarded moderation, was often contrasted with the more servile
pursuit of material gain. The virtue of magnanimity as extolled by Aristotle,
or “greatness of soul” as elaborated by Roman statesmen such as Cicero,
extolled the active use of one’s talents to carry out political plans and reforms
that supported the common good.31 In the modern era, the role of individual
ambition continued to be paid obeisance, even if only negatively, as Enlight-
enment thinkers ranging from Thomas Hobbes to Jean-Jacques Rousseau
now cautioned against the dangers to civil peace posed by individual excess
and pride.32 Yet in the United States, the idea of political ambition continues
to cast a seductive glow over our politics, an allure that many of the Constitu-
tion’s framers sought to safely redirect through institutional channels rather
than stamp out.33 As Robert Faulkner has argued, political ambition—wheth-
er in the form of the candidate running for President of the United States or
the local councilwoman intent on reforming zoning ordinances—is all
around us.34 The pursuit of superior power, reputation, and a name in history:
these are the objects out of which a public career is made. On the whole,
then, our contemporary attitude toward ambition is complicated, insofar as
many recognize that ambition can be seen as advantageous and perhaps
indispensible to sustaining the political order yet a potential danger to liberty
if not properly curbed through legal checks and balances.35 Like statesman-
ship itself, democratic theorists continue to grapple with the role of ambition
in politics, a debate that is unlikely to wane so long as individuals continue to
pursue and contend for political office.36

When the Peloponnesian War between Sparta and Athens erupted in 431
B.C., Alcibiades could hardly have hoped for a better outlet for his drive for
distinction. Indeed, to be a genuine statesman he may have needed this crisis
point on an international stage to quench what one scholar has called his
“thirst for acclaim.”37 Certainly, he had spent a good deal of his life up until
then preparing for the moment. As a young man of only eighteen, Plutarch
relates that his martial bravery at the Battle of Potidaea in 432 drew praise
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from a good many Athenian generals (8).38 He was a rising star in Athens,
and would not be the last war hero to be pitched into the political arena—
before, Plutarch intimates, he possessed any degree of personal maturity.39

Combining early military success with “his own gift of eloquence,” as a
speaker in the assembly he was ready to push his fellow Athenians beyond
their often self-imposed limitations, toward deeds that might chisel away the
geographic and ethical limitations he saw as standing in the way of Athenian
might in the Peloponnese (10). To that end, he succeeded in fomenting Athe-
nian outrage against a group of Spartan diplomats and forming a confederacy
of Greek city-states against the Lacedaemonians, “a great political feat”
made all the more remarkable by the fact that it was authorized and coordi-
nated in a single day (16).40 Indeed, much seemed to be happening in a flash
for Alcibiades and Athens.41 The city and its allies were now hitching its
fortunes to his ambition, and working in tandem they successfully put the
Spartans and their allies on the defensive for a time. By way of his rhetoric,
he successfully inflamed to new heights the simmering desire among the
Athenians to acquire power and territory, urging them to strike quickly and
boldly with an overwhelming armada against the small city-state of Sicily. 42

He wanted Athens to attain new heights in a forceful manner, Plutarch com-
ments, but while the conquest of Sicily may have been “the utmost bound of
[Athenian] ambition,” it was only the beginning of his expectations for his
countrymen and, even more, his personal legacy (19).43 There was specula-
tion that Alcibiades had his sights set on Carthage and Libya if all went as
expected in Sicily. Fate, of course, had a different plan in store for him.

Give them credit: the Athenians sensed, however dimly, the danger to
democratic rule that lurked in Alcibiades’ outsized ambition. Prior to sailing
for Sicily, he was appointed co-general of the Athenian army along with the
veteran generals Lamachus and Nicias, the people hoping that the latter’s
famed caution would cool Alcibiades’ notorious “heat” and impulsiveness
(20).44 “Co-general”: the position was nothing short of an insult to one who
would brook no equal, especially the comparatively milquetoast Nicias. But
perhaps the division of authority served his goals after all. Alcibiades had
long been annoyed by Nicias’ reputation as a great general and envied the
plaudits extended to him by the Athenian people for brokering the former
peace between Athens and Sparta (14). Now, however, he had the chance to
surpass his rival by rendering him a foil for his own deeds. When Nicias
predictably urged conciliation on the eve of the Sicilian expedition, Alcibi-
ades prevailed in swaying the Athenians to bestow manpower and resources
without stint (20). It was one more notch in the belt of his ambition, but it
came with a cost. In his absence, the malcontents he left behind in Athens
spread salacious rumors about a wild party the night before Alcibiades’ de-
parture during which he was alleged to have done many debauched things,
most seriously defiling stone markers of the city’s gods (23).45 The enraged
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Athenians issued an immediate recall of Alcibiades to answer the charges,
albeit one softened to prevent any mutiny among his men.46 In deep trouble,
Alcibiades refused to return to face the charges; indeed, he refused to return
to Athens at all. “Seeing himself utterly hopeless of return to his native
country,” he sailed about the Peloponnesus, eventually seeking and receiving
refuge in 415 from the very Spartans he had lately vilified (27). It was the
beginning of his flight.

“I will make them feel I am alive,” Alcibiades vowed when he heard of
the sentence of death lain on him by the Athenians (26). And in short order
the promise was made good. Thanks in no small part to the intelligence he
provided to the Spartans, Athens fell to Spartan forces, and his native city
groaned under the oppressive weight of the oligarchical government known
as the Council of the Four Hundred. “Terrified into submission,” the Athe-
nians stood in need of rescue by a statesman that might lead it out of such
dire straits (33). It was a circumstance too enticing to resist, and Alcibiades,
now exiled from Sparta, soon aspired to return to Athens. There was a path
open to him: throw out the occupying Spartans, replace them with hand-
picked elites supportive of his own pretensions, and receive a hero’s wel-
come as Athens greeted him with open arms. As it turned out, a coup suc-
ceeded without his direct involvement, but the new government was riven
with its own internal discord and haphazard prosecution of the war with
Sparta. The Athenian people, long frustrated with its military fortunes, sof-
tened their former anger toward Alcibiades. It was generally hoped that he
would be the general—the statesman—who would restore Athenian democ-
racy once and for all. Here was his opportunity to play the role of savior.

Yet Alcibiades demurred. If he returned to Athens it would be on terms of
his choosing, not those dictated by the “mere grace and commiseration” of
the people (34). As Plutarch puts it, Alcibiades saw himself under no obliga-
tion “to gratify and submit to all the wishes of those who, from a fugitive and
an exile, had created him general of so great an army, and given him the
command of such a fleet” (33). Alcibiades liked to lead military campaigns,
not respond to schemes devised by others. He liked to initiate and control
undertakings, not respond to the beckoning of malcontents. As it turned out,
by declining to strike the match that would light a general conflagration of
civil war in Athens, Plutarch suggests, Alcibiades saved the city-state from
spinning into fragmentation and destruction.47 What deserves notice, howev-
er, is the affront to Alcibiades’ ambition and pride: if he would return to his
homeland he would do so triumphantly, never hat in hand. If we are looking
for a political leader whose ambition transcends petty material accolades,
indeed, stands independent of the whims of a particular regime itself, Alcibi-
ades’ refusal is a case in point.48

Still in exile, Alcibiades continued to do what he did best as a youth,
engaging in a variety of naval campaigns against Spartan forces, eventually
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reclaiming the Hellenesport for the Athenians (35). Following a few such
victories, in the year 408 he at last felt ready to set eyes on his native country
again that he might “show his fellow-citizens a person who had gained so
many victories for them” (41). Having spent seven long years in exile, his
return was a joyous occasion for the Athenian people, but Alcibiades still
harbored resentment over their earlier betrayal.49 Speaking in the Assembly
shortly after his arrival, he complained of his ill-usage by his countrymen and
with “courage and good hope” exhorted the Athenians to behave better in the
future in both their treatment of him as their army’s commander-in-chief
(43). His ambition, he exhorted them, was something to celebrate rather than
deride. Yet even as Alcibiades remained “exalted in his own thought,” Plu-
tarch notes, he could never shake the feeling that Athens’ love for him was
only a passing fancy (44). Public opinion, he now knew, was a slender reed
on which to lay one’s livelihood.

Alcibiades was right to be suspicious, for he was not the toast of the town
for very long. His reputation in Athens now at an all-time high—“the lower
and meaner sort of people” were reported to have pleaded with him to as-
sume tyrannical powers—he decided once again to prove himself on the field
of battle (45). Having climbed back to the heights of his former popularity,
his ambition wanted to rise higher still. Yet his great reputation worked
against him at the Battle of Notium in 406, the culminating naval battle
against the great Spartan admiral Lysander. Alcibiades’ fleet, undermanned
and tired, kept coming up short against Spartan forces supported by the
Persian prince, Cyrus the Younger (46). With hostilities apparently at a
standstill, Alcibiades ventured to the adjacent islands supposedly to seek
money and provisions for his starving soldiers.50 It was a disastrous choice.
Upon his departure, his men were lured into battle by the combined Spartan
and Persian forces. The man whom Alcibiades had left in temporary com-
mand, his pilot and sometime drinking-buddy Antiochus, had been given a
strict command not to engage the Spartans in battle. Placed in a do-or-die
situation, however, Antiochus and his men had no choice but to return fire
and an all-out naval engagement with the Spartans quickly ensued. The move
played into Spartan hands: bereft of Alcibiades and no match for the superior
intelligence and manpower of the Spartan fleets, fifteen Athenian ships were
destroyed and Antiochus himself was slain. Though Alcibiades quickly re-
turned to make amends for his departure, he was too late to reverse the fateful
Spartan victory. Athens was soon besieged and razed by Lysander and the
Spartan army, and, in a now familiar refrain, a new oligarchy—the Thirty
Tyrants—was imposed on the people (49).51

Amid the chaos in Athens, the Notium fiasco offered Alcibiades’ critics a
new cause célèbre. In the aftermath of the fiasco, Alcibiades’ recent exhorta-
tions to the people were forgotten as his behavior was represented by critics
in the worst possible light as the result of his “self-conceited neglect of his
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duties” (46). Yet Plutarch reports that most Athenians had much to lament in
“this sad state of affairs”: the loss of their empire, their liberty, and their
“most valiant and accomplished general,” Alcibiades (49).52 Presently
choosing to roam the Thracian Chersonese in exile, Alcibiades was ruined,
according to Plutarch, by his own glory and celebrity, torched by his own
incandescence. “[H]is continual success had produced such an idea of his
courage and conduct,” he argues, “that if he failed in anything he undertook,
it was imputed to his neglect” rather than his want of power or resources
(45). No deed could be too difficult for him to accomplish, it was believed,
provided “he went about it in good earnest.” The Spartans, for their part,
seemed to agree, believing that his ambition would not allow him “to live
idly and at ease” and resist one last effort to save Athens from tyranny (49).
Believing that the absolute extermination of Athenian democracy could only
be guaranteed by the destruction of its foremost leader, they plotted Alcibi-
ades’ death (50).53 In 404, he was tracked to the remote hamlet of Phrygia in
what is now western Turkey, where he was residing in a hovel with a mis-
tress. Late one night a fire was set by the house, and as Alcibiades fled from
the blaze he was slain in a hail of arrows shot by a band of assassins (51).54

He was not yet fifty years old.
Alcibiades’ ambition was instrumental to his success as a statesman as

well as a contributing factor to his downfall. Like many of the qualities we
will examine, Alcibiades displays the Janus-faced role of ambition in human
nature and public affairs: potent if directed toward the public good, but able
to inflict great evil and destruction of self and state if not properly governed
or restrained.55 Yet despite all his efforts to appear independent from the
people he lived among, his ambition was in fact highly conditioned by and
dependent on their attitude toward him. Try as he might to separate them, his
honor could not be divorced from the success of the people he led.56 His
ambition—indeed his very livelihood—was utterly state-centric and existed
in the eyes of others, and it is not very surprising that his final status as a
statesman without a state lasted only for a short duration. Left in isolation in
Phrygia, fate had at last instilled in him a lesson no other teacher ever could:
humility.

ADAPTABILITY

Along with ambition, a number of thinkers have identified adaptability as a
core component of good leadership. In contrast to classical thinkers such as
Plutarch who looked askance at character change in their political leaders,
many writers of the modern era have praised the ability to alter one’s temper-
ament in response to new challenges and circumstances. Perhaps the most
well-known spokesperson of this view was the notorious political counselor
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Niccolò Machiavelli, who infamously advised his aspiring prince to know
how to imitate the behavior of the lion and the fox—that is, to act either
boldly or with subterfuge—to counteract the obstacles that fortune rises be-
fore the political leader.57 In the United States, Progressive Era thinkers such
as Herbert Croly made a similar point, holding up Abraham Lincoln as the
statesman whose political flexibility might serve as an exemplar for address-
ing twentieth-century economic and political upheaval. 58 More recently, a
host of scholars have pointed to a leader’s willingness to vary his or her
behavior as the defining feature of “adaptive” or “situational” leadership in
such diverse arenas as politics, education, and human resource manage-
ment.59 Overall, perceptions of the necessity and even merits of a leader’s
embrace of flexibility have dissipated earlier suspicions, and we now live in
an age in which adaptability is a quality for praise rather than derision in a
political leader.

For his part, Alcibiades possessed adaptability in spades. If his ease in
“plac[ing] himself upon good terms with all that he met” was some sort of
vice, he certainly never recognized it as such (105–6). Indeed, much of his
success owed to his ability to respond quickly and adapt to changing circum-
stances, dangers, and environments. The milieux that honed his fly-by-night
behavior are impressive both in their number and variety: his adaptability
served him well as an Athenian, Spartan, Persian, and Athenian once again.60

He was nicknamed, Plutarch reports admiringly, “the chameleon,” based on
his “peculiar talent and artifice for gaining men’s affections” and entering
seamlessly into the “habits and ways of life” of a people (28). As an Athe-
nian, he possessed and reflected back to the people the public spiritedness
that made Athens great. As a Spartan, he was abstemious to the envy of even
the most austere hoplite. In Persia, he once again swung back to his former
extreme, conducting himself with the utmost pomp and magnificence. Nor
was his resourcefulness always a product of necessity, though his malleabil-
ity led him through more than one narrow escape. Change suited his restless-
ness and appeared to have an inherent appeal for one who thrived on present-
ing himself with new challenges and carrying out the seemingly impos-
sible.61 Despite Alcibiades’ hunger for public recognition, the many drastic
about-faces recounted by Plutarch suggest a survival instinct that made loyal-
ty to any particular regime a tenuous proposition indeed.62

Perhaps the most striking illustration of Alcibiades’ adaptability occurred
during his time with the Spartans, whose sanctuary he accepted following his
initial exile from Athens. What a lifestyle change for the supposed descen-
dent of Ajax (1)! Having until then reveled in the finer things of life, he took
to his new regime like a fish to water. In terms of military strategy, he
disclosed Athenian battle plans and recommended without reservation meas-
ures that would thwart the very maneuvers he had so recently counseled on
his former city-state’s behalf.63 But even more dramatic was Alcibiades’
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personal transformation and the total makeover of his outward appearance.
Gone were the Milesian robes, the dainty victuals, and the streak of noncon-
formity. As a dour Spartan, Plutarch takes pleasure in dwelling on Alcibi-
ades’ clipped hair, baths in ice-cold water, nights spent on rough pallets, and
meals of “black broth,” a soup consisting of boiled pigs’ legs, blood, salt, and
vinegar (27).64 He carried the new identity off well, however, captivating and
winning over many skeptical Spartans by his quick adoption of their lifestyle.
Yet such extravagant attempts to curry favor eventually sowed distrust. Al-
cibiades had to outdo everyone, going to extremes even in asceticism. More-
over, in spite of his professed allegiance to the Spartans, jealousy and suspi-
cions among Spartan elites revolving around his ultimate loyalties grew as
his victories on behalf of the Lacedaemonians piled up. When rumors began
making the rounds that Alcibiades was carrying on an affair with the wife of
the Spartan king, Agis II—confirmed, so it seems, by a love-child he shared
with the woman—it was not difficult for the city’s magistrates to persuade
Spartan elites to set upon and execute the Athenian-turned-Spartan (28). The
plot was unsuccessful—this time.

Having gotten wind of the Spartans’ plan, Alcibiades was again on the
lam (29). This time he made off further east to Persia, where he once more
tried to endear himself to his countrymen by making a new pledge of alle-
giance to the Persian prince, Tissaphernes (445–395 B.C.), “a cruel charac-
ter” and avowed “hater of the Greeks” (30). Alcibiades was again compelled
to dramatically alter his self-presentation, though perhaps he welcomed the
change to the more luxurious Persian lifestyle. Even more significant than his
outward changes, however, were those he made in his approach to foreign
affairs. Quickly he became one of the most influential figures about the
prince as he now participated in matters of diplomacy rather than military
strategy, urging a policy of conservative neutrality toward the outside world.
It was a move more characteristic of Nicias than Alcibiades, but neither the
latter nor Plutarch let on any indication of inner conflict. Alcibiades’ recom-
mendation to his new patron “was to furnish [Spartans and Athenians] but
sparingly with money, and so wear them out, and consume them insensibly”
by depleting their resources to the extent that they would be ready to submit
to the Persian prince. Plutarch notes that Tissaphernes, a “lover of guile and
wickedness” in his own right, could not but help but admire the ingenuity of
the plan, and it was not long before Alcibiades’ efforts endeared himself to
even those Persians that had most feared and envied him (29).65 In due
course, he would abandon the Persians just as he had the Spartans and Athe-
nians before. From a political standpoint, Alcibiades’ malleability never
stopped raising him to new levels of success and positions of leadership.
“Whether with good men or with bad,” Plutarch remarks with no little admi-
ration, Alcibiades was able to quickly “adapt himself to his company, and
equally wear the appearance of virtue or vice” (28).
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Alcibiades’ flexibility was not simply a survival mechanism during a time
of interstate conflict, but guided his conduct in matters large and small. He
was a chameleon, certainly—but also slippery as a snake. No matter where
he happened to be, Plutarch suggests that Alcibiades’ day-to-day relations
were marked by an easygoing cunning, especially in the political and finan-
cial realm, where he often engaged in bribery and flattery in order to have his
way.66 Alcibiades, in comparison to the “simple and straightforward” Roman
statesman Coriolanus, is described by Plutarch as unscrupulous, cunning, and
false.67 To Plutarch, he was a sharper, admittedly, but good at what he did.
Alcibiades could never manage to make himself hated by the Athenian peo-
ple, notwithstanding the harm his schemes sometimes inflicted. In compari-
son to the ethereal Socrates, Alcibiades was not an unpleasant gadfly but
instead “always tried to place himself upon good terms with all that he
met.”68 He was a sociable man, and was forthright about his desire for
winning recognition from others according to their, not his, standards for
praise. As Plutarch puts it, he never denied his “love of distinction” or that it
was pleasant for him “to be honoured, and distasteful to him to be over-
looked.”69 The dependence of his self-image on public opinion was a great
strength as well as weakness for this political leader, for all political leaders.

The engine that powered Alcibiades’ ambition was his capacity for rein-
vention. His conduct “displayed many great inconsistences and variations,”
Plutarch remarks, all serving the “ambition and desire for superiority” which
defined “his real character” (2). Wherever in the world he was driven, he
seemed to fit in—until he didn’t, and then he went elsewhere and started
over. He did nothing in half-measures: “at Sparta, he was devoted to athletic
exercises, was frugal and reserved; in Ionia, luxurious, gay, and indolent; in
Thrace, always drinking; in Thessaly, ever on horseback; and when he lived
among the Persians, he exceeded them in displays of magnificence and
pomp” (28). Such elasticity often put would-be foes at ease, no small feat for
a political leader, but his permutations also testified to his refusal to accept,
as Plutarch puts it, “the many and wonderful vicissitudes of his fortunes” (2).
Plutarch indicates that good statesmanship must show resourcefulness, if not
of the extreme Alcibiadean variety than at least some approximation thereof,
displaying a readiness to influence opponents and events rather than resigna-
tion to being controlled by them. Thus it is not simply Alcibiades’ great
ambition that deserves our consideration in the Lives, but how that ambition
dovetailed with his adjustments to the wildly different regimes in whose
circles of power he so easily moved. Unpredictable as the gods, one never
really knew what he would do or where he would be next.
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CONCLUSIONS

Plutarch’s Alcibiades typifies two qualities—ambition and flexibility—that it
is appropriate to include within any general definition of statesmanship. 70

Many Americans still clamor for leaders who have the gumption to seek out
opportunities for public service along with the facility to meet their fellow
and sister citizens at their own level. While the perils of the professionaliza-
tion of American politics have been well documented, citizens nonetheless
are attracted to representatives who genuinely want to be active participants
and contributors in the political arena. Alcibiades was just such a figure, a
wild, fantastic soul, unsurprising only in his readiness to take risks that might
further his goals and willing to take up and abandon projects that might
enhance his own glory first, and the good of the community second.71 Such a
temperament was buttressed by a gift for what the sociologist Max Weber
famously referred to as charismatic authority, a rarefied, almost supernatural
ability to move people by the sheer force of one’s “specific gifts of body and
spirit.”72 This common touch made it easier for his drive for glory—his
vainglory, it would not be inappropriate to call it—to frequently coincide
with the desires of those he led, the times he lived in being as frenetic and
unpredictable as his own personality. As Plutarch saw him, for all his seem-
ing independence Alcibiades was not just eros embodied, but an incarnation
of Athens itself, his insatiable quest for valor only a silhouette of the self-
aggrandizement of its citizens.73 The Athenian people he led were given a
statesman that reflected back their most praiseworthy and problematic ambi-
tions, martial or otherwise. The city required Alcibiades’ superior martial and
political abilities, yet simultaneously could hardly tolerate him for very
long.74 In the end, it was precisely this frequent congruence between Alcibi-
ades’ ambition and Athenian politics that threatened its democratic govern-
ment.75 Both Athens and Alcibiades became caught up in confounding his
personal policy with public policy, mistaking his private good for the com-
mon good, and in turn his statesmanship subtly assumed the form of a benev-
olent parent protecting and reprimanding his charges rather than educating
and preparing citizens to deal with political crises on their own.76

The weaknesses of Alcibiades’ leadership should not obscure the positive
aspects of his political career as described by Plutarch. Indeed, Alcibiades’
adaptability suggests that one need not be morally faultless in order to ac-
complish a great deal on behalf of the good of the community.77 From an
early age, he did not try to exorcise or mortify his natural spiritedness, but
lived with it alongside his more elevated political objectives and thirst for
glory. In Alcibiades’ successes on behalf of the Athenian and Spartan re-
gimes, Plutarch illustrates that great deeds on behalf of a political cause
might be performed in spite of (and even partly thanks to) the all-too-human
passions that draw us away from their accomplishment. Alcibiades reached
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for a life that was unburdened by social restrictions, received traditions, and
expectations, one that would give the most generous field of play to his ends
and whatever means used to achieve them. For a considerable period of his
brief time on earth, he satisfied both of these seemingly contradictory sides
of his personality. Like his Roman counterpart Coriolanus, when Alcibiades
was in his country, Plutarch writes, he “eminently sustained it”; when in
exile, he “eminently damaged” it.78 These are the type of people that make
for statesmen in Plutarch’s time and in our own.

