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St. Augustine’s Press has published a new edition of Bernard Bosanquet’s Philosophical Theory Of The State, that includes some seventy pages of related texts.  There is also a lengthy introduction by the editors, Gerald F. Gaus and William Sweet, which includes a biographical sketch, a précis of nineteenth century sources, and a synopsis of the major elements in Bosanquet’s work.  As this Introduction shows, the most prominent influences on Bosanquet’s political thought are German philosophy and classical Greek studies, both of which provided a much needed foil to utilitarianism, moral individualism and the empirical tradition.  
Bosanquet was the central figure in a second generation of idealists, whose metaphysical views led them to believe that the state and its political apparatus exist only as conscious entities.  Thus, there is a chapter in The Philosophical Theory of the State devoted to institutions, “considered as ethical ideas”.  The State is “an intelligent system” and “the force of the State proceeds essentially from its character of being our own mind extended, so to speak, beyond our immediate consciousness.”  The mind and the state, Bosanquet argues, are “identical”.  
Bosanquet proposed an “absolute” idealism, which takes the idealistic concern for unity and coherence to its logical limt.  There is an  organic whole, which contains the sum of all things, properly perceived in their relations, as one coherent, existing totality.  This is the Absolute, the ultimate reality, which is difficult to express in concrete terms but which nevertheless manifests itself in the state.  It is our grasp of this political and social whole, as it finds expression in “a general will”, that gives us the capacity to participate meaningfully in society.  
These kinds of concerns led Bosanquet to embark upon an elaboration of the psychology of the state.  In The Philosophical Theory Of The State, he argues that the individual mind exists by virtue of its apperception, which organizes its intellections in a meaningful and coherent whole.  
It is enough . . . that whatever does connect a plurality of human beings depends on the operation of an appercipient system in their minds, and therefore every individual mind is, as Plato has told us, so far as it goes, for good or evil, the true effective reality of the social whole. (173)
Bosanquet develops this idea in The Psychology Of The Moral Self, an excerpt of which is included in the book.  
This psychological scheme of organization is common to the individuals within the state and determines its natural limits.  ”The Nation-state, we have already suggested, is the widest organization which has the common experience necessary to found a common life.” (283)  The psychological, epistemological and ethical aspects of the state are so fundamental that Bosanquet sees no reason to limit its authority.  The state’s “distinctive attribute is to be the ultimate arbiter and regulator of claims . . . It is in its ultimateness . . . that the differentia lies which separates it from the innumerable other groupings and associations which go to make up our complex life.” (182)  The prerogatives of the state include the use of force, which gives rise to legitimate and enforceable legal duties.

Bosanquet is principally interested in justifying legal and political authority, however, and does not consider the possibility of other forms of government.  His theory finds the justification that he is looking for in the characterization of state action as an act of the “real” will, which directs itself to the common good.  Since society remains whole, this does not affect his view that the wants of the individual cannot be separated from what is good for the state.  As a result, his political theory manages to maintain the individualism in the liberal tradition without detaching the individual from larger social interests.  There are interesting parallels in the work of John Dewey.   
It is important to appreciate that the liberal antecedents in Bosanquet’s work are fundamental.  The idea of forcing an individual to conform to some artificial conception of a general will runs against his theory, under which the individual always remains an independent consciousness with a rational understanding of the whole.  This realization is not found in the experience of a general will, but in the experience of the individual will, perfectly in accord with other wills.  This requires a substantial degree of volition, which gives the individual the capacity to amend and perfect his own desires.
The tenor of Bosanquet’s political thought accordingly runs in favour of the exercise of individual freedoms.  It is notable, for example, that he provides an ardent defence of private property.  Property is necessary, he argues, for self-realization:  in the words of T.H. Green, property is “the means for realizing a will”.  The individual is nevertheless inherently social and the distinction between the will of the individual and the state is incidental rather than essential.  Thus, in a typical turn of phrase, Bosanquet argues that the proper use and acquisition of property turns “on what is best in the long run for society as the external embodiment of character.” (351)  

The most significant legal principle that we can infer from Bosanquet’s theory is that personal “rights” have a social rather than a natural or inalienable origin.  This has more in keeping with the medieval idea that our legal and social prerogatives come from our membership in society than with the modern idea of rights.  Theorists would do well to re-examine such an idea, since the notion of rights is difficult to apply in a legal context unless we accept that our personal rights serve the interests of society.  The courts simply do not have the conceptual resources to deal with the notion of a right that runs against the will of the state.  
The editors have added their own notes and a guide to further reading, a sign that they took their work seriously.  This is apparent in the additional selections in the book, each of which is prefaced by a note explaining its significance.  There are pieces on the organization of the intelligence and the general will, letters on the difference between the state and society, a paper criticising “economic socialism”, and the defence of private property.  There is also a lecture on idealism and social work, which provides some insight into the nexus that the Victorians saw between philosophical idealism and the challenges of professional life.  

In some of these pieces, Bosanquet considers more practical concerns, such as the failure of the workhouse.  There is an argument against the introduction of salaries as a form of wages, since it deprives individuals of the opportunity to exercise foresight and management over the material circumstances of life.  Indeed, Bosanquet expresses the opinion that a certain degree of want is necessary, if one is to contribute to the common good and welfare of others.  It is the social grounding of the idealistic account that provided the bridge between Bosanquet’s professional philosophy and the demands for social and political action in nineteenth century Britain.  
There are some less commodious aspects to Bosanquet’s work.  His style is Victorian and more expansive than current tastes permit.  Although The Philosophical Theory of the State is a thoroughly academic work and canvases the professional philosophy of the day, there is something of the public lecture in it.  His work has a narrative tone and is characterized by the constant reversals of someone working their way through an extended oral argument, disposing of individual objections as they arise.  It is worth remembering, however, that he was addressing a public as well as an academic audience.  
Although the additional sources of explanation are helpful, some of the editorial work seems unnecessary, unless the book is being used in the classroom.  I do not know if this was the editors’ intention, but the book would provide an excellent introduction to a neglected area of political thought.  The most important tenet of Bosanquet’s political theory is undoubtedly that the deeper interests of the individual and society cannot be separated on a philosophical level.  This idea has acquired a new importance, even an urgency, in a world where the process of global integration seems to have outstripped the resources of conventional political theory.  
PAGE  
1

