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CHAPTER ONE

Black and White

Humans are obsessed with the number two. For as long as anyone can remember, we’ve processed the world through the framework of binary opposition. We imagine one thing, then we imagine its opposite, and then we frame our understanding of an issue by that polarity. Christianity talks about heaven and hell. Court cases decide if someone is innocent or guilty. Political debates are split between the argument for and the argument against. Wherever we look, we format the world into opposing pairs.

No one is entirely sure why. Maybe it’s because our bodies are divided in two – two hands, two ears, a brain developed along two hemispheres, using neurons that are either on or off. Perhaps if we had evolved from the octopus, the idea of there being eight basic political positions would make total sense. Or maybe it’s a simplification process developed for survival early in our evolution – a shorthand for assessing risk back when we were wearing loincloths and could get eaten at any moment. At that stage, you can imagine that it would have been very useful to quickly assess all data by the categories of safe and not safe.

Whatever the reasons, this is how we think. We like to deal with a world of black and white, right and wrong, sacred and profane, left and right. Aristotle proposed that all things change as they move from one pole to the other, represented by the absence or presence of a quality. Plato argued that everything is generated from its opposite. Death, for instance, is a result of something first being alive. This was how ancient Greek religion and natural philosophy worked – grounded in the interplay of contrary elements.

These views were adopted by early Christian philosophers like Augustine in the fourth and fifth centuries and Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth. By the sixteenth century, when Henry VIII was carting out Catholics and Protestants for twinned executions, this way of thinking dominated numerous areas of life. It was thought to reflect the mind of God, who had himself separated the world into good and bad.

One framework for discussing politics was that of the prince and the tyrant – the perfectly virtuous man and his polar opposite. In 1582, Nicolas Barnaud’s Le Miroir des Francois proposed: ‘The king conforms himself to the laws of nature, while the tyrant treads them underfoot; the one maintains religion, justice and faith, the other has neither God, faith nor law.’ This was typical of how political theory was discussed. The same logic applied to early science, with the sixteenth-century French classical scholar Louis Le Roy arguing that ‘all sciences consist of the comparing of contrarieties’.

By then, our entire way of writing and speaking had become suffused with binaries. Henry Peacham’s 1577 book The Garden of Eloquence stressed that antithesis was one of the most popular types of oration. Technical devices like antitheton, contrapositum, contrarium and oxymoron were celebrated. Textbooks on writing were plastered with guides to balancing sentences and words with opposed meanings.

The Reformation amped up the intensity, turning a pre-existing psychological tendency into a war over the soul. The emergence of Protestantism triggered an eschatological fervour, with a heavy emphasis on those zany passages in the Book of Revelation concerning the conflict between Christ and Antichrist. This was binary opposition as the bloody, inevitable culmination of the human story. It was totalising. It allowed for no moderation, or nuance, or even existence between the polarities. When Judgment Day comes, your name is either in the Book of Life or it is not. Indeed, to inhabit the middle ground was to offend God. As his angel tells the Church of Laodicea in Revelation 3:15–16: ‘I know your works … you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were cold or hot! So, because you are lukewarm and neither cold nor hot, I will spew you out of my mouth.’

We think of the Reformation as a contest between rival types of Christianity. But many people would have seen it as a kind of inversion. In the eyes of Protestants, Catholicism was the anti-religion – ‘a perfectly symmetrical negative image of true Christianity,’ according to the scholar Peter Lake.

The establishment of a supreme polarity dominating all existence led, in the words of historian Patrick Collinson, to a ‘prevalent mental and rhetorical habit of addressing every proposition or topic of investigation in terms of its contrary or antithesis, the method of binary opposition’. Its ruthless logic meant that every person, every proposition, every church and every priest had to be assigned to one camp or the other: entirely good or entirely bad. Christ or Antichrist. Liberty or tyranny. Order or disorder.

From the very beginning, though, there was an alternative way of looking at the world that resisted binary thinking. It was a kind of primordial centrism – a theory of balance. Fittingly, there were two forms of it.