Yet in the end, Plutarch’s Alcibiades points to some qualities that are
necessary but ultimately insufficient for a theory of statesmanship. While we
may pine for elected officials that are more responsive to public opinion, his
is a cautionary tale of the dangers invited by the statesman that rests his
finger too heavily on the pulse of the people.79 Plutarch teaches that Alcibi-
ades never learned or even seriously attempted to stand up for a higher
principle and master his temptations; he is fundamentally an irrational char-
acter, totally dependent on and responsive to forces, events, and whims out-
side his ken.80 Despite all his magnificent deeds and words, all his acknowl-
edged persuasiveness, great wantonness and luxury were mingled with these
qualities, in his drinking, eating, and living (17). So much of his personality
was for show; so little of it was for substance. “The truth is,” Plutarch
confesses, that Alcibiades’ “liberalities, his public shows, and other munifi-
cence to the people, which were such as nothing could exceed,” often served
to indulge the people rather than invite critique (18). By spurning private
virtue, Alcibiades had done more than repudiate the Socratic way of life
based on moderation and philosophy. He had rejected any personal code or
standard to live by that transcended his own visceral quest for glory, and the
vices that attended such single-mindedness resulted in his downfall on more
than one occasion.81 Try as he might, his skill in changing his colors in
response to events without could not guard him from the consequences of the
flaws within. Alcibiades’ statesmanship was at once a standing reproach to
and ultimately a verification of the rule of life inscribed above Plutarch’s
beloved Delphic temple: “Nothing in Excess.”82

For Plutarch himself, the bad in Alcibiades outweighed the praiseworthy.
With nothing of “temperance, continence, and probity” in his makeup, Plu-
tarch concludes, he was “the least scrupulous and most entirely careless of
human beings in all these points.”83 Alcibiades was a good, even great states-
man, exhibiting a quickness of mind that any effective political leader must
have at his or her disposal. Yet what he possessed in terms of resourcefulness
he lacked in principle, or even genuine independence. There lies in him little
of the loyalty, sturdy republican virtue, and aversion to civic corruption
ingrained granite-like in the Roman statesman Cato the younger. As we turn
to Plutarch’s assessment of his republicanism, think of him hazarding his
dignity in an alcohol-fueled night of debauchery.
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Chapter Two

Principle and Resistance in
Plutarch’s “Life of Cato the Younger”

Into the cruel world of reality he was born too late. Marcus Porcius Cato
Uticensis, commonly called Cato the younger, was a man out of his time, or
as Plutarch describes him, a fruit ripe before its season.1 If Alcibiades’ chief
attribute was his ability to camouflage himself to the times, Cato refused to
disguise his own solid and substantial character in response to fortune’s
whims. Guided by firm convictions concerning both individual and political
conduct, Cato’s statesmanship testifies to how an inner code may both guide
political decisions and serve as an engine of resistance in times of change.
Alcibiades, like many politicians today, could never tolerate being unpopular
for long. Cato would accept ignominy with pride if it meant preserving the
Roman republic—that is, if pride could ever break through his virtue. Cen-
tered on ideas of restraint and resistance to political corruption, Plutarch’s
portrayal of Cato’s statesmanship provides a counterbalance to Alcibiadean
leadership. Nevertheless, his life brings to the surface difficulties attending
any quest for a more ethical form of political leadership today.

In light of Cato’s abiding place as a torchbearer in American political
history, it is somewhat surprising that political theorists have not had more to
say about either the younger Cato’s statesmanship or Plutarch’s analysis of
its significance. Indeed, Roman political thought has been viewed as an
afterthought by many scholars of the ancient world. As Benjamin Straumann
has argued, political theorists are often prone to lumping Greece and Rome
together, leading to a dull perception of distinctly Roman political ideas or an
overconcentration on matters of Roman institutional or constitutional de-
sign.2 Moreover, when Cato is studied by scholars today, it is rarely via
Plutarch’s Lives but through the lens of the Roman historians Sallust or
Tacitus, whose works typically invoked Cato’s severity as a point of contrast
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with his more opportunistic peers.3 Plutarch’s “Life of Cato the Younger” is
more detailed than these broader accounts of Roman politics and conveys,
above all, a lesson in statesmanship that brings into clearer view the idiosyn-
cratic positive and negative attributes of Rome’s republican hero.4 For its
bearing on understanding political leadership today as well as its value for
sharpening our perception of Roman political theory, Plutarch’s Cato merits
closer attention than it has hitherto received.

Plutarch, like many others since his time, was quite seduced by Cato’s
charms. Even a cursory reading of the “Life of Cato” shows that Plutarch
admired his subject immensely, at times heaping such fulsome praise on his
character that many scholars have questioned the reliability of his narrative. 5

Yet even allowing for literary embellishments, Cato is a figure one would
expect to find in any catalogue of history’s great statesmen as a symbol of the
responsibilities of republican liberty and, relatedly, the duty of resistance to
political corruption and tyranny.6 Certainly his example gave solace to many
eighteenth-century Americans, who drew parallels between his critical stance
toward corruption and their own.7 Thanks to the popularity of the playwright
Joseph Addison’s Cato, many of the founding generation, notably George
Washington, came to appreciate the nobility as well as tragedy involved in
risking life and limb on behalf of a civic ideal.8 Following the American
Revolution, anti-federalist opponents of the federal Constitution claimed to
be inheritors of his legacy in their defiance of expanded national power.
Guard your liberties jealously, the anti-federalist writer “Cato” admonished
his readers, lest “great power connected with ambition, luxury and flattery”
create an American Caesar “as the same causes did in the Roman empire.”9

Similar references have extended into the twenty-first century, as Cato and
his identification with the public good continue to be invoked by citizens
concerned about government corruption and overreach. Without question,
Cato has had a good deal to teach American citizens and political leaders of
the past and present. What might be his message for those of the future?

PLUTARCH’S CATO

Fate decreed that Cato would live in the shadow of his great-grandfather of
the same name (234–194 B.C.), the famed conservative orator and senator
most often recalled for defending native Roman values against the spread of
Greek culture.10 Born a century and a half later, the younger Cato (95–46
B.C.) seemed to have some of this same conservatism sewn into his charac-
ter. From his very infancy, according to Plutarch, in Cato’s “speech, his
countenance, and all his childish pastimes, he discovered an inflexible tem-
per, unmoved by any passion, and firm in everything.”11 Although an or-
phan, the great statesmen and orators of the republic’s heyday seemed to
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stand in as ghostly father figures for him, teaching virtue through their exam-
ple and checking whatever vices arose during his youth (370).12 Indeed,
emulating their traits and talents seemed to inoculate Cato against manipula-
tion of all sorts. Rough toward flatterers and even more belligerent toward
those that dared to bully him, he would never suffer fools gladly. Indepen-
dent of patrician and plebeian alike, he was free to chart his own political
path through the city’s bruising hierarchies with only his unwavering princi-
ples for company.

Throughout his life, Cato would have a complicated relationship with his
Roman contemporaries. To begin with, he was not very well liked. His “strict
and austere” habits could be mistaken for putting on airs, and while his
distant attitude elicited “awe and respect” among members of the public it
also led to ridicule and suspicion (374, 386). His colleague Cicero, himself a
loyal republican, once remarked that notwithstanding Cato’s integrity and
patriotism, he often spoke in the Senate as though he were living in Plato’s
republic rather than “among the dregs of Romulus’s posterity.”13 In truth,
Cato was always a little out of sync with the times: he adopted an unusual
course of self-mortification and inner composure that jarred with the civic
upheaval of his day. In a way, this was how he sought to lead others, having
“esteemed the customs and manners of men at that time so corrupt, and a
reformation in them so necessary,” that he was willing “to go contrary to the
ordinary way of the world” in his habits (376). Yet he never became indiffer-
ent toward the res publica, the “public thing,” in Rome. He did not care if he
offended the sensibilities of grandees, since he believed that the republic was
more important than any one man, and that in the grand scheme of things
personality and popularity mattered little in comparison to defending the
common good.14 Yet neither was he anti-social: Cato was a child of the
republic insofar as he understood that the individual pursuit of justice, moral
rectitude, and the good life were facilitated and perfected through society and
participation in its political life. Passing between the boundaries separating
public and private life effortlessly, in all his diverse public offices—prætor,
quæstor, senator, and tribune—Cato adhered to an admirable if Quixotic
mission to purge Roman politics of financial and civic malfeasance, envi-
sioning a body politic as free from vice and corruption as his own.15

Long before ever stepping foot in Roman politics, Cato volunteered to
defend republican values on the field of battle. As a soldier in the Roman
army, he helped organize the men who put down the slave uprising instigated
and led by the Thracian gladiator Spartacus, and his heroism coupled with his
noble lineage gained him a speedy entry into the world of statecraft (377). 16

Unlike Alcibiades, however, Cato used his military reputation to become one
of the most rare of birds: the honest politician.17 He did not conceive politics
as a moneymaking enterprise, but as the highest duty of a citizen, a duty
made all the more critical in light of the republic’s woes. Thus Plutarch
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pronounces that Cato’s political undertakings, like his military campaigns,
were performed not to attain “honour or riches,” nor persecuted “out of mere
impulse, or by chance,” but because Cato believed “the service of the state
[to be] the proper business of an honest man, and therefore he thought him-
self obliged to be as constant to his public duty as the bee to the honeycomb”
(389). Dedication to the republic would be Cato’s sword to carry and fall
on—figuratively and literally.

SELF-GOVERNMENT

At least in the classical era, the ability to govern oneself was inseparable
from that of governing others. The city is merely the soul writ large, as
Socrates famously suggested to his interlocutor Adeimantus in Plato’s Re-
public, and detecting the presence or absence of justice on a grand scale is
not unlike identifying its existence in the individual.18 Nor was the relation-
ship between private and public character a byproduct of the Greek world
alone. Many Roman thinkers and politicians continued to pay heed to the
virtue of moderation, emphasizing the importance of restraint, equanimity in
the face of adversity, and the subordination of the passions to reason. As
Cicero once remarked with uncharacteristic pith, “the more we excel, the
more humbly should we behave.”19 On such accounts, good leadership was
wedded to notions of moderation, sobriety, and a sense of proportion neces-
sary to keep one from veering toward political extremes.20 Today, modern
citizens are more inclined to show lenience regarding private failings and
moral imperfections, emphasizing credentials and results frequently at the
expense of character and integrity. Nonetheless, the idea that private and
public personae are intertwined and have some bearing on one’s leadership
capabilities continues to have currency.21 We often express indignation to-
ward the personal failings of politicians, even if election results tell a differ-
ent story.

Few if any men of his time took his private character as seriously as
Cato.22 His moral code, hammered on the forge of self-denial, was rooted in
Stoicism.23 He was in fact a natural fit for its rigorous and “severe way of
living,” whose tenets he learned at the knee of an obscure teacher of the
doctrine, Antipater of Tyre (425, 374). Even as a young child, Plutarch
reports, Cato was mature beyond his years—“it was difficult to excite him to
laughter, [and] his countenance seldom relaxed even into a smile”—but he
did his best to turn his “natural stubbornness and slowness to be persuaded”
from an impediment to an asset in his formal education (370). He assumed a
monk-like lifestyle of self-denial that inured “his body to labor and violent
exercise,” retiring from human contact for long stretches of time and surren-
dering his possessions and inheritance (375).24 When he did go out in public,
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he was often seen roaming bareheaded and shoeless no matter the season in
order to strengthen his physique. Eccentric? Certainly. Yet this was an educa-
tion of mind as well as body. As Plutarch describes, Cato’s efforts to root out
vice were reinforced by the study of philosophy, particularly ethics, which
instilled in him an affinity for every virtue, the foremost being “that steady
and inflexible justice which is not to be wrought upon by favour or compas-
sion” (374). Altogether, Cato’s regimen resulted in his possession of almost
superhuman levels of self-abnegation and restraint, arguably unparalleled
among political leaders before or since his time.

One might expect such an upbringing to lead to a quiet, hermetic life
somewhere far removed from the welter of public affairs. Yet Cato’s princi-
pled moderation was channeled into both his military and political career,
thereby testing and solidifying his education by means of experience. As
commander of the Roman army, Cato made every effort to make his men like
himself by blending reason with authority (379).25 He was no impetuous
leader but a disciplined commander that meted out rewards and punishments
in accordance with desert, and by his example “it was hard to say whether
[his soldiers] were more peaceable or more warlike, more valiant or more
just.” Indeed, Cato did not shy from the hardships of war. While his “charac-
ter, high purpose, and wisdom” were unmatched, Plutarch relates, he adopted
the diet, apparel, and mode of transportation of his subordinates, earning the
love as well as respect of the soldiers. Yet even though his even temper
proved valuable in the heat of battle, it often befuddled his contemporaries in
the arena of civil society. When he declined accolades for his service during
the slave uprisings, Plutarch relates that Cato was regarded by many Romans
as “a man of a strange and eccentric temper” for rejecting public recognition
(377).26 In fact, such disavowals were of a piece with his republicanism:
Cato recognized that the republic’s successes, whether in war or politics,
should not be ascribed to any single person, himself included.

Cato’s core principles of self-government and moderation were taxed by
the often-duplicitous and opportunistic behavior of his peers. Yet just as his
education prepared him for battle against unruly slaves, it also equipped him
for dealing with political adversaries. It helped that the distinctly Roman
Stoicism he imbibed was not focused exclusively on abstract philosophy,
metaphysics, and contemplation, but involved precepts governing immediate,
day-to-day conduct.27 Cato had another advantage going into politics: a
thorough education in and facility with the art of rhetoric and debate, a skill
he wielded not as a tool for self-promotion but as a means for defending the
republican regime.28 He believed that “the art of speaking and debating in
public” was necessary to preserving the martial or warlike spirit of the state,
an indispensible element in any great commonwealth (374). While there was
no grandstanding in Cato’s speeches, Plutarch writes that if something
needed to be spoken, he could be counted on to say it—with a “full and
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sounding voice” in language that was “straightforward, full of matter, and
rough” (375).29 Certainly, at times Cato’s integrity and subdued demeanor
made him appear to be ill-suited for the kind of political combat carried out
among Roman elites. Nonetheless, Cato’s speech was capable of moving the
emotions of his audience, as was evident before a battle at Dyrrhachium in
the twilight of the republic when, Plutarch notes, he outdid the general Pom-
pey in rallying the spirits of the Roman army with repeated invocations of
“liberty, manly virtue, death, and a good name” (426).30 His oratory was
intended to recall his fellow Romans to the basic principles of civic duty that
held together both his moral constitution and, he hoped, that of the Roman
republic. Cato embraced philosophy in a way that Alcibiades neither would
nor could, Plutarch suggests, as he served the republic as a kind of philoso-
pher-rhetor concerned foremost with improving the body politic by correct-
ing its ignorance rather than exploiting office to his advantage through flat-
tery or manipulation (385).31 Whether in armed or political conflict, he was
prepared to speak and fight on behalf of his principles, win or lose.

In the political realm, Cato’s discipline found expression in his profes-
sional conduct. He was concerned not with the “title and honor” of public
office, Plutarch states, but “the knowledge and understanding” of its respon-
sibilities, and so was unwilling to rush into any position without having first
acquired an understanding of its authority and obligations (385). Out of
concern for the republic, he found his niche as a defender of tradition, fiscal
responsibility, and thrift, logging long hours—“he always came first of any
of his colleagues to the treasury, and went away the last,” Plutarch reports—
that underscored his dedication to the commonwealth (387). Unsurprisingly,
Cato avoided the circles of the political elite and social climbers, preferring
instead to absorb himself in the task of protecting the republic from even the
smallest financial mismanagement or self-dealing. Combining in Plutarch’s
words “an admirable mildness of temper and greatness of spirit,” Cato sought
to stem the tide of growing political acrimony, power politics, and civil
unrest—in short, profligacy of all kinds, as he could never stand any kind of
waste (383). Occasionally this devotion won cheers, as was the case when he
bravely prosecuted a group of assassins in the employ of the dictator Sulla
for their “unlawful and impious actions” against the republic (387).32 But
despite being returned to public office on many occasions, he was not always
an object of applause. In an effort to shut down bribery, he championed a law
requiring public officials to answer questions under oath about their financial
transactions during the preceding election (414). In response, candidates for
office and their well-heeled supporters dreaded to exchange money even as
they feared their competitors would figure out some way to skirt the law.
Rival politicians were at one, however, in their dislike for Cato’s hard medi-
cine (416). Political elites and their votaries took to pelting Cato with stones
as he made his way through the streets of the city (415). Undaunted, Cato
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took it upon himself to act as a kind of election monitor so that he might keep
a watchful eye over the new regulations governing candidate expenditures, a
move that provoked admiration as well as resentment.33 Plutarch teaches that
the statesman committed to moderating the immoderate regime must, at least
for a time, be prepared to endure some unpopularity.

Indeed, Cato made few friends in politics. Recognizing that draining the
Roman swamp would be no easy task, he remained undeterred by any oppo-
sition, no matter how many would-be dictators attempted to thwart his re-
forms. Moreover, a significant portion of his ire was directed toward the
Roman people themselves, whom he did not flinch from rebuking for their
complicity in the republic’s corruption (391).34 It was a daring move for one
who could never fall back on a winning personality. With a stony disposition
“not to be wrought upon by favor or compassion,” he could hardly count on
launching a charm offensive in support of his proposals (374).35 Yet he kept
at the work of endearing himself, however obliquely, to friend and foe alike
by means of his example. At one point, Plutarch notes, Cato dedicated him-
self to reviving a rarely observed law requiring candidates for office to mem-
orize the names of their fellow citizens, and soon learned “by his own knowl-
edge” the names of all he spoke with, to the praise and derision of his
colleagues (378).36 Only with time did his peers warm to him, though it
surely helped matters that he was willing to accept both praise and blame for
the stringency of his political reforms. It was all Cato’s fault, critics could cry
to citizens who begged for favors: neither the rich nor the poor could gain a
foothold on public affairs under his watchful eye (415).37

Moderation distinguished Cato’s personal, military, and political conduct,
a leitmotif that has been occasionally portrayed tragically or even negative-
ly.38 As the classical historian Edward Gibbon concluded somewhat unfairly,
Cato illustrated “that a character of pure and inflexible virtue is the most apt
to be misled by prejudice, to be heated by enthusiasm, and to confound
private enmities with public justice.”39 It is true that Cato’s intransigence
never allowed him to bend principles to suit the exigencies of the day, result-
ing in a slowness to act that perhaps explains Plutarch’s sometimes critical
tone toward his life.40 Perhaps this lack of versatility is the price one must
pay for living in accordance with a single ethical code or rule. Yet if Cato’s
notorious stubbornness in some instances constrained the scope of his leader-
ship, it did not defang him as a political opponent. Few public figures re-
sisted the approaching imperial age as vigorously as he did.

RESISTANCE

In contrast to politicians who kowtow to or exploit popular sentiment, states-
manship is often seen as entailing a type of courageous resistance to the
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prevailing winds of majority opinion and political change. On such accounts,
the courage of one’s convictions, not the shifting sands of public opinion,
should be the ground on which one stands. At least this idea of statesmanship
was the hope of many of the Constitution’s framers, who believed that its
rules and procedures would not only inoculate ambition but also facilitate
leadership capable of resisting factious influences and demagoguery.41 Dis-
trust of the people and the politicians that indulged their whims was not
unique to North America, however. “In history a great volume is unrolled for
our instruction,” British Member of Parliament Edmund Burke wrote in his
Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), “drawing the materials of
future wisdom from the past errors and infirmities of mankind.”42 For Burke
and other critics of mass democracy, past experience teaches the grave con-
sequences wrought “by pride, ambition, avarice, revenge, lust, sedition, hy-
pocrisy, ungoverned zeal, and all the train of disorderly appetites”—vices
that he believed the statesman must withstand rather than placate. For such
thinkers, the epitome of the statesman consists in the willingness to resist the
momentary whims and passions of the general public, inspired as they often
are by the overall weakness of human reason. Yet resistance need not be
confined in its expression to anti-populist screeds declaiming against the
wisdom of crowds. Throughout American political history and into the
present day, statesmanship as resistance to the powers-that-be has been
preached from a range of pulpits, spanning right-wing Jerimiahs such as Pat
Buchannan to centrist-liberals like Daniel Patrick Moynihan to recent far-
left-leaning “anti-fascist” resistance movements.43 Amid this diversity of
voices is a common refrain of praise for the political leader who has the
strength to swim against the stream of public opinion and stand up for what
he or she believes is right, personal or political fortunes be damned.

For Plutarch, Cato was as impervious as the legionnaire’s shield, standing
almost alone against the erosion of Roman republicanism. Perhaps he was
destined for such a role, being from his adolescence “resolute in his pur-
poses, much beyond the strength of his age, to go through with whatever he
undertook” (370). His political outlook was traditionalist, not that of a fly-
by-night revolutionary, and he was intent on learning from the wisdom of the
ages rather than litigating its inadequacies. The best of this past was gathered
in what was called the mos maiorum (roughly, the “way of the ancestors”).
The Roman republic did not have a written constitution, but rather a widely
agreed upon set of principles, traditions, and social norms forming a way of
life that guided law-making on the solid basis of immemorial custom.44 Cato
did his best to anchor the ship of state to this history during his “stormy and
tempestuous” time, lending his “fixed and immovable bent to all virtuous and
honest action” to the task of preserving the civic standards that had made the
republic a success.45 For Cato, there were practical as well as sentimental
reasons for defending such traditions. The Roman constitution, like the com-
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mon law in Great Britain today, was flexible—certainly more flexible than
Cato himself—and this quality had on more than one occasion prevented the
periodic clashes between aristocrats and plebeians from spilling over into
outright anarchy or civil war.46 Indeed, over the centuries-long growth of
Rome from provincial city-state to cosmopolitan metropolis, its republican
ethos had been a touchstone of consistency and familiarity amid great politi-
cal, cultural, and geographic upheaval and expansion. Here was the tradition,
identity, and political system that Cato resolved to defend, “inflexible to
pleasure, fear, or [the] foolish entreaties” of opponents or purported friends
(380).

Cato’s personality as well as his commitment to stemming the tide of
corruption met a dramatic antagonist in the form of one of history’s most
notorious political figures: Julius Caesar. The public lives of these two fig-
ures tracked closely, not merely in time but also in their possession of a clear-
eyed vision of the future Rome. Yet a collision course between the two titans
was inevitable. There were too many differences in their personalities, their
ultimate loyalties. Cato did all things with the utmost care; Caesar acted
quickly, both in war and politics. Indeed, Caesar did little to restrain his
passions, especially his impulse toward political rule, power, and glory. Yet
as a military commander he was no voluptuary, instead coveting all manner
of danger, hardship, and labor during his several military campaigns.47 He
was in Plutarch’s estimate “born to do great things,” with his “passion after
honor” always impelling him to surpass all past efforts with new claims to
fame.48 While rivaling Caesar in military prowess, Cato is portrayed by
Plutarch as the lone voice in the wilderness remonstrating against his fellow
Romans’ dangerous ambition. There were not many listeners. Caesar ap-
pealed not to immemorial custom and principles, but to Romans as he found
them in the republic’s late hour: hungry for territory, politically anxious, and
civically apathetic. Cato, like Marcus Brutus, spoke the language of pious
virtue in hopes of reclaiming an ever-more distant past. For his part, Caesar’s
power, driven by his own pretensions to glory, was built on fear, an basis of
support that overpowered whatever reverence the people had for Cato (433).
Even if his opponent’s designs had been frankly admitted, however, Cato’s
cause would have faced an uphill climb: it would take more than one man to
fell Caesar.

An early showdown with Caesar pitted Cato’s resistance against the
wishes of the people and those of the future emperor. In an effort to win
popular support to their side, Caesar and his allies set themselves against the
aristocratic Roman Senate, proposing land reform laws that would redistrib-
ute arable land to the poor and needy. From the outset, Cato saw through the
proposal as well as its instigator. While he stated he did not oppose “the
advantage the people should get by this division of the lands,” he was cha-
grined that political leaders should advance their causes “by thus courting
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and cozening the people” (402). Sensing their plan in growing peril the
longer Cato spoke, Caesar’s supporters quickly strong-armed the Senate into
supporting and defending the land reforms.49 Even with the writing on the
wall, only Cato’s close friend Cicero could persuade him to reluctantly ac-
cede to the proposal on behalf of the people—“though Cato have no need of
Rome, yet Rome has need of Cato, and so likewise have all his friends,”
Cicero is reported to have pleaded—but he did not hold his tongue for long
(403). When a confident Caesar introduced another law that would designate
most of the Campania region in Southern Italy for a similar division, nobody
dared to speak against the proposal except an enraged Cato. He minced no
words, lambasting not only the so-called reforms but the people for having
set a “a tyrant in their citadel,” with such language that Caesar signaled his
removal from the rostrum to prison, Cato continuing to rant against him the
whole way (403, 404).50 The episode tested the mettle of Cato’s resistance
just as it revealed Caesar’s growing insecurities about his authority. Criticiz-
ing both Caesar and those senators and citizens who supported him, his
principled republicanism worked hand-in-glove with his resistance to one-
man rule and those that supported it.

