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Public Authority and the State
in the Western Tradition:

A Thousand Years of Growth
976-1976

By Carroll Quigley

[Editor's note: This article consists of excerpts from the Oscar I den
Lecture series delivered at the School of Foreign Service, Georgetown
University, Washington, D. C, during October 1976. Carroll Quigley
(L9LO-1977) was a professor of the history of civilizations for over
30 years and author of THE EVOLUTIOIÏ OE CIVILIZATION (196L)
and TRAGEDY AIÏD HOPE: A HISTORY OE THE WORLD in OUR TIME
(19 66).)

Lecture I: "The State of Communities — 976-1576"
For a decade after 1931, my chief intellectual concern was the

growth of the European state in the Old Regime, before 1789. I
dreamed that at some date in the future, perhaps 30 years in the
future, I would write the definitive history of the growth of public
authority and the development of the European state. But after
1941 I had to abandon the project because 1 was too busy with my
teaching—which I enjoyed thoroughly—and no longer had access
to an adequate library. Above all, I discovered that other historians
were becoming so narrowly specialized, and their historical con-
cepts so inadequate, that it was almost impossible to explain to
them what had happened in the growth of the state. They lacked
the conceptual paradigms, the knowledge of comparative
develoDments, and even the understanding of their own
specialties to grasp a subject as broad and of such long duration
as the growth of public authority over the last thousand years.
Anyone who does not understand that long term development of
this subject cannot understand the more limited aspects of it in
more recent periods. But modern historians are increasingly
specialized in narrow ranges of chronology, geographic area, and
aspects of changing events. . . .

The basic entity we must understand is the civilization as a
whole. Although I tell you I'm going to talk about the last thousand
years, 976-1976, Western Civilization, of which we are a part, has
been around for a considerably longer time than that. We might say
Western Civilization began around 550, but there was no signifi-
cant structure of public authority until almost 1050, with no state
at all over the preceding two centuries, 850-1050. Yet 950 is signifi-
cant as the point at which our Western Civilization began the first
of its three great Ages of Expansion, 970-1270. (The other two were
1440-1590 and 1770-1890). This first age of expansion applies to
the core of Western Civilization, the area between the Rhine River
and the Loire, the area which formed the core of the Carolingian
Empire (687-887). This Empire was the earliest political structure of
the new Western Civilization, one of four new civilizations which
sprouted from the ruins of Classical Civilization after A.D. 500.
These four were Byzantine (330-1453), lslamic'(630-1922), Russian
(800-?), and Western (550-?). Each of them modified the traditions it
accepted from the ruins of Classical Civilization and created its
own distinctive culture.

Another paradigm I want to establish is a difference between two
kinds of civilizations, which means a difference between two kinds
of governments in them. Asiatic civilizations, which I call Class B
Civilizations, generally do not attempt to deal with individuals or
with the problems of individuals; they leave interpersonal relation-
ships to the local or kinship community. Class A Civilizations in-
clude Classical Civilization, our own Western Civilization, or the

first Chinese or Sin¡c Civilization, whose dates are 1800 B. C. to 400
A. D. In Class A Civilizations, although the civilization begins as an
area of common culture made up of communities, there is a long
term trend to destroy and break down those communities.

The way 1 would like to express this would be —and I used to draw
it on the blackboard —by saying that all civilizations start out as
aggregations of communities. Those communities are generally of
two types, either local, such as parishes, neighborhoods, villages
or manors; or kinship communities, families, clans and so forth.
When a civilization begins with such communities, as ours did in
550, there is no state, and there are no atomized individuals. I will
not go into the details of this, but in such communities, there are
no written laws; all law is customary. Most controls on behavior are
what I call internalized, that is, they are built into your hormones
and your neurological responses. You do what is necessary to re-
main a member of the community, because if you are not a member
of the community, you would be nothing. You would not be a man.
As you may know if you have ever studied linguistics, the names
which many primitives and not-so-pr¡mitive peoples have for
themselves is their word for man. The communities from which
Classical Civilization came were local villages and manors. Lucky
civilizations, such as Chinese Civilization over the past 1500 years,
generally have communities which are both kinship and local.

What happens in the course of Class A Civilization, over a thou-
sand or more years, is that the fundamental communities are
broken up and gradually disintegrate into smaller and smaller
groups, and may end up simply as what we call nuclear families, a
father and a mother, who eventually lose all discipline and control
of their own children. The result of this process is a state which is
not only sovereign but totalitarian, and it is filled with isolated in-
dividuals.

Of the four civilizations which came out of Classical Antiquity's
wreckage, two, Islamic and Byzantine, clearly are Class B Civiliza-
tions, that is, they continued to work for communities. Their
governments were governments of limited powers, of which the
most important were raising money and recruiting soldiers. The
finest example of such an Asiatic Despotism was the Mongolian
Empire of Jenghiz Khan about A. D. 1250, but its origins go back to
the Persian Empires of the Achaemenids and the Sassan¡ds. Good
examples of such a structure are the Chinese Civilization of
220-1949, the Byzantine Empire after 640, and the Islamic
sultanates which eventually culminated in the Ottoman Empire.
The efforts of the Carolingian Franks to establish a similar empire
in Western Civilization collapsed and led to the Dark Age of
860-970.

These eastern political traditions might be called Providential
Empire or Providential Monarchy, and they are associated with the
idea of a Providential Deity. To us today, who shove religion off into
a corner and insist that it must have nothing to do with politics or
business or many other things, it may be hard to grasp that one of
the most potent things in establishing the structure of the state in
any civilization has always been man's idea of the nature of deity. . . .

Lecture II: "The State of Esta tes-1576-17 76"
In my first lecture, I portrayed the sweep of a thousand years that

we are concerned with as beginning with a period in 976 when we
had no state at all. All power was private power. But we also had no
individuals, that is, no isolated individuals. All we had were in-
dividuals so deeply embedded in local self-sufficient communities
that the power relationships within which they functioned were in
their day-to-day activities, and the controls of their behavior were
almost totally internalized in their neurological and hormone
systems. So they obeyed what seemed to them to be their inner
compulsions while they fulfilled their functions in this interwoven