The first was developed by Heraclitus, a depressed and misanthropic pre-Socratic philosopher writing around 500 BC. His organising principle for reality was represented by a string. As long as it was taut, it could accomplish all sorts of things. You could make a bow with it and go to war, or you could make a lyre with it and play music. But whatever you did, the string needed to be pulled in two directions. The tension between these opposites held the world together. ‘God is day and night,’ Heraclitus wrote, ‘winter and summer, war and peace, abundance and hunger.’ God – which meant reality – wasn’t one of two opposites, but the unity between them. The best visual representation of this idea is the Chinese symbol of the yin-yang: the truth is not in the white or the black, but in the whole that contains them both.

This is the centrism of balance through the whole. It translates into a politics that incorporates both left and right, taking ideas from each.

Another version of balance came in the form of the middle way: a happy medium between extremes. Just as Aristotle was at the foundation of binary thinking, he pioneered this alternative worldview. ‘Excess as well as deficiency of physical exercise destroys our strength,’ he argued in the Nicomachean Ethics, ‘and similarly, too much and too little food and drink destroys our health.’ The same, he concluded, might be true for morality, or even geography. Someone who flees from all danger is a coward, while someone who flees from no danger is rash. The earth had habitable sectors, which were the middle ground between ‘frigid’ and ‘torrid’ zones.

This is the centrism of balance through the median. It translates into a politics that distances itself from the extremes and tries to occupy the space between them.

This approach was carried into Christian philosophy. Even Augustine said of the heresies of the Arians and Sabellians: ‘We are opposed by two different classes of heretics, who, by each of them holding only to one clause, run off, not in one, but opposite directions, and wander far from the pathway of truth. Midway between the two is the path you have left.’

It may seem surprising that Aristotle and Augustine, who feature so prominently in the history of the binary, should be enthusiastic about the notion of balance, but we’ll see the same phenomenon over and over again. On certain matters, at certain times, someone’s instinct can be towards consensus and restraint. On other matters, at different times, their core values are triggered, and they reject such qualities as shabby betrayals. Perhaps it was put best by Sharon Carter (played by Emily VanCamp) in the 2016 Marvel movie Captain America: Civil War: ‘Compromise where you can. Where you can’t, don’t.’ That is the basic operating principle most people use, expressed far more pithily than the great philosophers have managed. But when and how to make that choice is a problem that will recur repeatedly over the course of this story.

One of the weird paradoxes of the Reformation is that the language of balance became popular at the same time as extreme binary rhetoric. Sometimes it was called ‘the middle way’, sometimes ‘mediocrity’ – which did not have its modern negative connotation – and sometimes ‘moderation’. So Protestant Puritans, for instance, might have denounced papism as one extreme and Quakers, who were more radical than them, as another. Erasmus looked at the gap between the Pope in Rome and the reformer Martin Luther and said: ‘The wise navigator … steers a middle course between two evils.’ The bishop and satirist Joseph Hall wrote: ‘You see then how requisite it is that you walk in a middle way betwixt that excessive power [of] popes, emperors, kings and princes … and a lawless neglect of lawful authority; for the orthodox, wise and just moderation whereof these last ages are much indebted.’ Whether or not they were entirely sincere, even those who were embroiled in the most brutal black-and-white disputes still liked to think of themselves as representing the reasonable middle ground.

For a long time, binary thinking was kept out of the English Parliament by the absolute authority of the monarch. After all, royal authority was divinely granted, so there was no possibility of ideological struggle in the institutions that were meant to serve it. That just didn’t make sense.

The Parliament of the early 1600s wasn’t anything like it is now. Its role was to act as a sounding board for what the monarch wanted to do – finesse it, improve it maybe, but not oppose or challenge it. There were no political parties, or any group divisions at all, because Parliament was meant to reflect a unified, organic, hierarchical society under the king, in which power relationships were carefully ordered. But soon enough the forces unleashed by the Reformation became so strong that binary opposition took over parliamentary politics.