Throughout Caesar’s rise to power, Cato continued to be a stubborn thorn
in the future autocrat’s side. After Cato helped quash an attempt by the
Roman Senator Lucius Catilina to overthrow the consulship of Cicero, Cae-
sar realized seizing control of Roman government would be no easy task.51

He was under suspicion and would need protection, which is why in 60 B.C.
he formed a party comprising the “most corrupt and dissolute elements of the
state” (395). As his power continued to expand, Plutarch depicts Cato as one
of the few major figures that resisted figures such as the military commander
Pompey and the wealthy aristocrat Marcus Crassus in their attempts to join
with Caesar to “subvert the constitution and parcel out the empire” for their
mutual benefit (410). Often taking his life into his own hands, it was Cato,
Plutarch argues, who “void of all fear, and full of assurance” stood firm
against their combined efforts to assume office and divide the spoils of
power among themselves (397). It was Cato who urged the Senate to see
through and oppose Caesar’s “soft words and popular speeches” that would
lead to the ruin of the republic (393). Later, it was Cato who, by standing for
the prætorship, opposed the combined might of the First Triumvirate—con-
sisting of Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus—reasoning “that he might not act as
a private man, when he was to contend with public magistrates” (411).52 And
in a twist of fate, it was Cato who, in declining to accept a marriage alliance
with the family of Pompey, perhaps led to the institution of the Triumvirate
in the first place (400).53 On this last point, in Plutarch’s view, his principled
resistance may have cost the republic dearly.54 For his part, Cato believed
that his opposition to Caesar, even if unsuccessful, was the right thing to do:
the Roman constitution could survive only if good citizens were willing to
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speak up and in their personal and political conduct do what was right. Far
better to lose gracefully with “justice and honesty,” he reasoned to his fellow
Romans, than suffer Caesar’s fate, that is, to be “found guilty of those de-
signs against his country, which he had so long practised and so constantly
denied” (436). Cato’s statesmanship is most distinctive in moments such as
these. Civic virtue is essential to leading a nation to victory or new heights; it
may also be a balm in defeat.

It was not long before Cato’s prophecies concerning Caesar’s designs
were fulfilled.55 As enemies to Caesar were eliminated, Cato was increasing-
ly becoming public enemy number one. Yet to the end he continued to resist
the inevitable as much as he could, continuing to repeat to his fellow senators
the “severe truths” concerning Caesar, reiterating a now familiar refrain to
his fellow listeners that “it was not the sons of the Britons or the Gauls they
need fear, but Caesar himself, if they were wise” (422). Buoyed by a spate of
military successes, in 49 B.C. Caesar, “in a sort of passion, casting aside
calculation, and abandoning himself to what might come,” traversed the
Rubicon river and took possession of the Italian trading route in the city of
Ariminum.56 Beginning a forward march on Rome, violence appeared immi-
nent, and all eyes looked with regret on the prophetic Cato, “who had alone
foreseen and first clearly declared Caesar’s intentions” (423). “If you had
believed me, or regarded my advice,” Plutarch reports him as scolding, “you
would not now have been reduced to stand in fear of one man, or to put all
your hopes in one alone.” Nonetheless, he dug in his heels even deeper and
took both diplomatic and military measures to forestall the republic’s demise
and counterbalance Caesar’s authority, even going so far as to support his
former foe Pompey as consul (418).57 With battle looming, he urged his
fellow Romans to take heart in their participation in either a happy victory or
glorious defeat (432). The republic lying in its death throes, Cato’s virtue had
perhaps never appeared more impressive, striking every citizen not with
admiration but remorse. His predictions had not been so farfetched after all.

Cato’s death represents his last and most dramatic act of resistance. When
the fall of the republic appeared inevitable, Cato was forced to determine
what role he would play in the new imperial order. He initially chose exile
from Rome, defending the small city of Utica in Africa with the same free-
dom “from any secret motives or any mixture of self-regard” he had shown
throughout his public life (435). When Utica also fell to Caesar’s army,
however, Cato had seen enough. The path back to republicanism seemed lost.
Following a lively supper party with close friends and colleagues, the party
talked over various topics, including the Stoic philosophy that Cato had
imbibed as a youth (438). So earnest was his defense of one of the doctrine’s
core tenets—“that the good man only is free, and that all wicked men are
slaves”—that Plutarch remarks it became obvious to all those present that
Cato intended to end his life (439). He spent the remainder of the night
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reading Plato’s Phaedo, perhaps meditating on the similarities between his
own principled way of life and that of the Athenian philosopher (441). Early
the next morning, he committed suicide, tearing open his abdomen with his
own sword, in and out, and then casting his intestines across the room when a
physician attempted to save his life (442).58 When Caesar learned of his
antagonist’s demise, Plutarch relates, he was dismayed. “Cato, I grudge you
your death,” he quipped, “as you have grudged me the preservation of your
life.”59 In truth, Cato was more valuable to the reigning Caesar alive than
dead: had Cato owed his life to Caesar he would have simply augmented the
Emperor’s glory and further diminished that of the republic.60 What to make
of his last gesture of resistance to imperial rule? For some, it was the cow-
ard’s easy way out; for others, it was the final, dramatic act of one who now
wished to join the stately company of his republican relations rather than live
under the thumb of Caesar. Without unduly romanticizing the deed, we can
admit that Cato’s suicide made him a republican martyr, his refusal to serve
Caesar establishing a timeless reproach to autocratic power.61 His sacrifice
guaranteed his status as republican statesman in his age—in all ages.

Plutarch’s Cato shows how the statesman in the mold of reformer must
have sufficient strength to endure the fickleness of public opinion, the hostil-
ity of civil authorities, and the buffets of fortune itself. In the eyes of many of
his Roman contemporaries, Cato was deemed a projection of “Virtue herself,
and in all his acts he revealed a character nearer to that of gods than of
men.”62 Even so, there was a grain of truth to the many criticisms lodged
against Cato. Can there be too much virtuous principle in the statesman’s
pursuit of the public good? One is reminded of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
remark that “a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by
little statesmen and philosophers and divines.”63 Particularly in the modern
era, politics often involves “dirty hands,” that is, to be effective in governing,
one must inevitably lose one’s moral innocence.64 Consequently for many
political thinkers, politics is not a battle of ideas so much as a competition of
power, in which one’s practicability, not principles, dictate success.65 Cato
would never live a life of such grit, and so his resistance, however noble in
the abstract, is not without some trace of futility.

CONCLUSIONS

Cato’s personality set him apart from his contemporaries as well as most
political leaders today. He stood against not merely political corruption and
demagoguery, but excess of all kinds. To be sure, he was on occasion given
to spitfire, taking on the appearance of what Plutarch called “a kind of ecsta-
sy of contention in the cause of what was good and just” when the situation
called for it (396). But in spite of the occasional outburst, his self-govern-
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ment and steady resistance to the enemies of republican government are the
qualities that stand out most in Plutarch’s portrayal of his statesmanship.
Cato exemplified what was best about the Rome of an earlier era: a straight-
shooter grounded in a political and ethical philosophy allowing him to assess,
overcome, or at least bear patiently political hardships, pitfalls, and set-
backs.66 For our purposes, his ultimate value as a leader lies in the fact that
he was not a political weathervane but a pillar of civic virtue, unmoved by
the sources of potential influence that swirled around him. In modern par-
lance, Cato was no flip-flopper eager to broker “deals,” with a mental hori-
zon stretching only to the next political news cycle. Rather, he supported
policies on the basis of their conformity with the republic’s history, customs,
laws, and institutions. These were the standards against which he measured
political proposals, judging their merits in light of the guidance provided by
the past. Cato’s personal as well as political moderation, his resistance to the
republic’s imperial drift, and his unyielding defense of the most praiseworthy
aspects of Roman republicanism merit the consideration of all would-be
statesmen today. There is something refreshing in his willingness—his readi-
ness—to be unpopular.

Yet having acknowledged Cato’s great virtue, his life also offers a cau-
tionary tale for those that would emulate his example. His commitment to
principle at times boxed himself in as a political leader. Cato was a throw-
back, with an “old-fashioned virtue out of the present mode” in which greed,
ambition, and gamesmanship ran unchecked.67 His “remarkable and wonder-
ful” behavior was too out of sync with the world he lived in, as indicated by
Plutarch’s concession that Cato may have been “too great and too good to
suit the present exigencies, being so out of all proportion” to the “stormy and
tempestuous” time in which he lived.68 His strict adherence to justice, which
in Plutarch’s estimate “acquires a man power and authority among the com-
mon people,” limited the range of options he might deploy against Caesar
(416).69 So pristine was his moral and civic virtue that any attempts to save
the republic that would compromise Rome’s longtime conventions were usu-
ally political non-starters: the rules of the game were more important to him
than victory.70 As a figure concerned foremost with motives rather than
consequences, there was no wiggle room in his statesmanship to countenance
an occasional ends-justify-the-means detour. To the end, he was resolved to
follow the bright letter of the law rather than its amorphous spirit. 71 He
would not be party to the pragmatism, paradoxes, and virtuosity we find in
the savvy Alcibiades, nor take the shorter leap to the prudential behavior that
is perhaps the most important element of good statesmanship in all times.

Together, Alcibiades and Cato provide two inspiring but ultimately
flawed portraits of statesmanship. Plutarch’s Alcibiades possessed many of
the qualities we associate with good political leadership: ambition, adaptabil-
ity, popular appeal, and a grand vision for the political community. Yet his
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overweening pride and inability to curb his all-too-human passions proved to
be his downfall, both politically and personally. In contrast, Plutarch’s Cato
exhibits a loathing of “fatal ambition,” a principled dedication to the good of
the republic, and a courageous if ill-fated resistance to Rome’s financial,
political, and civic corruption (326). However praiseworthy, his nature fore-
closed the kind of flexibility, quick thinking, and risk-taking the republic in
its hour of crisis required. Cato dies a victim rather than shaper of political
events, with his convictions intact but his beloved commonwealth in tatters.
Together, the lives of Alcibiades and Cato highlight the nobility of a life
lived in accordance with a single ambition or ethical guideline. Yet their fates
also reveal pitfalls of living on the edge of these extremes. As the religious
writer Orestes Brownson once put it, “private virtues never saved, private
vices never ruined a nation.”72

Among the more measured critiques of Cato, the assessment of the great
medieval theologian Saint Augustine of Hippo stands out for its praise of
Cato’s repudiation of worldly fame and criticism of his suicide as an act of
cowardice.73 Cato is fortunate to receive across the mists of time even a
grudging nod from Augustine, for whom grand statesmanship on the Greek
and Roman scale was a thing of the past. Unlike Plutarch, Augustine would
not try to pry open and inject new life into those antique models for his
readers. He was after something else, a project that self-consciously rejected
the kind of world-defying feats that characterized Plutarch’s heroes. In his
City of God, a more humble form of statesmanship emerges, one that would
be scarcely fathomable to a Greek or Roman of an earlier epoch. Indeed,
even now it is almost unthinkable to expect any notion of statesmanship at all
in the Catholic bishop’s bleak and famously “realistic” portrayal of politics.74

But miracles abound.
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shouted out that he heard thunder, dispersing the assembly (Plutarch reports the Romans had
long interpreted the sound “as a bad omen, and never concluded any matter after it had
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decline in natural endowments (416). Cato took very seriously the “entire trust and confidence”
Rome placed in his justice—a charge that, as the light of the republic faded, he paid in full.

70. For this point, see Bryan-Paul Frost, “An Interpretation of Plutarch’s Cato the Younger,”
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at the center of the deterrent message of his Life” (323).
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73. In considering Cato’s death, Augustine asks: “what can I say but that his own friends,
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Chapter Three

Humility and Charity in
Augustine’s Civitas Dei

As a rulebook for statesmanship, Augustine’s City of God (Civitas Dei) is a
hard read and an even tougher sell.1 The work is principally concerned with
defending Christianity against those critics blaming the faith for the decline
of the Roman Empire. Moreover, the book is largely trans-political, by its
very title lifting readers’ gaze from the crumbling imperial order to the more
lasting security found only in the embrace of the Christian God. But the
seemingly apolitical cast of Civitas Dei should not lull us into thinking Au-
gustine has nothing of note to say about the political or social order of his
time or our own. On closer scrutiny, Augustine was very much concerned
with changing the way his readers—a readership that perhaps included pros-
pective political leaders—thought about the political realm and how they
should conceive their roles as citizens of a secular state. 2 In doing so, he
offered up a kind of statesmanship that consciously rejected the models of
the past, taking its cues not from the false glint of earthly glory but rooted in
the limitations of political life and earthly peace. To the extent that Augustine
addressed his writing to thoughtful citizens of all ages, his Civitas Dei still
speaks to wistful citizens in search of a politics and political leadership based
on humility and charity.

Appreciating Augustine’s political thought, let alone his theory of states-
manship, presents a formidable challenge for even the most expert reader.
Admittedly, interpretive disagreements are likely unavoidable for any author
of such prodigious output, especially one of the medieval era in which politi-
cal views must be unearthed and induced from writing often steeped in
recondite theological arguments.3 Perhaps the most prolific Latin writer of
his time, Augustine completed over ninety books and a far greater number of
letters, sermons, and retractions, rendering almost any analysis of his politi-
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cal thought necessarily selective and tentative. Focusing on Augustine’s fun-
damentally religious outlook, many scholars throughout the twentieth centu-
ry portrayed him as negative, pessimistic, or downright apathetic about poli-
tics.4 Others have gone even further, dismissing the presence of any positive
political theory at all in his work.5 Such claims are understandable: sur-
rounded by ruin, impiety, and vice in his travels across Italy, Augustine did
not notice much justice in politics. And in the absence of justice, as he
famously asks in Civitas Dei, “what are kingdoms but great robberies? For
what are robberies themselves, but little kingdoms?”6 In recent years, how-
ever, scholars of Augustine spanning the disciplines of theology to political
theory have challenged the notion that Augustine wholly divorced himself
from political affairs, maintaining that there is a genuine political thinker yet
in the Bishop of Hippo.7 Hence we now witness Augustine’s writings applied
to topics as varied as political corruption, friendship, and indeed, even lead-
ership.8 Far from being indifferent or hostile toward politics, these arguments
offer Augustine as a salve if not solution for many of the ills afflicting
contemporary liberal democracy.9

In fact, Augustine’s literary motives were both theological and political.
Of course, these were two spheres of authority not as divorced in fifth-
century Rome as they are in twenty-first century America. Unlike Plutarch,
however, Augustine’s object had little to do with rescuing the dignity of
political life or the glory of service on behalf of one’s temporal common-
wealth.10 For Augustine, the care for one’s soul was far more serious busi-
ness than the rise and fall of the political regime one resided in. Pay little
mind to the “terrestrial and temporal benefits” that God “grants promiscuous-
ly to [the] good and evil,” Augustine emphasizes, but focus instead on the
“eternal life, everlasting gifts, and . . . the society of the heavenly city itself”
(I; 214). For all that, the young Augustine, born in the shadow of the Roman
Empire in present-day Algeria in 354, could hardly avoid the enticements of
public service and secular acclaim.11 While a nominal Christian thanks to the
solicitude of his doting mother, Monica, Augustine’s momentous conversion
did not occur until 386. Before that time, he made a name for himself as a
public if not overtly political figure, winning accolades for his quick intellect
and wit in Carthage, teaching rhetoric to the lawyers and politicians of the
future in Rome, and himself taking a turn as court orator in Milan. Such
success nourished pride, vanity, and many other vices besides, even as they
continued to leave Augustine empty in his personal search for the truth.
Eventually tearing himself from secular pursuits and dalliances, Augustine
returned to his native Africa in 388 and pledged himself to a life of chastity
within the Church following his baptism in Milan the previous year. He
settled down on his father’s estate in Tagaste, intent on leading a humble life
of scholarship and prayer among celibate friends. This time, however, public
life sought him out, as he was appointed fellow bishop of the harbor town of
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Hippo Regius, a position he held exclusively from 395 until his death in 430
at the age of seventy-six. In the decades following his baptism, his life was
one of political conflict, clerical service, and a constant stream of writing and
correspondence, resulting in a political theory found scattered throughout his
considerable literary legacy during these heady years.12 Yet his Civitas Dei
remains arguably the most important, well-known, and conspicuously politi-
cal of his works. While not the only starting point for beginning a study of
Augustine, it is the sprawling setting for his clearest and most vivid commen-
tary on the importance of good leadership against the backdrop of imperial
decline.13

Contrary to the expectations of his youth, Augustine in time became a
reluctant participant in the political affairs of his day. On those occasions
when he did involve himself in politics, it was usually to solicit public sup-
port for promoting the Christian faith. Sometimes in his official capacity
such importunities to civil authorities were carried a step too far, as was the
case in his reluctant endorsement of the use of force to bring to heel extremist
heretics.14 Notwithstanding these instances of activism, Augustine’s mature
political attitude was reserved. Unlike his classical predecessors, he would
not permit the city or any other earthly influence to submerge the human
soul. Nor would he stand idly by while critics discredited and blamed Chris-
tianity for the Roman Empire’s decline. Perhaps these two concerns—one by
turns intellectual and spiritual, the other political and mundane—were pre-
destined to bump heads. Compressed against each other in the rich Italian
soil, Augustine’s Civitas Dei was the work formed from the warmth kindled
by the conflagration of Roman politics, as well as the fire that engulfed his
own restless soul.

STATESMANSHIP IN CIVITAS DEI

Augustine’s conceit of the two cities is deceptively simple. The cities refer to
the City of Man, on the one side, and the City of God, on the other. Their
origins and characters refer to humanity’s two most ineradicable impulses:
the lust for rule after the flesh, and the love of God after the spirit. The cities
are not temporally located, nor are their memberships mutually exclusive.
The earthly city contains servants of God who are not members of the visible
Church, Augustine says, while the Church is populated by “many reprobate
mingled with the good, and both are gathered together by the gospel as in a
drag net” to be sorted out and separated only on judgment day (II; 281–2).15

In immediate terms, the objective of Augustine’s framework of these two
cities was to distinguish the political trajectory of Rome—its rise as well as
its fall—from God’s plan, which in its stability and purpose is necessarily
independent of and superior to secular authority and its fortunes.16 More
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generally, however, the sheer transcendence of the divine plan gives the
conceit a meaning that reaches beyond Augustine’s audience to all human
societies.17 After all, the two cities “are mingled together from the beginning
down to the end” of human history and will endure so long as we wait,
“made happy by hope” for salvation in the world to come: “our final happi-
ness,” as Augustine describes it (II, 292, 307). The City of God which prom-
ises perfect justice, happiness, and repose will not and cannot be realized on
Earth, the eternal kingdom being, in the words of Jesus Christ, “not of this
world” (John 18:36).18 In its universal application, Augustine issues a remin-
der to his generation and a warning to future ones that the genesis of the
earthly city lies in human sin full-stop, perpetrated through the generations
and active or latent in every human heart. Accordingly, in Civitas Dei the
division between the two cities mirrors the fractures of the soul itself, where
sin and salvation, fallen humanity and the spark of the divine are merely
opposing sides of the same coin. This “wretched condition” results in a
whole host of social problems, where friends are mistaken for enemies, the
innocent are punished while the guilty go free, and the criminal is “crowned
with honours” while the “blameless man is buried in the darkness of neglect”
(II, 311, 347). Given that God’s ways are unsearchable and “His ways past
finding out,” how should the political leader approach his or her task (II,
347–8)?

Unsurprisingly, scholars have provided a variety of answers to this ques-
tion. Many have pointed to the rarity of admirable political figures in Augus-
tine’s time as grounds for concluding that he never expected the arrival of
some Christian statesman dedicated to reforming secular politics. 19 Others
have argued that the kind of responsibilities and duties such a ruler would
confront might make a religious theocracy virtually inescapable. 20 Taking a
different approach, still other writers have argued that Augustine favored
dialogue between Christian and non-Christian leaders to promote peace, ac-
commodation, and establish common political ground.21 Following the latter
approach, it might be best to conceive the Augustinian political leader as
intent on seeking ways to make the discrepancies between the earthly and
heavenly cities less severe, a task made easier by not attempting to erase
those boundaries. As part of this balancing act, Robert Dodaro has suggested
that Augustine’s teaching endeavors to harmonize those virtues indispensible
to happiness both in heaven and on earth, making possible the practice of
“true virtue in government” by closing but not eliminating the gap separating
the two cities.22 Amid these different interpretations of statesmanship in
Civitas Dei, this much at least is clear: Augustine’s ideal ruler would take for
his models not the sinful rulers of this world, but seek to approximate the
attributes of Christ. Foremost among those qualities, for Augustine, was the
willingness to live and lead others in accordance with the simple knowledge
that the first shall in time be last (Matt. 20:16).
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Turning from scholars of Augustine to his own work, Augustine specu-
lates a good deal on the subject of political leadership in Civitas Dei, both
indirectly and directly. In his reflections on the vices and virtues of individu-
al rulers, Augustine surveys and evaluates the history of the Roman Empire.
But even more to the point, in a chapter entitled “The true felicity of Chris-
tian Emperors,” Augustine provides a detailed description of his ideal Chris-
tian prince, a person capable of moving with ease between the claims and
needs of politics as well as those of the soul. In light of its almost superhu-
man description, it may be that the ruler Augustine describes is evidence for
Augustine’s anti-political bent, representing a baptized version of the Platon-
ic philosopher-king whose construction is more an exercise in wishful think-
ing than serious expectation.23 Even so, ideal models often prove useful in
political practice, whether as ways of imagining the political order differently
or as benchmarks upon which to judge more incremental reforms. For the
time being, however, let us take Augustine at his word.

HUMILITY

As a quality of leadership, humility appears to run counter to the kind of
grand statesmanship found in Plutarch, whether grounded in Alcibiadean
ambition or Catonic conservatism. As more of a theological than civic virtue,
humility is more at home in Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica than the
slash-and-burn world of modern politics.24 As Plutarch’s case studies illus-
trate, politics is often an arena for assertiveness and confrontation, not a
place to downplay one’s agency and influence over public affairs. Certainly
this belief in one’s ability to shape the future has been one of the implied
principles of the modern philosophical tradition. Humility is nothing more
than a “monkish virtue” as David Hume once described it, or, as Friedrich
Nietzsche later described, an outgrowth of the Christian “slave morality” that
soothes the suffering and resentment of those weak in mind, body, or spirit.25

In the United States, Benjamin Franklin was a little less critical of the term,
including it in his list of virtues (after being scolded for omitting it) with a
characteristically pat and faintly dismissive legend: “Imitate Jesus and Socra-
tes.”26 Nor is the virtue only downplayed among the literary class. While the
importance of humility is often paid lip service, in practice it is hard to come
by among modern politicians. More often than not, it is the preening show-
man who wins the election, not the self-effacing public servant. David Bobb
states the obvious in noting that “the reality of our fame-addled and power-
hungry existence today means that arrogance is rewarded and humility is
ignored.”27 Nonetheless, just as many Americans recoil at the absence of
moderation in public figures as concealing some deeper character flaw, many
citizens take a lack of humility as symptomatic of status-anxiety, insecurity,
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or some other personal deficiency. Attuned to these misgivings, in recent
decades scholars of leadership studies have started praising the virtues of
leading from behind, as evidenced by the growth of literature in support of a
form of “servant leadership” that underlines the importance of listening,
open-mindedness, empathy, cooperation, and compassion in both political
and non-political milieux.28 To counteract poor leadership in society, such
arguments suggest, we need more modesty—not ambition.

