Law of Nations excerpts
[image: image1.png]The constitution of a State and its laws are the foundation of public peace, the
firm support of political authority, and the security for the liberty of the citizens.
But this constitution is a mere dead letter, and the best laws are useless if they be
not sacredly observed. It is therefore the duty of a Nation to be ever on the watch
that the laws be equally respected, both by those who govern and by the people
who are to be ruled by them. To attack the constitution of a State and to violate
its laws is a capital crime against society; and if the persons who are guilty of it
are those in authority, they add to this crime a perfidious abuse of the power con-
fided to them. A Nation must uniformly put down such violations with all the
vigor and vigilance which the importance of the case demands. The constitution
and laws of a State are rarely attacked from the front; it is against secret and
gradual attacks that a Nation must chiefly guard. Sudden resolutions strike men’s
imaginations; their history is written, and their secret sources made known; but
changes are overlooked when they come about insensibly by a series of steps which
are scarcely noted. One would do a great service to Nations by showing from
history how many States have thus changed their whole nature and lost their
original constitution. The attention of peoples would be awakened, and thence-
forth in the realization of that excellent maxim, no less essential in politics than in
morality, principiis obsta, they would not close their eyes to innovations which,
thoueh of little account in themselves. serve as so manv steps to advance to hicher
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The fundamental law which determines the manner in which the public
authority is to be exercised is what forms the constitution of the State. 1In it can
be seen the organization by means of which the Nation acts as a political body;
how and by whom the people are to be governed, and what are the rights and duties
of those who govern. This constitution is nothing else at bottom than the estab-
lishment of the system, according to which a Nation proposes to work in common
to obtain the advantages for which a political society is formed.

It is therefore the constitution of a State which determines its progress and its
aptitude to attain the endsof the society; hence the chief interest of a Nation which
forms a political society, and its first and most important duty to itself, is to choose
the best possible constitution, and the one most suited to its circumstances. In
so choosing it lays the foundations of its self-preservation, its welfare, its advance-
ment, and its happiness. It can not take too great care that these foundations

be solid.

§ 27. What the
constitution
of astate is.

§ 28. A nation
should choose
the best one.
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Those duties give it certain rights, which direct it in determining what it can
demand from other Nations, and what, on the other hand, others can expect from it.

The constitution of a State and its laws are the foundation of public peace, the
firm support of political authority, and the security for the liberty of the citizens.
But this constitution is a mere dead letter, and the best laws are useless if they be
not sacredly observed. It is therefore the duty of a Nation to be ever on the watch
that the laws be equally respected, both by those who govern and by the people
who are to be ruled by them. To attack the constitution of a State and to violate
its laws is a capital crime against society; and if the persons who are guilty of it
are those in authority, they add to this crime a perfidious abuse of the power con-
fided to them. A Nation must uniformly put down such violations with all the
vigor and vigilance which the importance of the case demands. The constitution
and laws of a State are rarely attacked from the front; it is against secret and
gradual attacks that a Nation must chiefly guard. Sudden resolutions strike men’s
imaginations; their history is written, and their secret sources made known; but
changes are overlooked when they come about insensibly by a series of steps which
are scarcely noted. One would do a great service to Nations by showing from
history how many States have thus changed their whole nature and lost their
original constitution. The attention of peoples would be awakened, and thence-
forth in the realization of that excellent maxim, no less essential in politics than in
morality, principiis obsta, they would not close their eyes to innovations which,
though of little account in themselves, serve as so many steps to advance to higher
and more disastrous undertakings.
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[image: image4.png]IFinaiily, all such matters are of purely national concern, and no ioreign power 3 37. Mo for-
has any right to interfere otherwise than by its good offices, unless it be requested to g T v
do so or be led to do so by special reasons. To intermeddle in the domestic affairs interfere.

of another Nation or to undertake to constrain its councils is to do it an injury.
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The political society is a moral person (Introd., § 2) inasmuch as it possesses § 40. His rep-
an understanding and a will which it makes use of in the conduct of its affairs, and [pymcer®
inasmuch as it is capable of obligations and of rights. When, therefore, it confers
the sovereignty upon a certain person it vests in him its understanding and its will;
it makes over to him its obligations and its rights as far as they relate to the adminis-
tration of the State and the exercise of the public authority. The leader of the
State, the sovereign, thus becomes the depositary of the obligations and rights
relating to the government, and in him is to be found the moral person which,
without ceasing to exist fundamentally in the Nation, no longer acts except through
him and by him;Jr Such is the origin of the representative character attributed to
1 . . . . .
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[image: image6.png]~ We have remarked above that every Nation ought to know itself. This obli- §44. Heought
gation falls upon the sovereign, since it is for him to watch over the preservation fga o
and advancement of the Nation. This duty imposed by the natural law upon the
rulers of Nations is one of extreme importance and wide extent. They ought to
know minutely the entire country subject to their authority, its characteristics,

its defects, its advantages, its situation with respect to its neighbors; they ought



[image: image7.png]We have discussed these questions sufficiently for the purposes of this work; § 5. Minis-

a more extended treatment of them can be found in several well-known books. '*™
We conclude the subject with an impértant observation. A sovereign may cer-
tainly choose ministers to assist him in his difficult functions; but he must never
turn over to them his authority. In choosing him as ruler the Nation did not mean

to have itself turned over to other hands. Ministers should be mere instruments

in the hands of the Prince; he must direct them continually, and watch carefully
whether they act according to his instructions. If through the infirmities of age

or sickness of any kind the Prince is unable to rule, a regent should be appointed

in conformity with the laws of the State. But as soon as the sovereign can hold

the reins let him be assisted in his work, but not supplanted. The last of the first
line of French Kings turned over their government and their authority to the
mayors of the palace. Having become mere figureheads, they were justly deprived

of the title and honors of a position the duties of which they had abandoned. A.
Nation has everything to gain in crowning an all-powerful minister; for he will
cultivate as his own possession that soil which he pillaged so long as he only had

an uncertain enjoyment of it.