It began on 22 August 1642, when Charles I, who was suspected of Catholicism, raised the royal standard in Nottingham and went to war with his own Parliament. This moment started the English Civil War. Over the next five years, as the fighting raged, the behaviour of parliamentarians changed utterly. Suddenly the unified whole fractured and rival groups emerged everywhere: the war party, the peace party, the Presbyterians, the Independents.

The term party did not mean what it does now. It meant literally ‘a part of the whole’. Often these new groups were instead called ‘factions’, ‘cabals’ or ‘juntoes’. ‘The leading men or grandees first divided themselves into two factions, or juntoes of presbyterian and independent,’ wrote the politician Clement Walker in 1647. But whatever words were used, these were the embryonic forms of what would later become political parties.

The basic division was between those who wanted to make peace terms with the king and those who wanted to pursue the war aggressively to its bitter end. But beneath that short-term split was a much more profound one, which would be reflected in political binaries for centuries to come. It was the disagreement between those who wanted to conserve things largely as they were and those who wanted to change them as much as possible: conservatism versus radicalism. Presbyterians wished to impose their own slightly different form of religious government and then get the king to enforce it. Independents wanted to end state religion altogether and fundamentally alter England’s political and spiritual life.

In the early years of the war, parliamentarians pursued both paths simultaneously. Between 1644 and 1646, peace propositions accompanied new military developments and a ‘committee of accommodation’ was established to find a middle ground between the Presbyterians and the Independents on religious matters.

The breaking point for this compromise came with victory. The parliamentary forces broke the back of the royalists at the Battle of Naseby in 1645. Charles I was imprisoned. Once Parliament lost the need for unity in the face of a military threat, it collapsed into rival factions. ‘By the summer of 1646, with the war ended and the peace to be established, the men at Westminster abandoned consensus decision making,’ historian Mark Kishlansky wrote. ‘Without the King or his armies to unify it and without the anticipation of the resumption of constitutional government to restrain it, the parliamentary cause shattered.’

As adversarial politics developed, Parliament took on the mechanisms of decision-making we know today. A House of Commons vote had been a rare and largely meaningless procedure until this point. Now it became much more frequent and hugely important. In 1644, there were just 34 votes, but by 1646, there were 102. This quickly escalated to the comical levels of inane squabbling we are familiar with today. In the autumn of 1646, there were four votes over whether to bring in candles during debates that stretched late into the evening, the last of which took place in such darkness that the members could not be counted without the candles they had not yet decided to introduce.

It wasn’t until the 1679 Exclusion Crisis, when parliamentarians split into Tories and Whigs over the question of whether the royal line of succession could be altered to prevent a Catholic from taking the throne, that a more modern form of political groupings began to develop. But its origins lay in the Civil War. As absolute royal authority crumbled, politics started to be conducted in terms of one party versus another, defined primarily by their members’ resistance to or enthusiasm for change.

A century and a half later, the same process played out in a more extreme form. Again, royal authority crumbled. Again, political life duly split in two. And again, some people tried to find a way through the middle.

The French Revolution was total havoc: drenched in blood, fraught with risk, tangled up with petty rivalries and high-minded ideals in roughly equal measure. Within that furnace, our modern political world was forged. By the time it was over, we had acquired our present-day notion of political division: the binary of left and right, progress and conservatism, state and market.

It began in 1789, with King Louis XVI having brought France to financial ruin. To try to find a solution, he called together a body called the Estates-General, which included many liberal bourgeois lawyers. That was a terrible mistake. Before long, these figures – acting as deputies, or MPs – had voted to make themselves the new legitimate power in France, under the name of the National Assembly. They had effectively forced the creation of parliamentary democracy against the king’s will. Louis tried desperately to kill this volatile monster he’d given birth to, but it was too late. The crowds of Paris stormed the Bastille on 14 July and France fell to revolution.

That body of deputies changed a lot over the ensuing years. It turned into the National Constituent Assembly, then the Legislative Assembly, then the National Convention. It changed its entire membership. It changed location. But there was one core dynamic that stayed consistent throughout this period: it was caught between the king above it and the revolutionary crowds below it.