Humility finds another strong defender in Augustine’s Civitas Dei, in-
deed, in Augustine’s corpus as a whole.29 The god-fearing Augustine is
himself an embodied lesson in the virtue, given his own efforts to subdue the
human tendency toward pride. This was, after all, a figure who spent his last
years painstakingly re-reading his work and recanting his past errors. Apply-
ing Augustine’s personal ethic to politics, Mary Keys has argued that he
adduced the sack of Rome as proof positive that human pride “obscures true
social and civic vision,” blinding people to the sufferings of others and
obscuring the healing power of compassion and humility.30 Yet as he cau-
tions at the beginning of Civitas Dei, the virtue of humility is unappealing to
most political leaders insofar as it “raises us, not by a quite human arrogance,
but by a divine grace, above all earthly dignities that totter on this shifting
scene” (I, 1).31 While a ruler may succeed in subduing foreign and domestic
threats, enjoy financial prosperity with high approval ratings, and die a
peaceful death after a long life, we should hesitate before calling such a ruler
truly happy. After all, Augustine argues, God lavishes “the blessings and
privileges of this life” on the wicked as well as the good in order to teach
mankind not to desire such a thing as political rule as the highest end (I, 226).
Only a humble spirit who keeps before him the fact that the use or abuse of
his power will be answerable to God can be called a happy as well as just
ruler. As he puts it, happy leaders are those “not lifted up amid the praises of
those who pay them sublime honours, and the obsequiousness of those who
salute them,” but rather those that recall that they are mere mortals whose
role on the world stage is but temporary (I, 223). Such rulers serve not out of
lust for an “empty glory” but “love of eternal felicity,” constantly thinking of
the membership in the superior heavenly kingdom granted to those who reign
humbly. There is an element of Cato’s moderation in Augustine’s disavowal
of worldly delights, to be sure, but Augustinian humility grows not from a
striving after an ever-more severe asceticism nor is it directed toward main-
taining the standards of the best earthly regime, Rome or otherwise. Rather,
Augustine believed all political aims and secular kingdoms must recognize
the basic limits of temporal authority, not as a justification for rebellion but
as a means for tempering expectations about what that authority may
achieve.32 While the political leader exercises an indispensible role as “the
city’s inhabitant, ruler, [and] governor,” like even the lowliest member of
society he “comes on this condition that he may go, is born on this condition
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that he may die, entered into the world on this condition that he may pass
away.”33 In comparison to the short duration of the life of the statesman, the
two cities carry on almost since the beginning of time and will remain in
tension until the end of time as mankind knows it.34 Recognizing this binary
reduces or at least relegates politics, along with all other relations and con-
duct on earth, into a preparatory school “for life eternal,” in which both
fortunes and misfortunes are of paltry significance (I, 41). For Augustine,
this orientation, not the absolutist approach to politics of Alcibiades and
Cato, should inform the individual’s attitude toward the role, possibilities,
and limits of politics.

The Roman Emperor Theodosius Augustus (A.D. 379–395), who briefly
reunited the eastern and western halves of the split Empire, is one of Augus-
tine’s foremost examples of the humble statesman.35 Though a fierce oppo-
nent of paganism and heresy, Theodosius kept his pride in check during his
reign, rejoicing “more to be a member of [the] church than he did to be a king
upon the earth” (I, 226). He is praised by Augustine for sharing power as
joint emperor with his predecessor’s son, Valentinian, guiding and guarding
him “with paternal affection, though he might without any difficulty have got
rid of him” (I, 224). This solicitude was consistent with Theodosius’ desire
not for power and wealth but kindness and humanity, as further evidenced by
his treatment of prisoners of war whom he handled with respect, refusing to
“permit private animosities to affect the treatment of any man after the war”
(I, 226).36 But even more outstanding was what Augustine calls Theodosius’
“religious humility.” Ruling with faith and piety, Theodosius was willing to
admit mistakes and reverse course, recognizing that “the greatest human
nobility and loftiness are but vapour.” The most prominent instance of his
humility took place in 390, when a riot erupted in the port city of Thessaloni-
ca leading to the murder of the city’s military governor. In a fit of pique,
Theodosius directed his army to gather and slaughter some seven thousand
inhabitants of the city. Soon perceiving the error in his impulse, he quickly
recalled the order.37 When the reprieve arrived too late to save the people
from death, however, not even the Church could stomach supporting him.
Led by the Bishop of Milan and Augustine’s spiritual mentor, Ambrose,
Church officials issued a rare rebuke of the emperor and refused to adminis-
ter the Eucharist to him until he expressed public remorse for the massacre.38

The humbled emperor shuffled to the scene of the massacre, laid down his
royal insignia, and bowing before “the discipline of the church” begged its
forgiveness. When his critics saw such a striking display of “imperial lofti-
ness prostrated,” their rage quickly changed to sorrow. On Augustine’s tell-
ing, this rare display of contrition was not intended to manipulate public
opinion or rebuild Theodosius’ political stature, but attested to the emperor’s
genuine repentance for a sin of grave political as well as spiritual conse-
quences.39 Today, such a scene of remorse by a public official might be
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viewed skeptically as a sign of weakness or inauthenticity. Yet the surprising
humility of the Roman Emperor, particularly his willingness to confess and
repent his all-too-human errors in such a public manner, illustrates how such
good works may in fact strengthen the political leader’s hand with both the
general public and the judgment of history. After all, humility certainly per-
formed this service in Theodosius’ case. He continued to rule long after his
public confession of wrongdoing.40

Augustine often contrasts the virtue of humility with the vice of pride, the
root of all evil and on his telling a chief cause of the fall of the Roman
Empire.41 Indeed, pride is often related to falling or being struck down in
Civitas Dei. Pride, leading one downward from God’s will to earthly objects
and material rewards, causes one to lose sight of one’s permanent good.
Pride spawned Lucifer and also thwarted his divine schemes, just as the vice
has raised up and then struck down many a political leader. Unlike pride,
humility exalts the heart and soul, Augustine writes, while pride only debases
the spirit. As he puts it, “pious humility enables us to submit to what is above
us,” pointing upward and beyond the world, while pride, “being a defect of
nature,” causes one to drop “to a low condition” where pretensions of self-
sufficiency are rendered absurd by one’s diminished status in relation to the
eternal (II, 26, 27).42 Turning to concrete examples, perhaps no political
figure exemplified pride more aggressively than the Mesopotamian king
Nimrod—“a ‘hunter against the Lord’” Augustine calls him, quoting Scrip-
ture—at whose feet Augustine lays the grave crime of the infamous Tower of
Babylon (II, 108).43 Though the land upon which the Tower was built en-
joyed “a supremacy over other cities as the metropolis and royal residence,”
Augustine reports, “it did not rise to the grand dimensions designed by its
proud and impious founder” (II, 112). As related in the Book of Genesis, the
people wished to build edifices high enough to scrape the heavens, primarily
out of a wish to make a name for themselves. Nimrod led his “vain and
presumptuous” followers in the execution of the design, raising ever higher
“this tower against the Lord, and so gave expression to their impious pride”
(II, 112, 113). In time, God punished the builders not with physical death but
with a confusion of language: “As the tongue is the instrument of domina-
tion, in it pride was punished” (II, 113). No longer would the spoken word be
capable of uniting the human race, whether to advance pride or for any other
purpose. Presently, those who conspired to challenge God would now be
misunderstood themselves, God “scattering them from there over all the
earth” and “confus[ing] the language of the whole world” (Gen. 11:8–9). Out
of this storm was born the city of Babylon (literally, “Confusion”), parent of
the Roman Empire (II, 112). For Augustine, the lesson to be inferred from
the tale of Babylon’s “wonderful construction” and its ill-fated instigator is
clear: “The safe and true way to heaven is made by humility, which lifts up
the heart to the Lord, not against Him.”
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To be sure, most things in the earthly city do not remain fixed long
enough to become objects of pride or self-aggrandizement. The humble Au-
gustinian statesman recognizes that the world will always be a place of
unpredictable change due to the divisions that plague both politics and the
human soul. Our affections, Augustine believed, are at a moment’s notice
subject to alteration, whether our will authorizes such change or not.44 The
soul’s passions are simply writ large into human society, passions that work
against a sovereign and stable good in a life that “is either subject to acci-
dents, or environed with evils so considerable and grievous” that it could
never merit the name of happiness, “if the men who give it this name had
condescended to yield to the truth” (II, 306). Indeed, those who do take
comfort in earthly joy are not unlike those who take pleasure in “glass in its
fragile splendour,” constantly in fear that their prized possession may be
suddenly shattered (I, 138). For Augustine, the only solid foundation for
repose is discovered in the City of God, a counsel that applies to both citizen
and statesman, Christian or otherwise. Those charged with positions of au-
thority should never confuse the unbridgeable distance between the two cit-
ies, ever mindful of the biblical teaching that those who try to realize heaven
on earth will likely learn hard lessons in the virtue of humility.45

CHARITY

In addition to Augustine’s emphasis on humility, a considerable portion of
his political, social, and religious œuvre may be summarized in a single Latin
term: caritas, which in English may be imperfectly translated as Christian or
charitable love.46 Augustine had in mind more than mere alms-giving when
using the word. For him, love is the glue that holds not only the civic state
but all of human society together. Spiritually, it is what connects humanity to
the divine. Yet like the will itself it is an emotion that can be turned to good
or bad ends, assuming ordered or disordered forms in society and thus char-
acterizing regimes to different degrees as virtuous or vicious.47 On Augus-
tine’s account, the best expression of love is the divine love between God and
man, a more spiritual and lasting form than transient passions such as eros
(erotic love) or cupiditas (lust).48 Yet in spite of its religious connotations,
caritas need not be severed from one’s relation to the rest of humanity.
Charity has both a religious and secular dimension, and to this extent its
orientation is not toward an object or particular action so much as an ongoing
disposition toward others—a “habit of the heart,” to borrow a phrase from
the sociologist Robert Bellah.49 Nor is this stance necessarily confined to
members of the Church, which as Augustine indicates is no different from
the wider world itself to the extent that it contains saints and sinners alike. 50

As Eric Gregory has suggested, there is a broader political element implicit
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in Augustinian charity insofar as it speaks on behalf of “the legitimacy and,
at times, the necessity of love for healing politics.”51 Hence caritas may
serve as a bonding agent that can hold people together on a stronger basis
than impersonal attachments to institutions, procedures, and laws. Moreover,
its language may offer a more stable and mobilizing vocabulary for reaching
agreements than appeals addressed to changing public opinion.52 Perhaps it
is for these reasons that invocations of hope, fellowship, and goodwill have
until recently been perennial elements of American political rhetoric, wheth-
er in the homilies of the Puritan John Winthrop or the speeches of civil rights
leader Martin Luther King, Jr.53 Caritas, it seems, is a non-partisan quality,
hardly expected but certainly welcome when discovered among political
leaders. Indeed, from conservative stalwarts such as George Will to feminist
theorists that emphasize a more “caring” politics, Americans pining for
“statecraft as soulcraft” in the twenty-first century constitute a sizable politi-
cal tent.54

Augustine shared the concern for cultivating a kinder, more “soulful”
statecraft, as illustrated by his characterization of the charity belonging to his
ideal statesman.55 As he puts it in Book Ten of Civitas Dei, the charitable
statesman is slow to punish and quick to pardon, desirous that such punish-
ments improve the populace rather than satisfy his wounded pride (I, 223).
Pardons for crimes should not be doled out as political favors, as they usually
are by most American presidents. Rather, they should have a rehabilitative
purpose “with the hope that the transgressor will amend his ways.” When
issuing orders to subordinates, whatever harshness attends his promulgations
should be compensated for by “lenity of mercy and the liberality of benevo-
lence,” in recognition of the fact that his subjects will someday be his equals
before God. In terms of foreign policy, Augustine’s prince is grieved by the
necessity of even waging a war that is deemed just, aware of the bloodshed,
toil, misery, and finally death attending any violent conflict (II, 311). 56 If,
Augustine continues, political leaders conduct themselves in this manner,
fulfilling their responsibilities “not through ardent desire of empty glory, but
through love of eternal felicity,” such persons are made happy in the present
time not simply by their political success but through hope and anticipation
of eternal reward (I, 223).57 Charity repays its practitioner with happiness,
both in this life and the next.

Of course, few pillars of charity loomed on Rome’s terrestrial horizon in
Augustine’s time.58 Love may have been in short supply, but there was
plenty of enmity to go around. Divided and inflamed “by litigations, wars,
quarrels, and such victories as are either life-destroying or short-lived,” Au-
gustine skewered leaders and nations that instigated wars on behalf of rapine
and vice (II, 53). In particular, the quarrel between the brothers Romulus and
Remus portrays how such vice is implicit in and passed down through Ro-
man history, once again issuing from the erroneous view that selfishness and
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violence rather than charity and dialogue lead to happiness (II, 55). Augus-
tine offers a conciliatory alternative. “The possession of goodness is by no
means diminished by being shared with a partner either permanent or tempo-
rarily assumed,” he argues. On the contrary, the enjoyment of good things
increase in proportion “to the concord and charity of each of those who
share” rather than hoard their gains. The one most willing to invite others to
share in one’s bounty, he suggests to both the political leader and ordinary
citizen, “will have the greatest abundance to himself.” Echoing the Gospel
message that those who lose their life will find it, Augustine holds that the
more those in society’s highest echelons give of themselves and their materi-
al belongings the more content they will be. A difficult lesson to understand,
and an even more challenging one to obey. But Augustine believed that
letting go of attachments to worldly prestige, honors, and power would in
turn allow charity to flow into the heart of both the political leader and the
community generally. The less that one is attached to, the more one is free.
The statesman, of course, sets the example.

Conflict resolution achieved through charity points to a related political
good: peace. In Civitas Dei, Augustine acknowledges the powerful grip
peace exerts on society. For its sake all wars are waged, he claims, and no
other earthly good is greeted with more gratitude or in its absence desired
more fervently (II, 316). Yet in contrast to many modern political theorists
and leaders who rank stability and order as of utmost importance for demo-
cratic government, Augustine downplays the advantage of peace in a com-
munity if it is not motivated and reinforced by the practice of charity. 59 He
believed that peace, like civic glory, was too often misidentified as the high-
est goal in politics.60 Whether in the halls of power or the intimacy of the
household, Augustine notes that peace often masks sin and corruption, and so
it can never be more than a dubious good in Augustine’s eyes (II, 308). 61

Nor is it adequate to define peace for humans simply as “the proper arrange-
ments of the body and the satisfaction of appetites,” for this desire mankind
shares with irrational animals (II, 322). Genuine and lasting peace—peace
for the soul, not simply the body—involves more, namely, those precondi-
tions necessary for pursuing knowledge of how to act, live, and (in Augus-
tine’s opinion) draw closer to “the perfectly ordered and harmonious enjoy-
ment of God, and of one another in God” (II, 319). Its achievement involves
taking a different attitude toward the things of this world, making use of
rather than prioritizing the necessaries of this world (II, 326). In practical
terms, this concord can be approximated, first, by injuring no one, and sec-
ond, by “do[ing] good to everyone he can reach,” both in the household and
society (II, 323). Whether applied to the domestic or political sphere, Augus-
tine hoped that following this code would cultivate relationships based not on
a love of power and proud authority, but based on mercy and the duty owed
to one’s fellows.62 The effects of charity, Augustine suggests, can permeate
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political, economic, and other social relationships, joining together the com-
munity on a more solid basis than that afforded by mutual interest, a tempo-
rary ceasefire, or other tenuous forms of cooperation.63

Augustine describes the practice of caritas as essential for both political
leaders and citizens interested in creating a better, more just political order.
Charity orients one away from desires for material goods and vainglory and
toward a peace that is more substantive than the absence of conflict.64 More-
over, Augustine’s understanding of the virtue entails not a retreat from soci-
ety into hermetic isolation, but an understanding of community that unifies
humanity amid the divisions created by vice, sin, and material desire. 65 In its
concern for others, caritas extends beyond the self to one’s role as a member
of a family, church, community, and human race. In all, it reminds citizens of
what they have in common, conceiving politics as more of a shared moral
enterprise than a transactional, zero-sum competition. Of course, few if any
states or leaders may lay claim to being “a model of Christian charity,” to
again invoke Winthrop.66 But one need not perfectly realize the idea to
appreciate the importance of the virtue of charity in our political leaders and
the problems associated with its evacuation from politics. Whether expressed
in the form of a pathological narcissism or easygoing indifference to others,
leadership bereft of humility or charity results in a fearful, prideful, and
ultimately dangerous reliance on one’s own understanding in the discharge of
public duties. Down this alley lies dictatorship, not statesmanship.

CONCLUSIONS

In his Civitas Dei, Augustine blunts the sharp edges that characterize heroic
statesmanship in the fashion of Alcibiadean ambition and, to a lesser degree,
Catonic republicanism. To be sure, Augustine does share some qualities with
the figures examined so far. Like Alcibiades, Augustine possessed a restless
spirit that no political regime or school of philosophy could hope to bridle or
satisfy, even as he replaced ambition with heaven as the site of the soul’s
repose.67 And similar to the younger Cato, he believed that politics was too
important an enterprise to be reduced to a locus for pursuing self-interest and
material gain. Ultimately, however, Augustine’s antidote to self-striving and
the all-too-human vice of pride is found in neither total independence of nor
absolute absorption in state affairs. Relying on humility and properly ordered
love as the foundations of policy, the Augustinian statesman hopes to oppose
and transcend material goods, earthly glory, and pride, and in doing so focus
his and the political community’s vision on a higher and more lasting kind of
human flourishing and community. This is what statesmanship, at its best,
seeks to accomplish.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:19 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Humility and Charity in Augustine’s Civitas Dei 65

Moreover, for all its emphasis on the superiority of the heavenly city to
the earthly one, Augustine does not repudiate the good society. Instead, he
presents a form of statesmanship that is humble in attitude, charitable in
deed, and governed by hopeful yet tempered expectations about what can be
achieved from politics and, for that matter, political leadership. Admirable as
this depiction may be, however, the leader hoping to fundamentally trans-
form human character will find Augustine’s work a tough pill to swallow.
Following the teaching of Civitas Dei, one must accept that evil and injustice
will never disappear entirely from human affairs.68 And so the political lead-
er must concede that peace, no matter how perpetual it appears, is a fragile
thing in comparison to “the peace which God Himself enjoys,” which “pass-
eth all understanding but His own” (II, 535). Perhaps most difficult of all, the
statesman must constantly bear before him the fact that he or she is a mere
mortal, susceptible to sin, error, and destined one day to perish. Political
leaders should picture themselves not as superhuman figures but as pilgrims
who use “such advantages of time and of earth as do not fascinate and divert
them from God, but rather aid them to endure with greater ease” life’s woes
and the soul’s manifold burdens (II, 326).69 In light of all these demands
made on one’s ethical and political outlook, far from being uninterested in
statesmanship, Augustine demands more than even the all-too-human exem-
plars in this book may hope to fulfill.70

However difficult Augustine’s standards may be for political leaders to-
day, they nonetheless remain instructive for citizens who yearn for a more
hopeful political future, if only in reminding us of what has been lost. As we
might expect, his ideal ruler is devoted to several virtues one would expect to
discover in the work of a medieval theologian: humility, moderation, piety,
and solicitousness for the common good are all essential elements of his
conduct. Alongside the exercise of these qualities is the leader’s recognition
that he or she operates on a razor’s edge of agency and restraint, making
decisions in light of the precarious mutability of human affairs and the over-
arching inscrutability of God’s will. In some way or other, political leaders of
the twenty-first century will meet and wrestle with the implicit claims made
by Augustine’s two cities and his account of statesmanship. So long as the
temptations nurtured by pride and self-righteousness reside in the human
breast, the moderating influences of humility and charity will be critical
elements in the statesman’s repertoire.

Linking Augustine’s thought to contemporary American politics follows
an established scholarly tradition of connecting the United States to late-
imperial Rome.71 In many respects such comparisons are apt. Nonetheless,
objections may be raised regarding the applicability of Augustine to our
political history. If Cato was better suited for life in Plato’s republic than the
Roman one, as Cicero argued, does Augustine fit into the American one? As
a practical matter, how do we reconcile our principles—be they civic, Chris-
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tian, or otherwise—with the rough-and-tumble world of politics? Are there in
fact limits to a statesmanship split between two kingdoms as opposed to a
kind rooted firmly on earth? Moving on from Augustine, we must consider
that statesmanship involves not only the acknowledgment of human frailty
but also an agency of the hard-swinging kind that would impel victims of
injustice toward great acts, such as dumping chests of tea in Boston Harbor.
Statesmanship must be humble, but also to some extent exalt human potential
and achievement as expressed through the political community. If we hope to
rehabilitate and sustain statesmanship, we must venture beyond Augustine’s
stark horizon and, looking to the United States, ask: what have we here?
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that he permits contribute to man’s spiritual advancement,” serving “as a test for the just and a
punishment for the wicked” (203).

69. Reflecting on the Augustinian leader’s responsibility to navigate between the ideal and
the actual, Edgar Brookes has aptly summarized the political dilemma Augustine’s thought
presents to the would-be leader: “the State can neither be rejected out of hand nor made a final
end in itself. We live in this tension: it cannot be otherwise, and we can be thankful for it,
because it is a fruitful tension.” See his The City of God and the Politics of Crisis (London:
Oxford University Press, 1960), 83.

70. Kaufman (2017) notes “Augustine wanted something more from his emperors (but
would find it in only one), bishops, pastors, and statesmen. He wanted trust in God’s sovereign-
ty and divine grace, exemplary humility, compassion, prudence, drams of pessimism about the
chances of perfecting righteousness in this world, but a brand of optimism that, he thought, was
always in season—optimism about the celestial fate of the faithful” (6).

71. Recent speculations include Cullen Murphy, Are We Rome? The Fall of an Empire and
the Fate of America (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2007); Vaclav Smil, Why Ameri-
ca Is Not a New Rome (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010); Paul Burton, “Pax Romana/Pax
Americana: Perceptions of Rome in American Political Culture, 2000–2010,” International
Journal of the Classical Tradition 18, no. 1 (2011), 66–104; Geir Lundestad, The Rise and
Decline of the American “Empire”: Power and its Limits in Comparative Perspective (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2012); and Maria Wyke, Caesar in the USA (Oakland, CA:
University of California Press, 2012). Germane to these comparisons is the popular if contro-
versial production of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar in New York City’s Central Park in 2017, a
staging that drew criticism for its graphic portrayal of the assassination of Caesar as President
Trump.
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Chapter Four

Expedience and Circumspection
in John Marshall’s

Life of George Washington

By any conventional measure, Supreme Court Chief Justice John Marshall’s
Life of George Washington was a flop. Intended to be the authoritative biog-
raphy of the nation’s most celebrated general and president of the United
States, the work was widely derided at the time of its overdue publication,
and since then has been largely forgotten.1 Surely the sense of personal
embarrassment Marshall experienced must have been keen, for he admired
no public figure more than Washington. When not busy with Supreme Court
duties, he labored for years on the Life, digging deep into American military
and political history in hopes of etching the memory of the republic’s fore-
most founder in the minds of his fellow citizens and future ones. Yet in spite
of his efforts, the work was a failure. At one point, Marshall expressed the
desire to publish the work anonymously, and one wonders if his wish was
motivated by some faint premonition of the biography’s failure.2 Yet howev-
er unfortunate the legacy of the Life may be, we should hesitate to dismiss its
insights for appreciating the character of American statesmanship as embod-
ied in one of the country’s most famous figures—one who continues to be
invoked by those seeking to apply his leadership to contemporary American
politics.3

Even setting aside its famous author, the Life is noteworthy for its first-
hand analysis of perhaps the most famous American statesman.4 Throughout
Washington’s time in the public eye, spanning the battlefields of the
American Revolution to his retirement to Mount Vernon, Marshall docu-
ments his fellow Virginian’s contribution to the development of the constitu-
tional order of the new United States. What emerges from his pen is more
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than a sober history, but a character sketch of Washington’s leadership as
detailed by the major challenges and conflicts that helped define American
independence. In particular, Marshall dwells at length on Washington’s abil-
ity to balance active expedience with reserved circumspection, both during
war and peacetime. As a work concerned with political leadership, indeed as
a work of political theory generally, the Life examines a figure that took a
different approach to his command than either the heroism of the classical
era or the humble form of charity extolled by Augustine and other Christian
thinkers. With Marshall’s Washington, we enter into a distinctly modern
approach to statesmanship.

BACKGROUND OF MARSHALL’S LIFE

Writing a book about Washington’s public service was never a great goal in
John Marshall’s life. Truth be told, he was pressured into the enterprise by
close friend and fellow Supreme Court justice Bushrod Washington, the
President’s nephew. Having inherited his uncle’s private papers upon his
death in 1799, Bushrod approached Marshall with the idea of writing a
biography of Washington, apparently out of pecuniary motives, since both
men could have used the money.5 Moreover, Marshall had fought alongside
Washington during the American Revolution and greatly admired the na-
tion’s first president, and immortalizing his achievements for future genera-
tions while earning a profitable return seemed doubly rewarding. Armed with
access to the president’s private papers, he had good reason to believe he
could deliver material that would be both fresh and engaging to the reading
public.6 To top it off, Washington himself had once expressed ample confi-
dence in his brother-in-arms’ competence, in words that perhaps now sum-
moned as much apprehension as encouragement. “General Marshall is so
capable of making accurate observations,” Washington had once observed,
“that I am persuaded his information may be relied on with certainty.”7

So what explains the botched biography? Alas, Marshall underestimated
the consuming work of the historian, work that was made all the more chal-
lenging as he assumed the taxing duties of Chief Justice of the Supreme
Court in 1801. Marshall may have hoped that writing the biography would
provide a temporary respite from his bigger project of building the Court’s
authority through landmark decisions such as Marbury v. Madison (1803),
McCulloch v. Maryland (1819), and Gibbons v. Ogden (1824). As it turned
out, writing about Washington proved to be more of a chore than a labor of
love. Marshall was conscious of the overwhelming task before him even
from the beginning. As he acknowledged in a candid letter to Charles Cotes-
worth Pinckney in 1802, “In march last Mr. Washington placd the papers of
our late respected & belovd General in my hands, & requested me to enter, as
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soon as possible, on the very difficult task of composing the history of his
life.”8 As a part-time work, the Life was ever hanging over Marshall’s head,
and in time turned into a plodding and uneven production that flustered the
typically calm and composed Chief Justice. Until the end of his life, Marshall
would labor painstakingly to revise and edit the biography. He lived to put
the final touches on a single-volume version intended for use in schools,
perhaps with the wistful hope that if the Life was no source of edification for
his own generation, future Americans might read the condensed version with
greater appreciation.9 Mostly, they have not read it at all.

Compounding the difficulty of Marshall’s efforts was the fact that the Life
did not sit well with other political leaders of the era. Even before it went to
press, Marshall’s book was controversial. Its most prominent critic was none
other than the Democratic-Republican Thomas Jefferson, a lifelong opponent
of the Federalist Marshall who seethed over the mere idea of the work.
Despite owning two copies of the five-volume biography, Jefferson con-
demned the work as nothing more than a “party diatribe” redolent with
“libels on one side.”10 Convinced that the book’s release was being timed to
influence the 1804 presidential election, Jefferson and his supporters maneu-
vered to diminish the Life’s distribution and reception.11 Scathing reviews
were published, deliveries of the work to its subscribers were impeded, and
authors were enlisted to write alternative political histories. When the coun-
ter-histories Jefferson encouraged failed to materialize, he tried publishing
one himself.12 The backlash against Washington was not confined to Jeffer-
sonians, however. Long before Marshall embarked on the Life, John Adams
had humorously derided Washington’s outsized role in America. “The Histo-
ry of our Revolution will be one continued Lye from one End to the other,”
he once predicted. “The Essence of the whole will be that Dr Franklins
electrical Rod, Smote the Earth and out Spring General Washington. That
Franklin electrified him with his Rod—and thence forward these two con-
ducted all the Policy Negotiations Legislation and War.”13 Amid both pro-
fessional and political distractions and controversy, Marshall was beset by a
predicament familiar to many Washington biographers, that is, striking a tone
that balances candor with respect for a larger-than-life subject. 14

In reality, Jefferson and his allies had little cause for concern. From a
retail standpoint, the Life was a commercial disaster. Other biographies, not-
ably Mason Locke Weems’ fanciful A History of the Life and Death, Virtues
and Exploits of General George Washington (1800), were more popular, and
if they were sometimes not as accurate as the Life they were certainly more
accessible.15 Nor has its reputation improved with age. The Life was “a
general disappointment,” concluded the historian Edward Corwin.16 Describ-
ing it as “pedantic,” “dull,” “laborious,” and “rambling,” Daniel Boorstin
dubbed the work the “Marshall fiasco.”17 Helpful “for grasping the nation-
alistic mood but otherwise without profound historical meaning,” Bert James
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Loewenberg dismissed it as simply “a bad book.”18 Stylistically, Marcus
Cunliffe grouses, the volumes are “prolix, sonorous, and lacking in psycho-
logical insight.”19 The biography was far “too long, too formal, and too
slowly published” to find any commercial success, adds Gordon Wood.20

Nor are literary failings the Life’s only defect. Other scholars have leveled
criticisms at Marshall’s “lack of scholarly training,” including the fact that
some depictions of the battles of the American Revolution appear to have
been directly lifted without attribution from contemporaneous histories and
published accounts in The Annual Register.21 Surprisingly, among prominent
historians, only Charles Beard complimented Marshall’s Life as “a great
work,” at least in its portrayal of the economic conflicts that led to the
adoption of the Constitution.22 Such exceptions aside, Albert Beveridge,
Marshall’s most famous biographer, sums up the scholarly consensus in his
description of the “dismal” product as “the least satisfactory of all the labors
of Marshall’s life.”23

For all it shortcomings, does Marshall’s Life still have something to teach
the would-be political leader of today? Some think so. Max Lerner, for
instance, once described the Life as teaching a Burkean lesson in the excesses
wrought by political ideas, particularly in those chapters addressing the im-
pact of radical Jacobin ideas on the American people.24 More to the point,
Morton Frisch notes that the work portrays the “ideal of a statesman” steadily
pursuing the public interest out of a sense of obligation to his country.25

Similarly, William Raymond Smith sees “a Homeric quality” in the biogra-
phy that connects the outcome of events to “the actions of a traditional hero,
thus giving the story the dramatic tension of human action instead of the
grandeur and sublimity of divine action.”26 For Robert Faulkner, the book
achieves Marshall’s aims for instructing future statesmen, especially in its
portrayal of Washington’s willingness to give “duty, honor, and country
priority over a concern for his own reputation.”27 Together, these more sym-
pathetic interpretations argue that the Life’s strength lies less in its impartial-
ity or accuracy than its philosophic education, and particularly in its treat-
ment of the concept of statesmanship. On this score, the first lesson Mar-
shall’s work teaches is that quick thinking and a readiness to act are essential
features of good leadership.

EXPEDIENCE

As the life of Alcibiades illustrates, statesmanship is very much a practical
skill, and one’s principles, no matter how admirable or popular, are not self-
executing. Success in public affairs, many scholars of leadership today argue,
relies as much on acting with expedience as devotion to a grand code of
conduct or ideology.28 Unlike flexibility, expedience tends to be a more
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piecemeal and policy-based trait, concerned with weathering the unforeseen
contingencies of life with one’s integrity intact rather than the great adapta-
tions and re-sets of character. Thus, as Herbert Storing has argued, what
counts for many as statesmanship today is not “that kind of statesmanship
which had formerly been regarded as its essence: great, ‘way of life’-setting,
character-forming political leadership.”29 Rather, a more functional notion of
statesmanship has emerged, distinguished by a nuts-and-bolts proficiency
with “the principles of government structure.”30 Of course, George Washing-
ton is not typically proffered as a representative of either the pragmatic or
expert-driven models of statesmanship by such scholars.31 Nonetheless, Mar-
shall’s Life indicates that Washington was not above deploying a variety of
stratagems—sometimes successfully, sometimes not—to advance his larger
vision for the nation. Washington would never undergo the vertiginous per-
sonal and political transformations that defined Alcibiades. But neither
would he adopt a single mode of action that would lead to the ruin of the
nation he helped found.

Washington’s military acumen, to say nothing of the American commit-
ment to the cause of independence, was first tried by the crucible of combat.
The condition of Washington’s Continental Army augured poorly for the
Americans, given that the latter’s army stood inferior to the British in num-
bers, arms, ammunitions, clothes, and tents.32 Such embarrassing difficulties
required quick thinking and even quicker stealth. Nicknamed the “old fox”
by the British commander Lord Cornwallis, General Washington omitted
nothing when it came to managing military exigencies and retarding British
advances during the American Revolution, whether in terms or battlefield
strategy or maintaining order and morale within the Army’s ranks.33 Doing
so was no mean task: from the beginning, the ultimate independence of the
American colonies appeared doubtful.34 Needing some advantage to offset
the vastly superior British Army, Washington turned to informal tactics to
thwart his opponents, most notably the element of surprise. Following the
Army’s famous crossing of the Delaware River during the bleak winter of
1776—a surprise move in and of itself—the subsequent sallies on the British
Army and its Hessian auxiliaries in the battles of Trenton and Princeton were
exceptional in Marshall’s view for the judicious, bold, and unexpected timing
of the engagements (82). Even in more temperate conditions these would be
risky moves, as even a casual observer of the disheveled army could see
(138).35 Perhaps it was British General William Howe who was the most
startled by the boldness of the American general that winter. As Marshall
puts it, “nothing could surpass the astonishment of the British commander at
this unexpected display of vigor on the part of the American General” (79).
The element of surprise was, naturally, integral to the plan’s success. Yet just
as significant as the military victory, Washington’s daring had a much great-
er influence on American fortunes than a mere tally of the killed and taken
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would indicate (82). After a string of losses and setbacks, and facing the
prospect of a British capture of the nation’s capital, Philadelphia, the
“gloomy” prospect of success against the British had sunk the morale of
officer and civilian alike “to the lowest point of depression” (73, 79). Yet the
surprise attack on the British and the success of the campaign against Hes-
sian forces at the Battle of Trenton had rejuvenated the flagging spirits of the
American people, and accelerated military recruiting efforts throughout the
nation (82). The episode showed Washington’s ability to seize an unexpected
opportunity to take advantage of a nodding opponent and rejuvenate the
flagging spirits of his countrymen. He had inspired not simply his army, but a
nation as well.36 “To this perfect self-possession under the most desperate
circumstances,” Marshall avers, “is America, in a great degree, indebted for
her independence” (75).

If Washington was at times bold in his wartime maneuvers, he was not
foolhardy. When a plan to invade and annex parts of Canada was proposed in
1779 that relied on allied French forces, the General immediately demurred,
sensing the strain this would place on the Army’s already overstretched
resources. While he had been supportive entering the province of Québec in
the past, Washington maintained that the major military initiatives against
the British should occur within the boundaries of the colonies, not spread
throughout North America. Recognizing “the impracticability of executing
that part of this magnificent plan,” along with “the serious mischief which
would result, as well from diverting so large a part of the French force to an
object he thought so unpromising,” Washington abandoned his support for
the invasion (171, 172).37 Similar restraint was exercised on an even direr
occasion. When British General William Howe captured Philadelphia largely
unopposed in September 1777, Washington faced immense pressure to
launch an immediate counterattack against the British to re-take the capital.
As Marshall notes, the views of Congress along with “[p]ublic opinion,
which a military chief finds too much difficulty in resisting,” urged a
counterstrike, yet ignoring the hotheaded appeals of the moment, “Washing-
ton came to the wise determination of avoiding one for the present” (98).
Combating British forces in the adjoining region, Washington’s army was
not yet gathered for an all-out battle which if pursued at that time would add
loss of life to that of territory. Strategy, not public opinion, should dictate the
present course. Washington recognized when to strike and when to hold
back, displaying in this instance a deft expediency that refused to be gov-
erned by cries for revenge and the emotions of the moment.

Compared to the instances of his military legerdemain, Washington’s
expedience as president often appears muted in the Life. Unaccustomed as
were the rest of his peers to the workings of the new national government, he
had little opportunity to manipulate the levers of power. Why would he? As
the beneficiary of widespread public approval and an absence of political
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parties during the early part of his administration, the most partisan acrimony
Washington encountered was within his own star-crossed cabinet. America’s
first truly national government was the latest stage in the nation’s experiment
with independence, and so Washington took into his confidence public ser-
vants who might get the job done rather than toe a partisan line. Practicality,
not ideology, was Washington’s criterion. Thus in selecting his team, Mar-
shall emphasizes the importance Washington gave to the character and com-
petence of an individual rather than merely rewarding his or the Constitu-
tion’s most vociferous supporters (341). A workable administration rather
than purity of political principles was the goal. In selecting Thomas Jefferson
to head the Department of State, Marshall remarks with striking generosity
that he had chosen a figure that “had been long placed by America among the
most eminent of her citizens, and had long been classed by the President with
those who were most capable of serving the nation” (337). Edmund Ran-
dolph of Virginia, one of the few delegates to the federal convention who
declined to add his name to the proposed Constitution, accepted an appoint-
ment as the nation’s first Attorney General and eventually replaced Jefferson
as Secretary of State (338). A plethora of hitherto state-appointed revenue
collectors now served at the pleasure of the president of the United States in a
federal capacity, and given the truculent behavior of the state governments
under the Articles of Confederation, one might excuse the president for cash-
iering them and appointing more tractable officers. Yet Washington, “unin-
fluenced by considerations of personal regard,” could not be moved “to
change men whom he found in place, if worthy of being employed” (340–1).
In selecting or retaining individuals on the basis of merit rather than politics,
Marshall suggests the president had created an administration so full of talent
and character that it could hardly fail to win the affections of the people
(341).38 It did not quite work out that way, as bitter internal power struggles
soon erupted within the president’s cabinet. Yet few instances attest to Wash-
ington’s results-oriented expedience more impressively; and fewer such ges-
tures have been made in American government since.

Unsurprisingly, President Washington’s expedience was most effective in
matters of military planning, a faculty particularly useful in dealing with
recalcitrant Native American tribes in the western United States. Land in the
Northwest Territory had been ceded to the United States by the British with
the Treaty of Paris in 1783, but many tribes living there understandably
refused to surrender control of the territory to the national government. At
first, the practical Washington preferred negotiation and diplomacy to wag-
ing armed conflict on an uncharted frontier. Indeed, as Marshall puts it,
Washington had tried earnestly “to give security to the northwestern frontier,
by pacific arrangements” for a considerable length of time (354). When
hostilities showed no signs of ebbing, however, Washington authorized a
number of military expeditions to end the conflict in a more direct manner,
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though casualties, desertions, and recruitment failures undermined these ef-
forts. The controversy reached a crisis point in 1791, when the American
army, commanded by Arthur St. Clair, suffered hundreds of casualties in the
“disastrous” Battle of Wabash in the Northwest Territory (262). At last,
Washington laid before Congress a plan to raise a more competent force that
might finally end the resistance, a proposal eventually passed in spite of
partisan squabbling.39 The move was a dramatic about-face from the presi-
dent’s earlier, nonviolent overtures. But for Marshall, it revealed Washing-
ton’s resourcefulness in taking an incremental approach to avoid a catas-
trophe the nation could ill afford at the time: “a general war with the Indians”
(415). Ultimately, Washington was unable to solve single-handedly the ten-
sions between Native and non-Native Americans, a relationship that contin-
ues to remains strained to the present day. Yet the president’s practicality
balanced by patience did not go unnoticed, least of all by Marshall himself
when confronting similar controversies decades later.40

Whether in his encounters with British forces or Native American tribes,
Marshall’s Life portrays Washington’s shrewd willingness to take the expedi-
ent route to address the circumstances confronting him. As military com-
mander, he kept his options open. On the one hand, he was willing to strike
quickly, as he did at Trenton; on the other hand, he might stay his hand, as he
did in response to proposed expeditions into Canada. As president, he valued
competence over dogma when choosing his cabinet, and was willing to shift
from mediation to coercion when circumstances warranted. On these occa-
sions in the Life, Washington evinced a willingness to alter strategy as de-
manded by the situation, and to exercise force as well as restraint based on
resources in hand and the turn of events. Yet Washington’s expedience was
not the only quality that served his leadership. Entwined with his practicality
was a sense of cautious consideration that served him well as he piloted the
nation through the choppy waters of these early years.

CIRCUMSPECTION

It may be somewhat surprising to see a reserved quality such as circumspec-
tion listed as a defining feature of statesmanship. After all, many Americans
are predisposed toward the politician who acts with vigor and brio, ready to
make the gutsy call, ruthlessly shooting first and asking questions later. Citi-
zens have little patience for delay when it comes to important matters of
state, often referring to such hesitancy as “waffling” and accusing those who
betray any sign of irresolution of trying to have things both ways. In contrast,
those who act with decision and dispatch are often credited with clear-sighted
resolution. Yet for many who have given serious study to the concept of
political leadership, circumspection and the calm weighing of one’s options
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proves to be a virtue rather than an insult when applied to political leaders. 41

Something like this idea must have been brewing in the head of many classi-
cal thinkers that discussed the concept of prudence (phronesis), the virtue
that for philosophers such as Aristotle determined the proper means to
achieving an end determined through the use of right reason or theoretical
wisdom.42 Similarly, Cato’s Roman contemporary, the orator Cicero, also
celebrated the leader able to apprehend “the regular curving path through
which governments travel, in order that, when you know what direction any
commonwealth tends to take, you may be able to hold it back or take meas-
ures to meet the change.”43 Together, these classical thinkers stress the im-
portance of forethought and caution as opposed to instinct and speed in the
political leader’s advancement of the common good. Following this concep-
tion, good leadership may at times be disclosed by the measures and actions
one refrains from taking, and an approach to confronting sickness in the body
politic that, as Morton Frisch and Richard Stevens have counseled, encour-
ages the statesman to play “the nurse if he can and the surgeon if he must.”44

Such an attitude toward statecraft promotes the kind of moderation and far-
sightedness that is too often absent from government today, forcing the polit-
ical leader to think a step or two ahead of one’s actions lest one’s policies be
rendered hostage to the next headline, setback, or tweet.

Though certainly capable of quick action, Marshall’s Washington none-
theless illustrates how circumspection may be a strength rather than weak-
ness in a military leader. Possessed of manners “rather reserved than free,”
Washington carried a dignity that in Marshall’s estimate derived not from
“capricious and ill-examined schemes” but rather a “laborious attention”
given to the possible consequences of his actions (465, 466, 469). Useful as
this temper was to military planning, it also extended to addressing the legiti-
mate grievances of his fellow soldiers. Although Washington enjoyed great
popularity among his men, the Life acknowledges that even he could not
quell a long-simmering discontent among his soldiers concerning the sus-
tained privations and sufferings of the military (245). For those who served
under Washington, pay as well as rest were often in short supply. Thus it was
not entirely a shock when Washington, encamped on the Hudson River in the
winter of 1781, received word of an alarming mutiny involving several hun-
dred men led by the tired Pennsylvania Continental regiments. The mutineers
had declared an intention to march on Philadelphia and demand redress from
the government or else resign en masse. The situation was grave: Washing-
ton could hardly spare the loss of troops at the time and, making matters
worse, violence and casualties had occurred in the attempt to suppress the
uprising. Marshall notes that Washington, “accustomed as he had been to
contemplate hazardous and difficult situations,” was unable “under existing
circumstances, to resolve instantly on the course it was most prudent to
pursue” (246). Initially, his inclination was to report to the mutineers’ camp
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and settle the matter in person. Yet opinions “formed on more mature reflec-
tion” prevailed, and he chose to leave negotiations with the regiments to a
congressional committee drawn up to accommodate the mutineers, in the
meantime preparing his soldiers for dispatch in the event negotiations failed.
At first, it seemed the threat had passed when the regiments were granted
concessions from the government relating to pay, clothing, and long overdue
discharges (247). Soon thereafter, however, a New Jersey brigade issued
similar demands, and “the dangerous policy of yielding even to the just
demands of soldiers with arms in their hands” was plain for all to see (248).
A chain reaction of rebellion seemed to have been ignited, and Washington,
“who had been extremely chagrined at the issue of the revolt in the Pennsyl-
vania line,” now wasted no time in ordering a detachment of New England
troops to “bring [the New Jersey mutineers] to unconditional submission.”45

The uprising was quickly vanquished, and Marshall speculates that Washing-
ton’s vigorous and prompt measures taken in this instance alerted the atten-
tion of the state governments to the necessity of keeping the Continental
Army happy. Washington’s first attitude toward the conflict between civil
and military authority had been one of watchful waiting. But when conces-
sions appeared to have set the stage for additional ultimatums, he refused to
back down on defending the military order indispensible to American victo-
ry. The incident showed Washington’s ability to resist his gut impulse, but
only if such a pause and its consequences did not mortally endanger the
necessity of a unified military in wartime.

As it turned out, conflict between the state governments and the American
military was not quelled so easily. Yet if Washington sought to root out
internal dissent among the ranks during the heat of battle, he was nonetheless
an ardent advocate of his fellow soldiers in the aftermath of their victory over
the British. In 1783, Washington’s sympathy for the plight of unpaid war
veterans had to be balanced with the best means for achieving their compen-
sation. Browbeating the states seemed unlikely to be effective, as under the
Articles of Confederation procuring any funds for national purposes was a
tall order indeed. For their part, the disgruntled veterans were tired of ex-
cuses: “Soured by their past sufferings, their present wants, and their gloomy
prospects,” Marshall notes, the men were in a temper that demanded immedi-
ate redress (291, 292). A group of veterans resolved to apply pressure direct-
ly, dispatching delegations to the Confederation Congress in Philadelphia to
obtain in person the “redress of grievances which they seemed to have solic-
ited in vain” (292). Upon learning of the proposed march, Marshall notes,
Washington’s “characteristic firmness and decision did not forsake him.”
The situation required not angry indignation directed toward an ungrateful
nation, he believed, but measures fit, prudent, and conciliatory. According to
Marshall, Washington’s “fixed determination” and loyalty to his brothers-in-
arms was offset by his opposition to “rash proceedings” that would merely
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aggravate the antipathy of the states toward national requisitions. Aware that
it was easier to prevent than correct “intemperate measures,” he sought at
first to stop a preparatory meeting of the veterans before it convened. But
conscious of their keen injury and sharing their “fear of injustice,” Washing-
ton resolved to attend the informal gathering and guide the deliberations
toward a peaceful resolution, devising measures that would placate the men
without unduly inflaming the confederation congress. Of course, Washington
was not just any other officer. Exerting every ounce of his influence, he gave
a speech that once more praised the “meritorious services and long suffer-
ings” of the men, whose claims he resolved to promote to the public barring
any criminal conduct that would betray “the military and national character
of America” (292, 293). Think before you take actions that might “open the
flood-gates of civil discord, and deluge our rising empire in blood,” he
warned the men (294). The effort to calm the crisis worked: “the storm,
which had been raised so suddenly,” now “happily dissipated.” Violence
between military and civil authority was again averted. As Marshall con-
cludes, it was all that the occasion required (293).

As president, Washington was again called on to mollify anger directed
toward the central government, this time issuing from the general public. For
many Americans struggling to understand the workings and demands of the
new national government, the bête noire of their grievances was taxation.
One stream of revenue was enough, many believed; a second, national layer
imposed by the new federal government was intolerable. In particular, the
Whisky Rebellion that occurred in western Pennsylvania beginning in 1791
provided a strong test of the new powers of the national government as well
as the commander-in-chief’s patience. The furor stemmed from an excise tax
levied by Congress on domestic spirits to pay down war debt. Farmers,
particularly in the western United States, opposed the tax insofar as it dispro-
portionately affected those living in agricultural regions, where the seasonal
operation of whisky stills was an especially profitable sideline. 46 A congres-
sional authorization to create a militia to enforce the collection of the tax
heightened tensions, as those hostile to the law began traveling outside Penn-
sylvania for the purpose of inciting resistance (418). Not wishing to make
things worse, Washington initially adopted a diplomatic approach, hoping
general public opinion would see the wisdom of the measures. But he drew
the line at mob violence, and in September 1794, he issued a proclamation
pronouncing his firm determination, “in obedience to the high duty con-
signed to him by the constitution, to reduce the refractory to obedience”
(419). Federal troops marched on Pennsylvania and, meeting no violent resis-
tance from the disaffected, seized and detained for legal prosecution several
insurrectionists “who had refused to give assurance of future submission to
the laws.” The threat of rebellion was quieted—at least for the time being.47

Once again, Washington had terminated without bloodshed “an insurrection
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which, at one time, threatened to shake the government to its foundations” as
Shays’ Rebellion had some seven years before (420).48 For Marshall, the
episode illustrated the “prudent vigor” of the president, motivated not by
rashness but a measured assessment of the best means to ensure both the
safety of the Union and the execution of its laws.