Louis behaved in a duplicitous manner, professing support for the revolution while attempting to undermine it. The crowds kept convulsing with violent energy, making sporadic attempts to force the king or the deputies to do their bidding. The French Revolution was basically a three-way battle between parliamentary power, royal power and popular power.

Most deputies despised the idea of parties, or, as they dismissively called them, ‘factions’. But various issues emerged over the next few years that remorselessly pushed them into rival camps. And at certain key moments, those divisions solidified into extremely stark binary options.

The first point of contention concerned the change from the absolute monarchy of the old order to the planned constitutional monarchy of the new one. Conservative deputies wanted the king to have full veto powers over legislation. Progressive ones wanted him to have only a temporary veto.

The second point concerned the status of the church. Progressive deputies wanted to cut it down to size, confiscate its lands and issue IOUs on the basis of their value in order to improve France’s financial situation. From a conservative viewpoint, this was an outrageous assault on property rights and traditional authority. Things were moving too quickly. Change was too radical.

Those loyal to the king and the church were dubbed the monarchiens, or monarchists. Many of those who wanted radical change, on the other hand, joined the Club Breton, which would later become known as the Society of the Friends of the Constitution, and after that as the Jacobin Club.

As the debate over these two issues took place, the atmosphere became increasingly vitriolic and tribal. Insults were thrown, jokes were made, speeches were jeered. ‘Same question, same debates, same bad faith,’ the disgruntled monarchist politician Baron de Gauville wrote on 11 August. A couple of weeks later, as the mood worsened, he described something remarkable: the birth of the single greatest division in Western political thought.

‘We began to recognise ourselves,’ he wrote. ‘Those who were attached to their religion and to the king had confined themselves to the right of the president, in order to avoid the cries, the remarks, and the indecency that was happening in the opposing party.’ Initially he resisted this sorting process, but the tug of the tribe pulled him towards those who felt the same way. They needed somewhere they could find safety in numbers, or, at the very least, commiserate in company. ‘I had tried several times to place myself in the different parts of the floor and not to adopt a marked place, in order to be more in control of my opinion,’ he wrote, ‘but I was obliged to absolutely abandon the left part, or else I was condemned to always vote alone and therefore condemned to boos from the stands.’

And there it was. The origin of left and right as the primary metaphor in political discourse. It took place without any planning, simply by the natural tendencies of the human personality. When groups split down the middle, we want to sit next to people who think like us to avoid the hostility of those who don’t. If you had told any of those deputies that we would still be using the terms left and right 250 years later on the basis of where they happened to sit one day, they would have laughed in your face. But history is weird and chaotic and far more arbitrary than we give it credit for.

The basic outline of the modern right–left split was established in the first moment it emerged. We might not be talking about royal vetoes or confiscating church lands any more, but we are disagreeing over the same basic principles. Do we want political change? If so, how quickly do we want it and how far should it go? Can we redesign political institutions to create a more rational and egalitarian society? Do we believe that individual property rights are sacrosanct? Or do we believe that society can interfere with them in the national interest? The divisions of the 1790s have echoed down through the centuries and still guide politics today.

As events in France became increasingly chaotic, the monarchiens decided to call it quits. This was hardly surprising. The second line of the popular revolutionary song ‘Ça Ira’ was ‘Let’s hang the aristocrats from the lanterns’, so it was pretty clear which way the wind was blowing. Jean Joseph Mounier, the president of the Constituent Assembly, slipped away to Dauphiné, resigned as a deputy, then escaped to Switzerland. Hordes of nobles and army officers took a similar path. This whole side of the binary basically opted out.

In fact, the right wing regularly disappeared throughout the revolutionary period and was replaced by people who were previously on the left but now occupied a more cautious position. And then they disappeared too – either because they fled or, more commonly, because they were killed. For them, the left–right split basically became a conveyor belt to oblivion.

Each time new political divisions emerged, they seemed to have sharper edges. In 1790, the deputies introduced an oath that forced clergymen to explicitly state that they supported the revolution. An oath is a binary proposition: you take it or you do not. You’re with us or against us. It took what could previously be smudged or caveated and turned it into a brute choice.