One final example of Washington’s patience occurs at the end of the Life,
when he had finally retired to his beloved and long-neglected Mount Vernon
in the summer of 1798. By then, public outrage toward his administration
concerning the controversial Neutrality Proclamation was history, and Mar-
shall reports he was inundated with a daily stream of testimonials “of the
grateful and ardent affection universally felt by his fellow-citizens” (301).
No longer was the Francophilia that motivated past attacks on his character a
concern. On the contrary, with French cruisers routinely seizing American
vessels with impunity, war with France seemed more likely than not (458).
Congress had passed measures for “retaliating [against] the injuries which
had been sustained, and for repelling those which were threatened,” includ-
ing a law authorizing the formation of a regular army (459). At the sound of
war drums, the nation once again turned to Washington, hoping once more
he might lead the American army, plan strategy, and “induce the utmost
exertion of its physical strength” against the French. Stories of Washington’s
willingness to leave behind the comforts of home to serve his country were
the stuff of legend in Marshall’s time as much as our own. But Washington’s
attitude on this occasion proved to be different. In June, President John
Adams and his Secretary of War James McHenry separately sent letters
entreating Washington to once again lead the nation in its hour of need. And
as he had so often in the past, he assented—but tentatively, and with impor-
tant preconditions. Of course, he wrote to McHenry, he would not “withhold
any services I could render when required by my country” (460). Moreover,
he responded to Adams, if a war with France was truly imminent, any delay
in preparations “may be dangerous, improper, and not to be justified by
prudence.” But two stipulations attended his assurances: that he, personally,
would be permitted to choose the highest-ranking officers under his com-
mand and that he should not be called out of his long-awaited retirement until
France had actually invaded the United States. In fact, he correctly predicted
that the French Directory would soon collapse under its own divisions and
corruption, allowing the two nations to reconcile their differences.49 It was a
clever move on Washington’s part, and one that deserves a bit more levity
than is found in Marshall’s praise of his fellow Virginian’s ability to balance
“the cares and attentions of office with his agricultural pursuits” (461). Glad-
ly would America’s foremost general answer the call of his country once
more—but only if it really needed him.

As both military commander and president, the Life portrays Washing-
ton’s circumspection as a core characteristic of his statesmanship. Indeed, at
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times it appears to be his wisdom that stood out most in Marshall’s remem-
brance of the man. Washington’s career, he observes, provided “ample and
repeated proofs” of the “practical good sense, and of that sound judgment,
which is perhaps the most rare, and is certainly the most valuable quality of
the human mind” (467). His character aimed at “no object distinct from the
public good,” and contemplated “at a distance those situations in which the
United States might probably be placed; and digest[ed], before the occasion
required action, the line of conduct which it would be proper to observe.” On
Marshall’s account, Washington understood the difference between efforts to
accommodate and persuade, on the one hand, and the use of compulsion and
force, on the other, preferring the former to the latter whenever possible. But
he would not allow hopes for a peaceful resolution of conflict to endanger
larger commitments to military discipline or public safety. Even to the time
of Washington’s death in December 1799, the Life shows that he applied due
diligence to matters large and small, in the public arena as well as in his
private affairs: the prospect of war, however probable, should not unduly
jeopardize the long-awaited comforts of domestic tranquility.

CONCLUSIONS

Marshall’s Life of George Washington is the story of a statesman as told by a
statesman. But in Marshall’s time, it was George Washington who was the
nation’s undoubted cynosure, a matter that surely dictated the countless revi-
sions of the biography long after agreeing to its production. In the end, the
Life solidifies the notion that Washington’s success was, to a considerable
degree, bound and conducive to that of the United States. As Marshall re-
flects in his conclusion to the Life, “It is impossible to contemplate the great
events which have occurred in the United States, under the auspices of Wash-
ington, without ascribing them, in some measure, to him” (468). But his
celebrated status in the hearts and minds of his fellow Americans did not
mean that his example and deeds should be frozen in the past, incapable of
emulation for future generations of Americans. Despite its rocky path to
publication and its widespread criticism, Marshall held out hope someday
people might read and profit from the Life, with its “ample and repeated
proofs” of Washington’s conduct serving as a model “of that practical good
sense, and of that sound judgment, which is perhaps the most rare, and is
certainly the most valuable quality of the human mind” (467). He intended
the Life to live on not merely as a work of history or biography, but as primer
in statesmanship, providing “a lesson well meriting the attention of those
who are candidates for political fame” (468).50

Marshall’s message in the Life continues to resonate today. While broadly
favorable, Marshall’s assessment of Washington is nonetheless human rather

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:19 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 486

than hagiographic. Though Marshall does not hesitate to praise Washington’s
willingness to stand up for what he believed was right against the prevailing
“gusts of passion”—his defense of the Neutrality Proclamation between
Great Britain and France as well as his Farewell Address of 1796 are particu-
larly notable examples of this independence—he is no demigod able to gov-
ern military or political circumstances beyond his control (469). Taken as a
whole, the picture that emerges is that of a Washington more expedient and
circumspect than he is often portrayed in the popular imagination, as he was
compelled to balanced attachment to principle with the particular demands of
place and time. It was not Washington’s ability to conquer fortune and com-
pletely determine the course of national events that wins Marshall’s admira-
tion, for this he was incapable of doing. Rather, Marshall’s esteem for Wash-
ington lies in his ability to lead the nation in a way that was practical without
compromising himself, expedient but not rash. Washington embodied qual-
ities of statesmanship that transcend even his admirable accomplishments,
forging a link between his life and those of future political leaders. Were he
alive today, Marshall might be dismayed that his Life never was or will be a
bestseller. But in a time when models of statesmanship are needed more than
ever, his work might well be dusted off for a new generation of readers.

Even if his Life remains a clunker, however, John Marshall’s pride of
place in American jurisprudence is secure. In time, his judicial opinions did
much to shape the political, economic, and legal landscape of the founding
generation as well as those that have followed in its wake.51 Washington’s
example no doubt loomed large in his mind as he, in his own right, grew into
the nation’s prototypical “judicial statesman,” defining and defending the
rule of law and the authority of the Supreme Court.52 As we turn to the
twentieth century, Marshall’s trajectory signals an increasing trend as states-
manship ramifies into contexts that break with the traditional molds of the
past. From Washington, we at last turn to Addams—and not the one you
might expect.
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here.
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Chapter Five

Mobilization and Struggle in Jane
Addams’ Twenty Years at Hull-House

Hurtling toward the wind-swept, rapidly modernizing, and poverty-stricken
Chicago of the late-nineteenth century, Laura Jane Addams’ task is simple
and soon stated: she has her work cut out for her. Amid urban decay and city
streets piled high with unholy refuse, Hull House was an unlikely beacon of
hope tucked in the city’s northwest corner. Yet Addams’ leadership and
legacy are arguably incidental to Chicago and perhaps America itself, for the
significance of her work transcends time and place. Since her death in 1935,
Addams’ dedication to mobilizing and empowering society’s most vulner-
able individuals has become an inspiration for the many social reformers that
have followed in her path. Thus while she is not as well-known as some of
the other figures that line the corridor of great political leaders, her first-
person narrative of the role she played in developing, instituting, and admin-
istering Hull House has a claim on the consideration of all who seek in great
or small ways to establish and effect political change. Out of all of the figures
we have examined, it is Addams that comes closest to articulating the elusive
idea of modern democratic leadership.

The importance of Addams’ work is often overshadowed by her relative
obscurity, her somewhat subdued personal character mirroring the type of
leadership she embodied. Like Washington, Addams often found herself cast
into the public spotlight despite rarely courting either popularity or political
office.1 Nor did she have much experience at all in public administration
before her trial by fire at Hull House. In that capacity she worked tirelessly to
alleviate physical, mental, and spiritual poverty, even as her efforts took
place off the political stage and on the frontlines of everyday economic
distress. As a result, her greatest mark was left in the realm of civil society.
This orientation did not reflect an antipathy on Addams’ part toward conven-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:19 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 592

tional politics per se: on the contrary, she was game to assume public office
and take on entrenched political forces when getting results required a more
direct engagement in politics. But rather than a single-minded focus on
climbing the political ladder, Addams largely took a more informal and
unorthodox path in her leadership role. To put matters simply, when she saw
a vacuum of leadership at the local level she addressed its absence not by
railing against an impersonal “system” or trying to beat corrupt politicians at
their own game. Rather, she sought to build ideas of equality, citizenship,
and social harmony from the bottom up, all the while mindful that change
often occurs slowly, as reforms needed to wind their way through political
structures, layers of bureaucracy, and the informal power brokers who had a
vested interest in maintaining the status quo. Radical and practical describe
her approach; citizenship grounded in both rights and responsibilities charac-
terize its object.

Like many figures in American history, Addams’ life has been combed
over by a cottage industry of devotees. Sometimes she is portrayed as a kind
of super-heroine, an inspiring figure who single-handedly raised Chicago’s
poor and immigrant classes out of the depths of despair.2 Others contend that
Addams’ work was much more haphazard, fortuitous, and impetuous than
her more numerous admirers are willing to concede.3 Most biographies,
however, have situated her squarely within the Progressive Era as a stalwart
representative of an intellectual movement emphasizing social reform, eco-
nomic justice, and resistance to elitism in all its myriad expressions. 4 But
while historians differ on their attitude toward Addams, her life and work
have by and large earned praise across the political aisle. Indeed, both the
political left and the right have long esteemed Addams as a model of good
leadership. Some have painted Addams’ approach in conservative colors,
pointing to her emphasis on ameliorative as opposed to revolutionary meas-
ures and on the value of local and small-scale relief of poverty.5 More recent-
ly, some scholars have applied Addams’ thought to contemporary democratic
theory, highlighting the value of her writing for current debates surrounding
citizen responsibility, civic engagement, populism, and humane labor.6 Tak-
ing an even wider view, others have mined Addams’ writings for their appli-
cation to global politics, with her activism on behalf of new immigrants to
the United States serving as a model for contemporary ideas of transnational
friendship, hospitality, and peace.7 Yet for all the work that has been done on
Addams, few scholars have turned to her approach to leadership as plainly
articulated in her most well-known book, Twenty Years at Hull-House
(1910).

Addams is the only woman in addition to being the only quasi-political
figure in this book. Like the Chicago of her time, statesmanship has histori-
cally been a man’s world. Does this mean that women can play the role of
“stateswoman” only in informal ways? No. It doesn’t. Her challenge from
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society’s periphery should only deepen our appreciation of what she was able
to accomplish, precisely because Addams challenged existing forms of ex-
clusion from both within and without, working both through as well as
against entrenched sites of authority. Perhaps being legally barred from vot-
ing or holding major political offices strengthened her perception that de-
mocracy encompassed not only a political but also a social dimension.8 It
certainly did not dilute her accomplishments, which have proven more last-
ing than the mark left by many of her male contemporaries that populated the
halls of political power. Her example and success at Hull House invites
readers to look at the concept of statesmanship from a different perspective
than the vantage point employed so far, showing how opportunities for effec-
tive political leadership may occur in inconspicuous places and times, even
where we least expect.

JANE ADDAMS’ “SPIRITUAL STRUGGLE”

Like the younger Cato, Jane Addams realized from an early age that she had
big shoes to fill in life. Judging by its title, Twenty Years would appear to
cover just Addams’ life in Chicago. In fact, the work spans a much longer
time in order to develop the picture of leadership that came into its own on
Halsted Street. In detailing her journey toward social reformer, Addams re-
veals that she never believed herself to be marked for great things. Rather,
she thought that early influences and yearnings gradually shaped the person
“upon whom various social and industrial movements” later reacted, a for-
mation that makes her personal history inseparable from that of her mission
at Hull House (ix).9 She did not start out as a city girl. A child of the pleasant
open frontier of Cedarville, Illinois, the natural world permeated her life from
the time of her birth in 1860. A village “set in a scene of rural beauty,”
Cedarville represented a kind of adolescent playground for her and her sib-
lings as they gathered walnuts, chased rainbows, and sacrificed dead snakes
under rolling pine-shadowed skies (16). Hovering over Addams’ life was the
“dominant influence” of her father, John H. Addams, a noted bank president,
Republican state senator, and forever object of emulation for young Jane, to
whose memory she dedicated Twenty Years (1).10 While financially secure,
Addams reveals that her upbringing was not without difficulties. When Ad-
dams’ maternal mother as well as several other siblings and friends died
while Addams was still a young girl, she recalls being pierced with the
“sharp worry” of mortal dread that quickened her toward “the great world of
moral enterprise and serious undertakings” (20, 21).11 With the help of her
older sisters—Addams was grateful to be part of a large, supportive, and
pious family—she raised a growing family while continuing to come to
terms with the responsibilities of adulthood.12 In the still-wild Midwestern
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prairie, she honed the skills of cultivating and preserving cohesion amid the
strife, economic hardship, and adversity she would encounter years later in
Chicago.

Second only to Alcibiades in her wanderlust, Addams too had to leave her
place of birth in order to find her vocation as a political reformer. Following
in the footsteps of her older sisters, at the age of seventeen Addams enrolled
in religious studies at the Rockford Female Seminary and graduated in 1881,
the year her father suddenly died (43).13 She then completed courses at the
Women’s Medical College in Philadelphia with financial assistance from her
late father’s estate, but her studies were cut short by a recurrent “spinal
difficulty” exacerbated by nervous afflictions that afflicted her throughout
life (65).14 During her extended convalescence—a period during which she
was “literally bound to a bed in my sister’s house for six months”—she
expressed a desire to travel to Europe to take a long, close look at the world.
So she did. “In pursuit of cultivation,” she sailed across the Atlantic with the
hope that she might discover what her purpose in life should be (71).15 There
she discovered not only the challenge of urban poverty, but also the move-
ments toward social and economic reform that would play such an inspira-
tional role when she finally returned to her Illinois roots.

Unlike many contemporary study abroad trips, Addams was forever
changed by her visits to Europe. Her medical background led her to investi-
gate and inventory the conditions of public health and sanitation in the great
cities of Europe, and her observations of poverty and deprivation informed
her efforts toward reforming social injustices at home. One such encounter
was determinative on this score, shaping her leadership ever after. 16 Addams
had familiarized herself with the principles of Settlement philosophy during a
trip to Oxford, England, learning how volunteer workers that lived in hous-
ing settlements with society’s urban poor might in cooperation promote the
social, physical, educational, and political betterment of the least advantaged.
But at the famed Toynbee Hall in 1888, a college settlement in London’s
East End, she finally witnessed firsthand the practical application of the
idea.17 As she stood on its doorsteps, she held in her hands a notice of
introduction and in her heart the “high expectations and a certain belief that
whatever perplexities and discouragement concerning the life of the poor
were in store for me,” the solace of daily work on their behalf would steel her
against the difficulties inherent in her vocation (87–88). Working with and
alongside the poor, Addams had found an escape from “the snare of prepara-
tion” in which so many young people found themselves trapped, unable or
unwilling to make any effort to improve the lot of humanity (89).

Once back in the United States, Addams wasted no time in getting to
work. She attended a gathering comprised of like-minded social reformers
outside Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1892 (113). At the meeting, she spoke at
length on the matters she had witnessed in the past several years, namely, the
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“motives and strivings” of those on the frontlines of reforming injustices
inherent to and stemming from social and political structures. Pointing out
the many contradictions she saw between democratic ideas and practice,
Addams and her fellow reformers affirmed a shared commitment to improv-
ing American democracy in economic, social, and political terms. The stakes
were high, and the transformation she envisioned extended far beyond the
relief of material want. As she declared, “there is nothing after disease,
indigence and a sense of guilt, so fatal to health and to life itself as the want
of a proper outlet for active faculties” (118). Central to this endeavor were
not simply legal changes but also services and facilities that would cultivate
and nourish these faculties among both wealthy and poor Americans, for in
truth civic helplessness afflicted both groups: while poverty quickly smoth-
ered civic cooperation among the poor, parents and schoolteachers of the
wealthy as often neglected instilling the responsibilities of citizenship in their
children (119–21). Keeping alight the spark of human creativity on behalf of
a better world—an impulse essential to the “Intimations of Immortality” that
Addams believed were latent in all human souls as well as her own—was a
key motive of the Settlement movement as she saw it, which embraced all
strata of society: men and women, educated and ignorant, religious and secu-
lar (117). What she described as a “very simple plan” was in fact never
guaranteed to work: Addams, echoing the language of America’s founding
fathers, often described the Settlement movement as an “experiment” (85).
But that uncertainty did not mean her efforts at Hull House were not earnest.
Believing that democratic ideals were hollow unless applied to practical
problems, she would no longer wait for “the system” to catch up to her and
her fellow reformers’ strivings.18

Hull House was perhaps the most famous achievement of this Settlement
impulse in America, with Addams’ Twenty Years at Hull-House its literary
fruit.19 In few instances were the values as well as aspirations of the move-
ment given more concrete expression as they were at Hull House.20 Resting
beneath the blue-glass colonnades shimmering across the city skyline, the
“fine old house” on Halsted Street opened its doors in 1889 thanks to the
efforts of Addams and her fellow social reformer Ellen Gates Starr (93).21 Its
charter invoked many of the larger motives of the Settlement movement: “To
provide a center for a higher civic and social life; to institute and maintain
educational and philanthropic enterprises, and to investigate and improve the
conditions in the industrial districts of Chicago” (112). Addams planned the
settlement as a refuge from the storm “in a part of the city where many
primitive and actual needs” of immigrants and the destitute might be met by
a team of volunteers that would “learn of life from life itself” (85). The
population of the house included about twenty young, well-educated men
and women that, when not otherwise employed, volunteered their time at the
Settlement alongside Addams, the Settlement’s sole full-time volunteer. Ad-
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dams says her memory of the frenetic first few years is “more or less blurred
with fatigue,” as the house encountered a number of challenges in terms of
start-up costs (147). As is the case for many non-profits, funding was always
uncertain, forcing Addams like Washington to frequently weigh principle
with expedience, whether in the form of accepting “tainted money” from
outside donors, voting up or down “one golden scheme after another” pro-
posed by supporters, or petitioning local politicians on issues ranging from
child labor laws to overdue pension payments (138, 140, 150). Finally, after
hard years spent tilling the “soil of a community life,” the center began to
build a reputation as a gathering point where “the companionship of mutual
interests” flourished among Chicago’s immigrant population (151).

Hull House represented the defining moment of Addams’ life work, but it
was certainly not the last word on her leadership. As the success of Hull
House grew, so did the reputation of its founders. Many of those who helped
administer the house later became charter members of the International
League for Labor Education, legitimating the belief among many residents
that they were engaged in “a movement of world-wide significance and
manifold manifestation” (230). Using peace as a calling card, Addams waded
further and further into American politics, even as she endeavored to shield
the operations of Hull House from partisan attacks.22 She took part in the
women’s suffrage and civil rights movements as an extension of the Settle-
ment’s goal of socializing democracy (453).23 When World War I broke out
in Europe in 1914, Addams assumed a significant leadership role in organiz-
ing the Women’s Peace Party—an organization still active today—as well as
other national and international pacifist movements. To be sure, she still had
a knack for making adversaries, even among her fellow travellers in the
Progressive Party.24 Yet her star continued to rise, and in 1931 she became
the first American woman to receive the Nobel Peace Prize for her contribu-
tions advancing the cause of “peace and fraternity among nations.”25 Reflect-
ing on the trajectory of her life in Twenty Years, Addams expressed hope that
the lessons she had learned in Chicago might one day be profitably applied to
international politics, believing that the feeling of “internationalism engen-
dered in the immigrant quarters of American cities might be recognized as an
effective instrument in the cause of peace” (308). An unlikely idea, perhaps,
but one that reveals just how far Addams’ goals had grown from her humble
Cedarville beginnings.

Yet for all her efforts on the world stage, Hull House remains Jane Ad-
dams’ signature achievement, and the book that documents its development
may itself be seen as a product of her reformist impulse. Solving “the social
and industrial problems” created by modern industrial life required “an ex-
perimental effort,” which included recording for posterity what worked and
what failed in relieving the “overaccumulation at one end of society and the
destitution at the other” (125, 126). Righting the economic scales was not to

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:19 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Mobilization and Struggle in Jane Addams’ Twenty Years at Hull-House 97

be expected from the often tortoise-like pace of municipal, state, and federal
legislation. Instead, she believed that democratic reforms might be realized
through mobilizing, empowering, and channeling civic energies in the direc-
tion of reforms contributing to a better future for all Chicagoans. The first
step in this process was to flip on the power.

MOBILIZATION

As much as the individual is important to any account of political statesman-
ship, history teaches that political actors can start as well as put out fires, and
many times the most effective leader is one who refuses to shoulder civic
responsibilities belonging to all members of the community.26 The mobiliza-
tion of dispersed resources, notably the scattered energies of one’s fellow
citizens, is key to such an understanding of such leadership. As Cheryl Ma-
bey once put it, the explanation for modern crises of leadership “may not lie
in the caliber of our current leaders, but rather in our failure to mobilize
group resources to solve the group’s problems.”27 The fault of many social
ills, on such accounts, belongs not to weak and uninspiring politicians so
much as a lack of organization, empowerment, and proper channeling of the
civic resources left dormant in the body politic. Here is a different standard
of leadership success, one based on mobilizing citizens to act on their own
initiatives rather than cultivating exceptional figures who will do so on their
behalf. In keeping with this focus on civic empowerment, many scholars of
leadership have in recent years articulated a theory of citizen-leadership that
emphasizes the virtues of local participation, civic education, and decentral-
ized decision-making authority.28 The best form of statesmanship, such ac-
counts suggest, leaves one’s fellow citizens a little more organized, in-
formed, and active than he or she found them.

At Hull House, mobilization and empowerment of those on society’s
margins was at the epicenter of Addams’ leadership. Working day in and day
out to mitigate the centrifugal forces of urban life, she learned firsthand the
nuts and bolts of building cohesion and collective action out of social frag-
mentation and political indifference. The challenges she faced included more
than just acclimating recent immigrants to new environmental, cultural, and
political institutions. She realized these immigrants would form a part of the
wider labor force in Chicago, in which great ideological differences existed
separating those who believed “business is business” from political radicals
“who claimed that nothing could be done to really moralize the industrial
situation until society should be reorganized” (184). Directly or indirectly,
both positions downplayed the individual’s role in creating a more equitable
future, preferring to wait out squalid conditions in the hope of a better tomor-
row. However well-intentioned some individuals might have been, Addams

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:19 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 598

considered many committed social reformers to be either overly radical or
too far removed from the everyday plight of the working class and conditions
of poor, instead complacently giving “themselves over to discussion of gen-
eral principles” and causes rather focusing on practical measures of reform
(158, 184).29 Thus Addams perceived that if the condition of the average
worker was ever to improve, better organization was needed on multiple
fronts: within the immigrant communities themselves; across the formal
boundaries separating immigrant from non-immigrant; and the creation of a
political platform on behalf of the working underclass that eschewed the
radical stances of the intellectual advocates or opponents of social reform.
No matter one’s place of birth or background, Addams wanted people to stop
sitting on their hands and roll up their sleeves to begin building the stronger
bonds of cohesion necessary to effect social change.

For Addams, the key to creating such social change was education, a
distinctive feature of Hull House as well as recent theories of “democratic
statesmanship.”30 Addams gave education the broadest possible interpreta-
tion, including formal and informal as well as structured and spontaneous
learning for members of the community.31 In purely infrastructural terms,
Hull House’s earliest efforts included establishing the first public playground
and kindergarten in the city (101).32 Yet Addams wanted Hull House to be
more than a children’s daycare or place of remedial instruction.33 Opportu-
nities for enlightenment extended throughout daily life in the house: in its
open kitchen, library, gymnasium, art gallery, and even a little theater where
both international stories and timeless tragedies and comedies were per-
formed (389). In a kind of reproach to the reigning utilitarian calculus of the
day, art for art’s sake was encouraged in studios lined with paintings, etch-
ings, and lithographs (373).34 The doors of the house’s drawing rooms were
flung open like “the warm welcome of an inn,” Addams recalls, to provide a
meeting place of minds, an early and successful instance of the sort of delib-
erative democracy political theorists extol but have a hard time instantiating
(126).35 What an oasis amid the smoke-filled rooms of Chicago politics!
Creeds from Christianity to atheism and social theories spanning capitalist
individualism to communism were parsed, discussed, compared, and cri-
tiqued, as Hull House became a place where, in Addams’ characterization,
discussants were interested in getting “to the root of things” (179).36 In its
emphasis on conversation carried on “both with the radical and the conserva-
tive” and refusing to “limit its friends to any one political party or economic
school,” Hull House quickly earned a somewhat dubious reputation as “a
place for enthusiasms” that elicited suspicion from liberals and conservatives
alike (452, 184).37 But any publicity for the house was to the good, and
indeed public intellectuals and scholars from diverse areas of study soon
flocked to the house to edify “the mind of the worker,” lifting her by “the
effort of thought” from “the monotony of manual labor” to the larger world
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(435).38 Regardless of what outsiders said, Addams believed that such di-
alogue was instrumental to creating the mobilization, cohesion, and simple
neighborliness essential to addressing problems with a collective voice.39

After all, she claimed, humanity’s good sense was “finer and better” than the
facts of life that often drove them apart, and so she worked to ensure that
core similarities were not overpowered by the apparent differences of lan-
guage, race, and religion (111–12). Participants tested political and social
philosophies against everyday life, and over time became “solidly united,”
both on the basis of their “mutual experience in an industrial quarter” as well
as the need for some “social control and protective legislation” to ameliorate
economic hardship (196).40 Sorting through their differences and finding
some common ground, the apathy bred by extremist hand-wringing was di-
minished, and it would not be too much of an exaggeration to suggest that the
residents of Hull House developed a kind of political moderation that even a
Cato or Augustine could admire.41

In addition to feeding the mind and spirit of workers, Addams states that
active participation in the intellectual and social clubs of Hull House empow-
ered new immigrants politically. Alongside groups devoted to literature, phi-
losophy, and the arts were meetings regarding more practical and quotidian
subjects. Weekly organizational and financial meetings gave residents prac-
tice in being participants in deliberative assemblies and seeing the impor-
tance of “full discussion and understanding” before taking political action
(204). Such assemblies pointed to the value of social clubs not simply as
outlets for recreation, but as instruments of fellowship that, in Addams’
words, lead individuals “from a sense of isolation to one of civic responsibil-
ity” (365). It is true that Addams refused to micromanage any of these meet-
ings as part of her facilitative approach to the general operations of Hull
House, declaring that “the entire organization of the social life at Hull-House,
while it has been fostered and directed by residents and others, has been
largely pushed and vitalized from within by the club members themselves.”
42 But by providing the setting and tools for effective citizenship, by seeing
that “friendly relations with individuals” could be a prerequisite for improv-
ing “the industrial and social problems challenging the moral resources of
our contemporary life,” Addams was the impetus behind the movement to-
ward a better appreciation of the possibilities and obligations of democratic
citizenship (366).

It was not enough, however, that an individual had a sense of his or her
potential as an agent of political change. The energies of the residents needed
to be directed in a particular direction as well, lest one merely fall back into
the idle theorizing Addams disliked.43 Consequently, for Addams education
and empowerment always invited the additional question: education to what
end? Learning at Hull House was not simply an attempt to grow a natural
aristoi within the migrant and worker community, but was intended as a
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practical conductor for good citizenship and cultivation of the “moral sen-
sibility” that Addams believed to be inseparable from social progress (357).
As she put it, people must be brought into direct contact with social problems
to better understand and address “the compulsions and hardships, the stupid-
ities and cruelties of life” in the industrial sector (366). Thus informal inves-
tigations were organized and conducted on phenomena deemed harmful to
the general welfare, guided by a spirit of “scientific patience” and self-re-
straint during the slow, piecemeal “accumulation of facts” (302–4, 126).44

Analyses of the causes of an epidemic of typhoid fever on Halsted Street;
testing a supposed link between worker fatigue and tuberculosis; and deter-
minations of how to include city newsboys (numbering in the thousands)
under the state’s new child labor laws were only some of the social and civic
ends that education in Hull House served (296–7, 301–3). In dealing with
such problems, Addams and others tried to steer a course between top-down
“definite rules and regulations” and any overly idiosyncratic approach based
on “some knowledge of . . . life and habits as a whole” (162). A spirit of
experimentation and boundless patience, guided by the steady accumulation
and impartial evaluation of empirical evidence, was the recipe that Addams
believed might produce this middle ground, and from that basis the chances
for more efficient and successful reforms could be maximized. Leading the
Settlement “along from the concrete to the abstract,” Addams concludes,
such efforts productively directed the energies of mobilized residents in the
direction of practical political reforms (306).45

The triad of organization, empowerment, and direction form the pillars on
which rested Addams’ political leadership. Throughout her time at Hull
House, she concentrated not on the great political statesman of the past and
how they had mobilized their people—although she did admire such figures,
Abraham Lincoln in particular—but on ways to work in concert with others
to allay the “general spirit of bitterness and strife” prevalent in her day
(434).46 Her hopes were not simply economic; as we have seen, she pos-
sessed a social, intellectual, and civic vision for all Chicagoans. Informing
this vision was her immense faith in the educability and power of the resi-
dents. Where such education was successful, she believed “the differences of
training and cultivation” evident in the strongest and weakest voices of the
people became “lost in the unity of purpose and in the fact that they are all
human voices lifted by a high motive” (125). To achieve this harmony,
residents would need to be have their minds expanded by an appreciation for
the pleasures of the intellectual life. They would need to learn about their
own power through dialogue and critical engagement concerning social ills.
Finally, they would have to aim their newfound agency toward a higher civic
purpose, namely, those reforms that would build a better community for
themselves, others, and future generations of Americans.47 Yet as Addams
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was fully aware, great social and economic change seldom emerges easily,
and her work at Hull House was not without conflict.

THE STATESWOMAN’S CHALLENGE

A life in politics is not typically one of down comforters and carpet slippers.
That was certainly not the case for Jane Addams, whose consistent readiness
to challenge the status quo points to a broader antagonistic element in many
modern theories of statesmanship. Indeed, a range of arguments have insisted
that statesmanship demands clamor, controversy, adversity, or even violent
crises in order to fully unveil itself. Speaking to the Hamilton Club in Chica-
go in 1899, future President Theodore Roosevelt waxed poetic about the
virtues of “the strenuous life” based on “toil and effort, of labor and strife,”
praising the “high success” that comes “to the man who does not shrink from
danger, from hardship, or from bitter toil.”48 “It is only through strife,”
Roosevelt concluded, “through hard and dangerous endeavor, that we shall
ultimately win the goal of true national greatness.”49 Among political theo-
rists, Werner Dannhauser once described difficulty as essential to statesman-
ship, portraying the statesman’s vocation as one that necessarily involves
surmounting obstacles.50 More recently, Jeffrey Tulis has suggested that mo-
ments of crisis sharpen the political leader’s decision-making abilities, ar-
guing that it is a challenge to think of any well-known statesmen whose
reputation does not owe something to “exceptional political circum-
stances.”51 As the presidential historian Doris Kearns Goodwin has recently
pointed out, growth in political leadership requires the ability to keep one’s
bearings and find meaning in the face of adversity and setbacks.52 Such
challenges need not be formulated in terms of great events or watershed
moments. In order to test their mettle and mature as military commanders or
political figures, Alcibiades needed his Nicias; Cato, his Caesar; Augustine,
pagan philosophy; and Washington, his Cornwallis. The particular antagonist
is not as important as the opportunities such conflict affords, both to stiffen
one’s spine and develop leadership abilities that, when effective, rejuvenate
the flagging spirits of leader and citizen alike.53

Willful or not, public ignorance was a major challenge to even setting up
an establishment like Hull House. Finding a proper location for the settle-
ment, no minor difficulty, turned out to be the least of Addams’ worries.
Funding for Hull House itself was paltry and uncertain, due partly to a vexing
and “unfounded optimism that there was no real poverty among us” (158).54

The absence of basic regulations on business practices and and environmen-
tal safety paint an ugly picture, with roadways “inexpressibly dirty, the num-
ber of schools inadequate, sanitary legislation unenforced, the street lighting
bad, the paving miserable and altogether lacking in the alleys and smaller
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streets, and the stables foul beyond description” (98). Making matters worse,
most newly arrived immigrants to America were largely unaware of their
surroundings, and after “long and exhausting hours of work” they had little
energy to befriend their neighbors or learn about resources for assistance
(204). Addams describes how she and her colleagues were forced to take the
lead in defending members of the community from those that would prey on
such ignorance, describing the short-term relationship between Hull House
and the individual worker as “the big brother whose mere presence on the
playground protects the little one from bullies” (167). Over time, Hull House
functioned as “an information and interpretation bureau,” directing individu-
als to institutions ranging from law offices and county agencies to hospitals
and asylums. With the diffusion of such knowledge, Addams found that
greater attention was given to the plight of the city’s poor. In overcoming
apathy to poverty and neglect in these early, heady years, Addams further
appreciated the importance of public pressure in changing the status quo.
Left to their own devices, public authorities adopt the policy of “never taking
an initiative, and always waiting to be urged to do their duty,” an indifference
that may prove fatal “in a neighborhood where there is little initiative among
the citizens” (98).

In addition to ignorance and apathy, Addams also had to confront ram-
pant pessimism among the poor working class. A good many of those who
frequented Hull House buckled not simply under the weight of physical
necessity but also dashed ambitions. Several residents had been so browbeat-
en by economic hardship that, as Addams puts it, they were now “caricatures
of what they meant to be” in life, simply roaming the halls as “hollow
ghosts” (100). “Poverty itself” was at times blamed as the cause of many ills,
becoming yet another generalization that threatened to undermine efforts
toward piecemeal reform (158). Among the ways Addams attempted to
change this mindset was by building a bridge between the past, present, and a
yet-undetermined future, notably in her creation of the Hull House Labor
Museum. The little museum displayed products, instruments, and photo-
graphs illustrating technical advancement in methods of spinning, weaving,
and other crafts, depicting the forward progress from crude tools and gruel-
ing drudgery to sophisticated machinery and timesaving technology (237,
240). Before its visitors’ eyes was a dramatic and tangible representation of
the “orderly evolution” of industry, proceeding “similarly and peacefully
year by year among the workers of each nation, heedless of differences in
language, religion, and political experiences” (237). Of course, the march
toward ever-greater technique, efficiency, and human progress was attended
with much cruelty besides (240). Yet for those resigned to their economic lot
in life, the manifestations of industrial progress pricked the mind to the
possibility of further reform.55 As Addams puts it, the worker could take
comfort from the fact that others had lived through more primitive periods of
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industrial history, and that future practices making work less exploitative
might be accelerated by creativity and reforms on the part of those willing to
act and experiment. The museum motivated as it educated, inspiring workers
to imagine and work toward a better, more humane economic future.

When the situation called for it, Addams did not flinch from a direct
challenge to the city’s political machinery and centers of power. One malo-
dorous instance will suffice for illustration. Addams and her friends never
got used to seeing (or smelling) the many huge wooden boxes overflowing
with trash on Halsted Street. The boxes and their debris were more than mere
eyesores: rags, food, and other products cleaned and sold by the merchants
and street peddlers residing near Hull House added to the refuse and foul
odors (281, 283).56 As Addams recounts, toddlers climbed on the boxes;
older children pretended the receptacles were missile shields; and in time, the
containers became makeshift benches on which lovers sat and “held en-
chanted converse” (281). The situation was both at once a public health crisis
as well as a collective action problem.57 As the mountains of garbage contin-
ued to rise, Addams finally decided to take matters into her own hands,
placing a bid for the ward contract for garbage removal. Despite some grous-
ing by city officials, Addams eventually obtained the job and, as it turned
out, more than she had bargained for. The garbage inspector was no sinecure
position on her watch but required constant requests for new supplies and
diligent supervision, including daily oversight of the removal and transfer of
the ward’s refuse.58 Indeed, so meticulous was Addams in her work that the
position was eliminated by the mayor of Chicago, who transferred its respon-
sibilities to an office—“ward superintendent”—that only men could fill
(289). Yet Addams had made her point. Believing that people “credit most
easily that which we see,” her results had delivered a message to those who
had witnessed her overcome the challenge of unsanitary streets and an ineffi-
cient bureaucracy (288).59 Cleaning up the neighborhood proved to be an
instance of leadership with ripple effects: Halsted Street breathed a little
easier, the extant political system suffered a glancing blow, and the confi-
dence of her fellow citizens was strengthened having now witnessed a tan-
gible improvement in public health that might inspire future efforts.

Throughout Twenty Years, Addams overcomes challenges within and
without Hull House. But perhaps the most significant misgivings she faced
down were her own self-doubts, hesitations and insecurities that she strug-
gled with long before ever embarking on the Settlement experiment. Looking
back on her youth, she invoked Matthew Arnold to describe herself as
“Weary of myself and sick of asking / What I am and what I ought to be,”
and surely the answers to such tormented questions were not always obvious
during the gray harmony of Chicago winters (78).60 At Hull House, difficul-
ties were endless, rewards were few, and its staff “were often bitterly pressed
for money and worried by the prospect of unpaid bills” (150). The constant
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vacillations between hope and despair during these heady years would have
tested anyone’s patience and commitment.61 Rather than lamenting her situa-
tion, however, Addams suggests that setbacks were a source of learning, with
her struggles making it somewhat easier for her to meet and understand the
plight of others. She had no patience for those of her “pampered” peers that,
having “taken their learning too quickly” retreated self-satisfied “from the
active, emotional life” without having acquired the “old healthful reaction
resulting in activity from the mere presence of suffering or of helplessness”
(71). For Addams as well as social reformers today, encounters with failure
are inevitable—a part of the job one must expect when living among the
indigent. Yet suffering can also serve as the grit in the political leader’s
oyster. Through her experiences, including failures, Addams learned that
leadership, social change, and life itself was not unidirectional in its trajecto-
ry but marked by fits and starts doused with a great deal of loss and bitter
defeat.62 When later she reflected on the “deep depression” and at times
overwhelming “sense of failure” that afflicted her early in life, it made the
perseverance and the personal progress she had made seem all the more
remarkable (66).63

Whether challenging public indifference toward the indigent, cynicism
toward change, a corrupt political system, or her own perceived shortcom-
ings, Addams’ travails at Hull House illustrate that doubts, obstacles, and
conflict need not form a permanent block to the political leader’s success.
Time and again, she made the best of the less-than-ideal situations, often
using impediments as opportunities for further experimentation and reform.
To some extent, Addams represents an alternative to the Catonic statecraft of
resistance to change, showing how subversion and innovation, too, can be a
source of effective statesmanship.64 More importantly, however, Addams’
life shows how setbacks may enhance both political leadership and a life
well-lived—an important lesson, for political leaders and ordinary citizens
alike.

CONCLUSIONS

Unlike the overtly political leaders examined so far, Addams’ success at Hull
House illustrates how effective leadership is not consigned to the soaring
public speeches or the backroom wheeling and dealing often associated with
contemporary politics. Although later in her career Addams did move into
city, state, and eventually international politics, much of the heavy lifting that
went into making the dream of Hull House a reality proceeded in an indirect,
non-political manner, as Addams along with Hull House’s rotating cast of
volunteers and residents devised and implemented solutions to social prob-
lems that local office-holders proved unable or unwilling to address. Her
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success should be an education in and of itself for men, women, and all those
occupying society’s margins regarding their individual and collective poten-
tial as engines of political reform and change. After all, as many political
theorists and commentators have long argued, dramatic political change and
reforms often happens in ways that do not conform to the typical constitu-
tional blueprint.65 On many occasions in American history, social, political,
and legal aspirations have been pressured into reality by the American people
themselves.66 Such was the case for Jane Addams; such was the legacy of
Hull House.

Addams’ leadership may be seen as an early contribution to the contem-
porary emphasis on service learning and civic engagement, giving her form
of leadership a horizontal and democratic structure that, like the humble
statesman we find in Saint Augustine, eschews an authoritative leader-fol-
lower dichotomy.67 That Addams would seek to challenge old models of
leadership is unsurprising, given the difficult issues of cultural and ethnic
diversity she was forced to navigate. As she emphasized, “the only thing to
dread in the Settlement” is that it might somehow lose “its flexibility, its
power of quick adaptation, its readiness to change its methods as its environ-
ment may demand” (126). In her willingness to experiment in all aspects of
her leadership, Addams modeled the idea of a citizen leader who recognizes
when to lead and when to follow, when to listen and when to act. Moreover,
in making available the possibility of political leadership to a wider swath of
the general public—in a phrase, by democratizing statesmanship—Addams
gave expression to a more expansive and protean understanding of leader-
ship, one that involved the strivings of elected officials but also union offi-
cers, private charities, faith-based organizations, and other kinds of voluntary
organizations. While cognizant of the powerful forces working against any
change, Addams never denied the possibility of a kind of leadership that, if
done well, could leave the world, the nation, or at least the city street a better
place than it was before.

There was one challenge, however, that Addams could not overcome:
time. Of course, any leader as well as any person is at the mercy of that, to
endure or struggle helplessly against. Yet the statesman or stateswoman,
riding along easy in the reins of power, often forgets how easily the years
unwind and upend even seemingly permanent political accomplishments.
Good leadership is in some way a Sisiphyian task, wherein one educates and
appeals to a people’s better angels only to have to renew such calls with each
subsequent generation. Wander down Halsted Street in Chicago today and
while much urban squalor has been removed, you will find the Settlement
that Addams helped build alive only in fading memory: Hull House shuttered
permanently in 2012 due to bankruptcy.68 Hull House became an extraordi-
nary presence in the city’s nineteenth ward, and then it died. This event is
mentioned not to devalue the significance of Addams’ deeds for the immi-
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grant community or her contributions to better, more humane public policy,
for which citizens today should be grateful. To point out time’s influence is
rather to signify a larger critique of the concept we have been examining. As
Shakespeare’s Mark Antony famously lamented, “The evil that men do lives
after them,” while “the good is oft interred with their bones.”69 Statesmen
and stateswomen are temporary phenomena, momentous yet short-lived,
whose feats are not guaranteed to outlast even the next generation. Where
does that leave the rest of us?

NOTES

1. Jean Bethke Elshtain notes that Addams “lived a quintessentially public life; there are no
mysterious lost periods in her story.” Apart from a months-long recuperation from back sur-
gery, “her whereabouts and her actions are well documented.” See her Jane Addams and the
Dream of American Democracy (New York: Basic Books, 2002), 15.

2. See the examples of Addams’ popularity prior to World War I as discussed by Elshtain
(2002), 198–200. Other mostly hagiographic accounts include her nephew James Weber Linn’s
Jane Addams: A Biography (New York: Appleton-Century, 1935); Margaret Tims, Jane Ad-
dams of Hull-House, 1860–1935 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1961); and John C. Farrell,
Beloved Lady: A History of Jane Addams’ Ideas on Reform and Peace (Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1967). In fact, one is hard pressed to find a book-length treatment of
Addams that is not generally adulatory.

3. See, e.g., Jill Conway, “Jane Addams: An American Heroine,” Daedalus 93, no. 2
(1964), 761–80; Rivka Shpak Lissak, Pluralism and Progressives: Hull House and the New
Immigrants, 1890–1919 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); and Tom Lutz,
American Nervousness, 1903: An Anecdotal History (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1991).

4. Prominent biographies that emphasize these contributions include Elshtain (2002); Vic-
toria Bissell Brown, The Education of Jane Addams (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2004); and Louise W. Knight, Citizen: Jane Addams and the Struggle for Democracy
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). Philosophical analyses include Charlene Had-
dock Seigfried, Feminism and Pragmatism: Reweaving the Social Fabric (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1996), 67–89, and Maurice Hamington, Embodied Care, Jane Addams,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Feminist Ethics (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004).

5. James T. Kloppenberg, The Virtues of Liberalism (New York: Oxford University Press,
1998), 127–8. Addams’ realist bent is elaborated by Jean Bethke Elshtain in her Real Politics:
At the Center of Everyday Life (Baltimore, MD, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), 4–7.

6. See, e.g., Nora Hanagan, “Democratizing Responsibility: Jane Addams’s Pragmatist
Ethics,” Polity 45, no. 3 (2013), 347–71 and Joel Winkelman, “A Working Democracy: Jane
Addams on the Meaning of Work,” Review of Politics 75, no. 3 (2013), 357–82.

7. See Judith Green, “Social Democracy, Cosmopolitan Hospitality, and Intercivilizational
Peace: Lessons from Jane Addams,” in Feminist Interpretations of Jane Addams, ed. Maurice
Hamington (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 223–254; Patri-
cia M. Shields, “Building the Fabric of Peace: Jane Addams and Peaceweaving,” Global Virtue
Ethics Review 7, no. 3 (2016), 21–33; and Wynne Walker Moskop, “Jane Addams and Possibil-
ities for Transnational Political Friendship,” American Political Thought 7, no. 3 (2018),
400–31.

8. For the claim that democracy implies social in addition to political relationships, see
James T. Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory: Social Democracy and Progressivism in European
and American Thought, 1870–1920 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986).

9. Parenthetical references in this chapter are to Addams’ Twenty Years at Hull-House with
Autobiographical Notes (New York: Macmillan, 1912).
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10. Elshtain (2002) notes that Addams would rise every morning at 3:00 because that was
the time her father awakened (33).

11. In addition to the death of her parents, several of Addams’ siblings passed away shortly
after childbirth.

12. Reflecting on the period between her mother and father’s death, Addams once noted “a
household of children, whose mother is dead . . . perform unaccustomed offices for each other
and awkwardly exchange consolations.” Quoted in Brown (2004), 24.

13. In terms of intellectual interests, Addams had a penchant for history and the works she
read tie nicely to the statesmen examined here. She recollects her father paid her five cents “a
‘Life’ for each Plutarch hero I could intelligently report to him and twenty-five cents for every
volume of [Washington] Irving’s ‘Life of Washington’” (47). Somewhere, John Marshall
sighed.

14. Addams confesses that her “long illness left me in a state of nervous exhaustion with
which I struggled for years, traces of it remaining long after Hull-House was opened in 1889”
(66).

15. Later, Addams would lament the time wasted during this period of “passive receptivity”
when she, like many of her peers, was hopelessly mired in a state of curious inactivity at the
very point in life she wished to change the world for the better (88).

16. In fact, Toynbee Hall inspired many pioneers of social reform to carry out similar
projects in the United States, Hull House included. But see Knight (1991) for a discussion of
the changes that Settlement philosophy underwent during its transatlantic voyage (127–31).

17. East End bared the face of the city’s “hideous human need and suffering,” and Addams
doubtless had little trouble drawing parallels between its relationship to London and the dilapi-
dated nineteenth ward to the rest of Chicago (68).

18. Hanagan (2013), 349.
19. Of course, Twenty Years at Hull-House is not a comprehensive autobiography of Ad-

dams’ life. One would need to examine Addams’ other written works, including her many
articles, books, correspondence, and other primary source materials to arrive at a total picture
of her leadership. On Addams’ tendency toward literary embellishment (a trait she shares with
Plutarch), see Brown (2004), 50 and Knight (2005), 41.

20. Indeed, the book bearing its name reflects the cooperative trademark of the house. While
Addams was the author, the book’s illustrations, cover design, and index were compiled by
different residents of Hull House (ix).

21. Originally the homestead of one of Chicago’s foremost citizens, Charles J. Hull, the
house’s “gracious aspect” had long suffered from neglect and required considerable refurbish-
ing by Addams and Starr before it was habitable (93).

22. In 1912, Addams publicly endorsed Theodore Roosevelt and the Progressive Party
platform. Elshtain (2002) notes that her support hurt her efforts to preserve Hull House as a
place that remained above everyday politics (189).

23. Louise W. Knight, Jane Addams: Spirit in Action (New York: W.W. Norton, 2010), 151
and Elizabeth Agnew, “Meeting Needs, Promoting Peace: Jane Addams and Her 21st Century
Counterparts,” Soundings 90, no. 3–4 (2007), 207–42: 209. On Addams’ support for participa-
tory democracy, see Daniel Levine, Jane Addams and the Liberal Tradition (Madison: State
Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1971), 29, 184.