We see these moments throughout history. Every society has these broiling tensions within it. There is always the possibility of it splitting down the middle in a zero-sum fight for supremacy. But it requires a wedge issue to force that transformation into an all-out culture war. In our own time, Donald Trump’s right-wing populism and Brexit were both wedge issues. Back then, it was the ecclesiastical oath.

Another break occurred on 20 June 1791, when the king escaped from imprisonment. He was soon discovered and returned to Paris, but there was a problem. He’d left behind a long and defiant manifesto listing all his grievances over the last two years. Until then, deputies could have simultaneously pursued the revolution and stayed loyal to the king, through the creation of a constitutional monarchy. But once that note was discovered, everything that had been shrouded in grey became black and white. The deputies tried to hush it up by pretending he’d been kidnapped, but they weren’t fooling anyone. The king was clearly and demonstrably an opponent of the new regime. You were either for him or you were for the revolution.

The Jacobin Club, that crucible of left-wing thought, was torn apart by the new division. It agreed to a petition calling for a referendum on whether the king should be replaced – a de facto call for republicanism. In response, a group of men who had until now been considered radicals became alarmed at the extent of change taking place.

Among them was the Marquis de Lafayette, a hero of the American War of Independence summarised in the musical Hamilton as ‘America’s favourite fighting Frenchman’. In a letter to US President George Washington, Lafayette described his old Jacobin Club in precisely the terms centrists would use about the far left centuries later. ‘A kind of Jesuitical institution,’ he wrote, ‘more fitted to making people desert our cause than to attracting new converts.’ You could almost put those words in the mouth of a New Labour politician.

Lafayette and other former radicals joined a new club called the Feuillants, which remained committed to a constitutional monarchy. The Feuillants can convincingly lay claim to being the world’s first ever centrist political group. They wanted an accommodation between two extreme positions. They were pursuing Aristotle’s balance of the median.

Needless to say, everyone hated them. The left treated them like traitors and royalist sycophants. The aristocrats barely noticed their efforts. They had no provincial support and no backing from any major journal. When they eventually opened their meetings to the public, the heckling was so loud that it disturbed the work of the Assembly next door and the club had to be closed down. The group soon faded into obscurity. Its most prominent members were all killed or imprisoned, or fled into exile. The project was a catastrophe.

On 10 August 1792, revolutionaries stormed the king’s palace and slaughtered many of his loyalist Swiss Guards. Monarchy was suspended. Louis was transferred to a medieval fortress while the deputies worked out what to do with him.

The revolution at this point was completely out of control. The deputies could no longer orchestrate events. The real author of the revolution, if it had one at all, was the mob on the streets of Paris. They were experiencing real material suffering due to sudden spikes in bread prices. They were awash with rumours about an invasion by the nobles who had gone into exile, or by foreign royal armies. And they were prone to sudden spasms of savage political violence.

In that context, another group of left-wing radicals became startled and, like the Feuillants before them, peeled off from the Jacobin Club. They were called the Girondins. They could arguably lay claim to being the second proto-centrist group in history. Their membership had until this moment consisted of some of the most passionate proponents of the revolution and, even late in the day, they were prone to blood-curdling rhetoric against their opponents. But now they urged caution. They were appalled that a liberal project grounded in the rule of law should become subject to mob rule. And they were disturbed by demands for the head of the king.

In the deputies’ newly formed Convention, the existing dynamic of left and right was combined with a new metaphor of up and down. The remaining Jacobins became known as La Montagne (the Mountain), because they sat high up on the left of the chamber. They were led by the preening, humourless puritan Maximilien Robespierre. The Girondins sat on the right. And in between them, on the low seats in the centre, was a collection of people sometimes called La Plaine (the Plain) or Le Marais (the Marsh). They were uncommitted and non-ideological – a remnant of the age when parliamentarians prided themselves on their lack of factionalism. But during this period, whether due to greater organisation or more compelling arguments, they tended to side with the Mountain.

It is a shame that this new double metaphor did not catch on. The French Revolution might have given us a more complex
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