24. Illustrating Addams’ knack for finding sparring partners on both sides of the political
aisle, in 1917 her anti-war stance involved her in a public spat with The New Republic maga-
zine and her fellow Progressive thinker and sometime visitor to Hull House, John Dewey. The
contretemps is recapitulated by Louise W. Knight in her “John Dewey and Jane Addams
Debate War,” in Trained Capacities: John Dewey, Rhetoric, and Democratic Practice, eds.
Brian Jackson and Gregory Clark (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2014),
106–24.

25. Presentation Speech by Halvdan Koht, member of the Nobel Committee, on December
10, 1931. Quoted in “Jane Addams and Nicholas Murray Butler,” Nobel Lectures: Peace,
1926–1950, ed. Frederick W. Haberman (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1972), 125–42: 127. In 1907,
Addams spoke at the First National Peace Congress and helped organize the Second National
Peace Congress convened in Chicago two years later (Knight 2010, 156).
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26. See, e.g., Robert Nozick’s libertarian argument that the material prosperity of society
waxes as centralized political authority wanes in his Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York:
Basic Books, 1974). A more recent if less philosophic restatement of such leadership (or lack
thereof) is articulated in Joseph L. Badaracco Jr.’s Leading Quietly: An Unorthodox Guide to
Doing the Right Thing (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 2002).

27. Cheryl Mabey, “The Making of a Citizen Leader,” in The Leader’s Companion: Insights
on Leadership Through the Ages, ed. J. Thomas Wren (New York: Free Press, 1995), 310–17:
312.

28. Consider, for example, Harry C. Boyte, Commonwealth: A Return to Citizen Politics
(New York: Free Press, 1989) as well as his Everyday Politics: Reconnecting Citizens and the
Public Life (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004); Andrew J. Perrin,
Citizen Speak: The Democratic Imagination in American Life (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2006); and Kelly Louise Anders and Maria Cisaltina da Silveira Nunes Dinis, “Demon-
strating Citizen Leadership: A Case Study of Jane Addams,” The International Journal of
Interdisciplinary Civic and Political Studies 10, no. 1 (2015), 13–19.

29. In a critical appraisal of the young educated class of her day, Addams laments the fact
that in the United States there was “a shock of inaction” as “a fast-growing number of cultivat-
ed young people who have no recognized outlet for their active faculties. They hear constantly
of the great social maladjustment, but no way is provided for them to change it, and their
uselessness hangs about them heavily” (120).

30. Marc Landy and Sidney Milkis (2000) have argued that citizen education is an essential
criterion of presidential greatness, holding that “just as a parent is held responsible for the
moral and practical education of his children, so a president bears a large share of responsibility
for the public’s civic education. A democratic leader is one who takes the public to school. By
these criteria, the great presidents did indeed provide meaningful democratic leadership” (4).
On the relationship between statesmanship and education, see also Ceaser (2007), 267.

31. Regular courses in English and citizenship were among the more formal examples of
education at Hull House. Addams believed that effective political participation depended on a
basic civic, linguistic, and intellectual threshold of knowledge, and made Hull House a place
for such instruction. Moreover, she characterized a working understanding of English as “a
desperate need” for the newly arrived immigrant: “[A] meager knowledge of English may
mean an opportunity to work in a factory versus nonemployment,” she pointed out, or even “a
question of life or death when a sharp command must be understood in order to avoid the
danger of a descending crane” (438).

32. Addams made sure that the dozens of children who came to the house were carefully
organized into groups that would arouse the “higher imagination” of the individual, with
activities that emphasized self-initiative as well as “the deep-seated craving for social inter-
course” felt by all individuals (105, 109).

33. Bob Pepperman Taylor has argued that while Addams may initially have conceived the
Settlement’s role in purely philanthropic terms, her tenure at Hull House “taught her the beauty
of building a democratic community, and the ugliness of demeaning the poor through a condes-
cending philanthropy.” See his “Jane Addams and Democratic Citizenship,” in Friends and
Citizens: Essays in Honor of Wilson Carey McWilliams, eds. Peter Dennis Bathory and Nancy
L. Schwartz (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001), 130–48: 130.

34. Addams notes that she threw her support behind the “visionaries and enthusiasts, unsuc-
cessful artists, writers, and reformers” who sought some creative outlet to relieve the suffering
caused by material want (176). As a result, Hull House grew into a popular artistic hub as well
as an economic refuge, where the human soul could sing of its resilience even though deprived
of the “tawdry goods and chattels” of life (176).

35. For a particularly Quixotic example, see Bruce Ackerman and James S. Fishkin’s pro-
posed Deliberation Day (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), esp. 221–8. Discus-
sion groups at Hull House emphasized values of listening, deliberation, reciprocity, and toler-
ance—in short, the healthy fruits of free speech.

36. Sandra Opdycke puts it this way: “Addams was convinced that in any democratic soci-
ety, people of all shades of opinion needed to hear and understand each others’ views . . .
[therefore an emphasis on diverse views] became an important part of the Hull-House mis-
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sion.” See her Jane Addams and Her Vision for America (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice
Hall, 2012), 66.

37. Addams, a believer in “the extraordinary pliability of human nature,” thought that the
clash of divergent political and social opinions would facilitate political moderation (452). As
she argued, “fanaticism is engendered only when men, finding no contradiction to their theo-
ries, at last believe that the very universe lends itself as an exemplification of one point of
view”—an apt description of some of our partisan echo chambers today (179). For a scholarly
application of Addams’ argument, consider Cass R. Sunstein, Going to Extremes: How Like
Minds Unite and Divide (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).

38. Addams and her fellow attendees naturally grew restless during overly pedantic lectures.
To Addams, it seemed as though professional scholars were prone “to leave to the charlatan
[sic] the teaching of those things which deeply concern the welfare of mankind,” with the result
“that the mass of men get their intellectual food from the outcasts of scholarship, who provide
millions of books, pictures, and shows, not to instruct and guide, but for the sake of their own
financial profit” (431).

39. Such settings also provided the occasion for a good deal of local self-rule (342). The
clubs were frequently run autonomously, forming a model of associational cohesion long
before the idea of “social capital” was ever a twinkle in the sociologist Robert Putnam’s eye.

40. Through shared commiseration emerged fellowship. As noted above, Addams often
criticized modes of instruction that sheltered pupils from the outside world, leading individuals
to believe that their lives had “nothing to do with the bitter poverty and the social maladjust-
ment” surrounding them (73).

41. Addams compares these conversations to “the changing of swords in Hamlet,” as ab-
stract philosophies became less dogmatic, “while the concrete minds, dealing constantly with
daily affairs, in the end demonstrate the reality of abstract notions” (193). On Addams’ insis-
tence that citizens be led “from the concrete to the more abstract” in political affairs, see
Elshtain (2002), 172.

42. As her fellow social reformer Emily Balch put it, Addams “incorporated [Hull House]
and helped it to be itself.” Quoted in Louise W. Knight, “Jane Addams and Hull House:
Historical Lessons on Nonprofit Leadership,” Nonprofit Management & Leadership 2, no. 2
(1991), 125–41: 134.

43. Such helplessness only fueled the worst impulses of humanity. Like Augustine, Addams
recognized that the human will was a frail thing when faced with the world’s temptations, and
animalistic demands only expanded with the rise of industrial society. As she acknowledged,
“long and exhausting hours of work are almost sure to be followed by lurid and exciting
pleasures” (204). Harried and exhausted, self-indulgence and hedonistic recreation is what
most laborers searched for, particularly the city’s youth who were perpetually “impatient of
control” (348, 350).

44. Mary Jo Deegan, Jane Addams and the Men of the Chicago School, 1892–1918 (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1988), 39. Deegan comments that Addams considered the gather-
ing of empirical data to be essential to documenting the severity of poverty (50).

45. Conversely, Addams deplored the “spirit of generalization and lack of organization” that
excused idleness and impeded efforts toward alleviating poverty (159).

46. Lincoln was a contemporary of Addams’ father, John, who moved in some of the same
Illinois political circles as the future president. Addams describes herself in Twenty Years as a
great admirer of “the martyred President,” always feeling “a thrill” when she heard his name
spoken (31). Yet there was also a practical dimension to her esteem for Lincoln, tied to the
democratic and pragmatic ethos she believed informed his political creed. She celebrated the
“invigorating and clarifying power” that infused Lincoln’s political vision of a more free and
humane nation, confirming her belief that the “tremendous experiment” of self-government
depended above all on the common people for its success (37). At Hull House, Addams’ esteem
for Lincoln was so great that notwithstanding “exigent demands upon my slender purse” at
Christmastime she purchased and distributed copies of Carl Schurz’s Appreciation of Abraham
Lincoln to a club of young men (36).

47. As Camilla Stivers has argued, Addams “knew poor immigrants as individuals and
families, not merely as statistics,” allowing her to see an individual’s contributions to civic life
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and the benefits accruing to a government that tapped into rather than tried to snuff out cultural
diversity. See her “A Civic Machinery for Democratic Expression: Jane Addams on Public
Administration,” in Jane Addams and the Practice of Democracy, eds. Marilyn Fischer, Carol
Nackenoff, and Wendy Chmielewski (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2009),
86–97.

48. Theodore Roosevelt, “The Strenuous Life,” in The Strenuous Life: Essays and Address-
es (New York: Century, 1906), 1–21: 1.

49. Ibid., 21.
50. Werner J. Dannhauser, “Reflections on Statesmanship and Bureaucracy,” in Bureau-

crats, Policy Analysts, Statesmen: Who Leads?, ed. Robert A. Goldwin (Washington, DC:
American Enterprise Institute Press, 1980), 114–32: 118.

51. Tulis (2010), 114. On the relationship between conflict and statesmanship, consider also
Newell (2012), 187 and Overeem and Bakker (2016), 7.

52. Doris Kearns Goodwin, Leadership in Turbulent Times (New York: Simon & Schuster,
2018), 97.

53. James MacGregor Burns has called transformational leadership as that which raises “the
level of human conduct and ethical aspiration of both leader and led, and thus it has a trans-
forming effect on both.” Using Gandhi’s influence as a modern example, he describes his
leadership as one in which “leaders throw themselves into a relationship with followers who
will feel ‘elevated’ by it and often become more active themselves, thereby creating new cadres
of leaders.” See his “The Power of Leadership,” in Political Leadership in Democratic Soci-
eties, eds. Anthony Mughan and S. C. Patterson (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1992), 17–28: 26.

54. In Hull House’s early years, Addams recalls, there existed “no Charity Organization
Society in Chicago and the Visiting Nurse Association had not yet begun its beneficial work,”
while “relief societies, although conscientiously administered, were inadequate in extent and
antiquated in method” (158).

55. In fact, the museum served multiple purposes insofar as it evinced the march of industri-
al progress, connected workers across generations, and gave greater meaning to the contribu-
tions older émigrés made to the cultural and educational environment of the Settlement. Ad-
dams recounts showing a group of older Russian women the spinning wheel, an invention that
many of them had never encountered but whose appearance called to mind their practice of
hand spinning using spindles. The labor museum having made “a direct appeal to former
experiences,” Addams remarks, “the immigrant visitors were able for the moment to instruct
their American hostesses in an old and honored craft, as was indeed becoming to their age and
experience” (242).

56. Addams cites as examples of the effluvia “the decayed fruit and vegetables discarded by
the Italian and Greek fruit peddlers,” and the “residuum” of cleaning rags “fished out of the city
dumps and brought to the homes of the rag pickers for further sorting and washing” (281).

57. Many of those who lived on Halsted Street diligently swept their own doorsteps but
remained blithely ignorant of the broader health effects of poor public sanitation. Addams and
her colleagues repeatedly pointed out to members of the general public that personal cleanli-
ness “in a crowded city quarter” would not protect against the spread of disease if individuals
did not also encourage the authorities to keep the city’s common spaces clean (283).

58. Addams ensured that her crew was ready to collect the garbage and made sure to follow
them “to their dreary destination at the dump” (286–7). She also made few friends in suing
negligent landlords for not supplying adequate garbage receptacles (287).

59. Other women were especially affected by Addams’ position. She notes that many
foreign-born women were “much shocked by this abrupt departure into the ways of men, and it
took a great deal of explanation to convey the idea even remotely that if it were a womanly task
to go about in tenement houses in order to nurse the sick, it might be quite as womanly to go
through the same district in order to prevent the breeding of so-called ‘filth diseases’” (287).
Some women were sold on the connection; others remained skeptical.

60. One episode suffices to illustrate Addams’ soul-searching. During a trip to Europe in
1896, she visited the home of the famous Russian author Leo Tolstoy, whose dogged insistence
on living alongside the poor rather than patronizing them at arm’s length was the kind of
leadership she at the time admired: “The prospect of seeing Tolstoy filled me with the hope of
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finding a clue to the tangled affairs of city poverty,” she remembers (262). However, the brief
meeting that occurred showed her the risk of meeting one’s heroes: insulted by an irritable
Tolstoy, she left jarred, curious “as to why he was so regarded as sage and saint,” and com-
pelled to look ever deeper within herself to discern the type of leadership she might offer the
world (269). This meeting between the two famous social reformers is parsed by James Cra-
craft in his Two Shining Souls: Jane Addams, Leo Tolstoy, and the Quest for Global Peace
(Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2012).

61. Addams suffered from nervous exhaustion and depression throughout her life, though
she refused to dwell on these episodes in Twenty Years. In general, she refused to feel much
pity for herself. During the bout of illness that occurred shortly after her father’s passing,
Addams was administered milk and electric shock treatments as therapy, though she recognized
the inanity of her physicians’ measures. “To be put to bed and fed on milk is not what [a
patient] requires,” she once wrote. “What she needs is simple, health-giving activity, which,
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feels.” See her Democracy and Social Ethics (New York: Macmillan, 1905), 87.

62. As she once put it, “In his own way each man must struggle, lest the moral law become a
far-off abstraction utterly separated from his active life” (66).

63. The challenges Addams endured while growing up also seemed to influence her mature
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The devotion of the mothers to their children, the dread of the men lest they fail to provide for
the family dependent upon their daily exertions, at moments seemed to us the secret stores of
strength from which society is fed” (133).

64. Richard Ruderman (2012) has described statesmanship as attempting to strike a balance
between conservation and innovation in any given regime (89).

65. For arguments that invoke this kind of constitutional populism, see Edmund S. Morgan,
Inventing the People: The Rise of Popular Sovereignty in England and America (New York:
Norton, 1988), 13–14; Bruce Ackerman, We the People: Foundations (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1991); Bruce Ackerman, We the People: Transformations (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1998); Jason Frank, Constituent Moments: Enacting the People
in Postrevolutionary America (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 3–4, 31–33, 250–1;
and Bruce Ackerman, We the People: The Civil Rights Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2014).

66. Arguments on behalf of this idea are elaborated in various forms by Richard D. Parker,
“Here, the People Rule”: A Constitutional Populist Manifesto (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1994); Wayne D. Moore, Constitutional Rights and Powers of the People
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 13–65, 275–86; Cass R. Sunstein, The Par-
tial Constitution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998); Mark Tushnet, Taking the
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Judicial Review (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); Doni Gewirtzman, “Glory Days:
Popular Constitutionalism, Nostalgia, and the True Nature of Constitutional Culture,” George-
town Law Review 93 (2005), 897–938; and Sheldom Nahmod, “Constitutional Education for
The People Themselves,” Chicago-Kent Law Review 81, no. 3 (2006), 1091–1107.

67. For arguments that draw connections between Addams, education, and more egalitarian
forms of leadership, consider Ira Harkavy and John Puckett, “Lessons from Hull House for the
Contemporary Urban University,” Social Science Review 68, no. 3 (1994), 299–321; Keith
Morton and John Saltmarsh, “Addams, Day, and Dewey: The Emergence of Community Ser-
vice in American Culture,” Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 4, no. 1 (1997),
137–149; Gary Daynes and Nicholas V. Longo, “Jane Addams and the Origins of Service-
Learning Practice in the United States,” Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 11,
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Civic Life (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2007), 45–66; Carol Nackenoff,
“New Politics for New Selves: Jane Addams’s Legacy for Democratic Citizenship in the
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Twenty-First Century,” in Fischer, Nackenoff, and Chmielewski (2009), 119–42; and Mary Jo
Deegan, “Jane Addams, Feminist Pragmatism, and Service Learning,” in The Cambridge
Handbook of Service Learning and Community Engagement, eds. Corey Dolgon, Tania D.
Mitchell, and Timothy K. Eatman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 51–63.

68. Kate Thayer, “Hull House closing Friday,” The Chicago Tribune, January 25, 2012,
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html.

69. William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, ed. Louis B. Wright (New York: Washington
Square Press, 1969), 56.
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Conclusion
Statesmanship in the Twenty-First Century

Statesmanship is a concept both timeless and timely in politics, ephemeral
yet recurrent throughout history, spanning diverse political regimes, posi-
tions of authority, and populations. It is a word that seems beguilingly clear
yet proves frustratingly hard to pin down. Now, in the era of President
Trump, understanding the concept is as important as ever. His stunning vic-
tory continues to provide fodder for debate for all those concerned with the
topic of political leadership and its place in democratic government. One
may argue that the president’s larger-than-life personality and insistence on
an “America-first” approach to governance shows that Americans retain
some hope that effective individual leadership can improve the lives of citi-
zens. Without denying the importance of competent elected officials, others
contend that hopes for its realization are misplaced in a figure such as Trump.
Still others resist on grounds of principle the promises of any figure peddling
political salvation. After all, the Constitution’s preamble begins with “We the
People,” not “I the Statesman.” In spite of these differences, what unites all
these arguments is a concern with statesmanship, its qualities, and its proper
role in American government in the twenty-first century.

The persons and arguments we have surveyed contribute to but do not
exhaust an ongoing dialogue about statesmanship that will likely span the
past, present, and future of politics. Plutarch’s Lives provides perhaps the
best portrayals of the great political players of the classical era, and few
figures embody the qualities of ambition and flexibility more than the Greek
military and political leader Alcibiades. Impressive in both armed and politi-
cal conflict, Alcibiades was driven by a passion for distinction unmatched by
his fellow countrymen, coupled with a nigh-instinctive flexibility that proved
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indispensible for eluding both domestic rivals and foreign enemies. In
contrast, what Plutarch’s younger Cato lacked in flexibility he made up for in
discipline and self-government, traits that went hand-in-hand with an un-
yielding resistance to any corruption of the legal, social, and political order
that had made the Roman Republic a superpower. Pointedly repudiating
Rome, the work of Saint Augustine represents a radical departure from the
emphasis on civic fulfillment and glory so integral to ancient politics. In his
Civitas Dei, he advances a more compassionate understanding of leadership,
defined by humility and charity toward friends, fellow citizens, and enemies
alike. Yet Augustine’s more conciliatory approach is itself tested by John
Marshall’s Life of George Washington, a work that illustrates how a success-
ful military and political leader may have to balance pragmatic expedience
with considered circumspection. Finally, Jane Addams shows how political
community might flourish even in seemingly hopeless environments, as her
Twenty Years at Hull-House describes the mobilization, empowerment, and
courage required for democratic leadership in her time as well as our own. In
their strengths and weaknesses, these figures shed some much-needed light
on the shadowy concept of statesmanship.

This much may be expected in light of the foregoing discussion: those
individuals who navigate the political landscape with all its accidents and
contingencies using a single modus operandi are likely short-lived public
stewards. Indeed, excessive ambition, resistance, humility, expedience, or
iconoclasm is more likely to result in ever-more shortsighted leaders and
public policies. As Bruce Ackerman warns, “statesmen who make a fetish of
some particular strategic formula” are a recipe for disaster.1 Going forward,
statesmanship in the twenty-first century must resist ready-made categories
and fixed definitions, while still learning and drawing from past incarnations.
It is the task of the statesmen and stateswomen of the future to choose the
combination of faculties that allow them to best articulate and chart their own
community’s future.

The resistance of statesmanship to a single, fixed attribute begs the ques-
tion: if the qualities examined here can be used well or poorly depending on
whether they are put to good or bad ends, how can one ultimately distinguish
the statesman from the demagogue, autocrat, or other unsavory political ac-
tor? What common characteristic can we use to tell the difference between
these forms of authority? To address this issue very provisionally, we should
bear in mind that the object of the statesman or stateswoman is ultimately
statecraft, which in general terms can be conceived as the promotion or
defense of the common good or welfare of the political community. Absent
some idea of the public good that lies outside one’s own will, the political
leader soon grows beholden to his own itching ego and its demand for ever-
greater power. Specification of this good, and the extent that it too is liable to
corruptive influence, involve questions of political theory that go beyond the
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scope of this work. But wedded to the qualities explored here, this frame
permits us to distinguish the statesman from the partisan, lobbyist, or other
political actor intent on advancing the partial interest of his or her favored
ideology or group.2

Another complication related to the aspects of statesmanship gathered
here relates to their potential incommensurability. It may be insisted that
when read together, these figures form less of a unity than a great debate. It is
true that many of the personalities described here exist in some friction with
one another, particularly when applied to cold, hard reality.3 Certainly it is
difficult to conceive what, for example, humble ambition or flexible resis-
tance would look like in theory, let alone as a practice. Indeed, perhaps no
individual can hope to copy all the qualities examined here. Thus a more
extensive analysis of the concept of statesmanship might venture answers to
a host of questions related to the sheer variety of characters examined here:
can these avatars of statesmanship be woven into a unified whole? Should
they be? Need they be?

Settled answers to these good questions, if such answers do exist, should
be part of a broader civic dialogue about the character of political leadership,
one that is more granular than the sweeping generalizations we often trade in
when discussing leadership today. Moreover, such analyses may in fact em-
power rather than vitiate the responsibilities of democratic citizenship. By
striving for more specificity about the types of qualities we are missing in
political leaders, we build a richer and more precise vocabulary for evaluat-
ing leadership than responses to poll questions such as whether the nation is
generally on the right or wrong track. At the very least, further refinements of
the concept result in clearer definitions of the qualities we should look for in
political representatives in the future. Call it Orwellian, but we do well not to
underestimate the importance of clear definitions in politics. Consider this
analysis a starting point, meant to fire our political imagination about an idea
made up of various and frequently discordant elements. As leaders world-
wide continue to gain positions of power based on promises to deliver solu-
tions to seemingly ineluctable global challenges, now is the time to bring
statesmanship into clearer focus, not lob the concept down the memory hole.

Nor should a better understanding of statesmanship be a project limited
only to the great gaggle. On the contrary, it is a subject that must be given
more serious consideration among political theorists. In recent years, study of
the concept has been the province of a small cadre of (usually conservative)
scholars. To some extent, the neglect is understandable, if regrettable. At the
risk of sounding too much like an antiperspirant ad, statesmanship tradition-
ally has an odor of aristocratic masculinity. Yet the figures we have parsed
go some way toward laying the groundwork for further inquiry into a topic
that should not be relegated to one sex, historical era, or particular nation. In
a time when political theorists are under pressure to think outside the tradi-
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tional Western canon and apply their work directly to everyday politics, one
could do worse than build on the notion of comparative statesmanship begun
here. This book cracks open that door. Now, at this critical moment in our
politics, is the time to kick it wide open.

In the aftermath of the 2016 election, we would be wise to no longer
ridicule or discount the importance that a single individual can exercise over
our political system. Political leadership has played an important role in
human history, and its influence will continue to be felt in the United States,
whether through its presence or absence. Ultimately, improving the quality of
political leadership will require more from citizens than periodic trips to the
ballot box. As Americans continue charting an uncertain course toward the
republic’s future, let us be vigilant for political candidates that reflect the
qualities brought to light here. Let us also be mindful that, like the novel
figures examined in these pages, the statesman or stateswoman of the future
may be a character such as we have never seen before.

NOTES

1. Bruce A. Ackerman, Social Justice in the Liberal State (New Haven, CT: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1980), 303.

2. Joseph R. Fornieri, Abraham Lincoln, Philosopher Statesman (Carbondale, IL: Southern
Illinois University Press, 2014), 10.

3. It must also be acknowledged, however, that areas of commonality also exist among
these political leaders. To give just a single example, a readiness to defy the political odds
distinguishes Alcibiades, the younger Cato, Washington, and Addams to different degrees.
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