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In the historiography of his political thought, Justus Lipsius 
(1547–1606) has been hailed with many epithets. Labeled as the 

“Sospitator Taciti” (Saviour of Tacitus),1 “the central figure in the 
revival of Tacitus,”2 “the sixteenth-century Belgian scholar and 
rhetorician,”3 “the great antiquarian,”4 “the great classical scholar,”5 
“zu seiner Zeit ein Fürst der abendländischen Wissenschaft,”6 “one 
of the premier editors and teachers of his day,”7 “des hervorra-
genden spät-humanistischen Gelehrten, Justus Lipsius,”8 and “the 
Fleming Joest Lips,”9 “des niederländischen Philologen Justus 
Lipsius”10 has been indexed as an exponent of “Protestantische 
Philosophie in Deutschland”11 and numbered amongst “profes-
sional scholars of the severest type,”12 as well as placed under the 
heading of “Latin-writing German bourgeois authors of the late 
sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries.”13 

While some historians have read Lipsius as “Der Begründer 
des Neustoizismus,”14 other scholars have read Lipsius primarily as 
an expositor of “Tacitus, to whom, with Seneca, he devoted the 
whole of his scholarly career.”15 The classical scholars T. J. Luce 
and A. J. Woodman claimed that “[w]hen Lipsius, the great 
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sixteenth-century editor of Tacitus, was seeking material for his 
Politica, a handbook of practical wisdom for princes and their 
advisers, it was above all to Tacitean prudentia that he resorted.”16 
Other scholars have claimed that Lipsius’s Politica marks the 
beginning or origin of this kind of political thought, claiming that 
“the publication of Justus Lipsius’ Sixe Bookes of Politics in 1589 
marked the beginning of the rise of Tacitism as the distinct study 
of political prudence.”17 The most recent editor of Lipsius’s Politica 
took a broadly similar view, claiming that “Tacitus is the most 
important source of the Politica,”18 further asserting that the work 
is best comprehended as “a Tacitean political treatise.”19 

A number of the aforementioned epithets are mutually exclu-
sive, and a number of the historiographic claims, such as the asser-
tion that Lipsius “devoted the whole of his scholarly career”20 solely 
to Seneca and Tacitus, are of broad scope. Such claims and epithets 
may give readers and historians cause for caution, which can be 
paired with cautions given by Lipsius himself.21 Lipsius begins his 
Politica with two dedicatory letters, followed by two prefaces. In 
the first epistle dedicatory, Lipsius addresses the typographer who 
would reprint the Politica: the typographer is not to reprint the 
work without express permission from Lipsius himself, which will 
be withheld if the typographer has altered the work in the slightest 
detail. Lipsius claims not to have misplaced a single point, interval, 
note, or verbal distinction; punctuation, spacing, and italicization 
serve to structure Lipsius’s argument and demarcate variations of 
narrative voice.22 Lipsius takes up this theme again in the first pref-
ace, where he claims to have instituted a new stylistic genus such 
that the whole of the Politica is in some sense “our own,” and yet 
in some sense “nothing” of “ours.”23 The inventio of the work and 
its order (ordo), Lipsius states, are wholly “ours,” but the citations 
are the concatenated utterances of others24—which Lipsius has 
plucked, and, occasionally, pruned. However, even where the 
utterances belong to others, the connectives that conjoin them are 
“words of our own.”25 Lipsius speaks in his own name in the defini-
tions that he gives near the beginnings of chapters.26 The defini-
tions, not the citations, are the places where Lipsius articulates his 
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political vocabulary most clearly in propria persona. To the preface 
on form, Lipsius joins a preface of caution admonishing potential 
critics of the Politica.27 Only those well experienced in civil matters 
and those well experienced in the discourses of Roman antiquity 
may deign to critique the Politica,28 and even such readers, Lipsius 
warns, may criticize him only after thorough and numerous read-
ings of the Politica conducted over extended periods of time.29 
Such warnings, addressed to Lipsius’s contemporaries, may serve 
also to caution contemporary historiographers from reducing his 
text to one or two of its myriad sources or reducing his thought to 
a moniker. 

These cautions occasion a closer examination of the text of the 
Politicorum sive Civilis Doctrinae Libri Sex, Qui ad Principatum 
maximè spectant (1589) as well as of the terminology of the work. 
The term imperium is not without import in the works of Tacitus. 
A thoroughgoing Tacitist reading of the Politica would not neglect 
imperium as a term in Lipsian political thought. Thus, as a test of 
this reading, and as a way into Lipsian political thought, this article 
examines imperium as the term is deployed in the Politica (1589) 
and as it was translated by Lipsius’s vernacular translators in the 
1590s. Without presuppositions as to the meaning of imperium, 
what might imperium mean and what work might it be doing 
within the Politica?

The Polyvalence of Imperium: Vernacular Translations of  
Lipsius in the 1590s

One approach to the question of what Lipsius meant by imperium 
in the Politica is to look at what it was taken to mean. What did 
Lipsius’s contemporaries, his Latinate readership, understand by 
the term? One index consists in the vernacular translations of the 
Politica into English, French, and German published in the 
Europe of the 1590s, within the first decade of the appearance of 
the Politicorum sive Civilis Doctrinae Libri Sex (1589).

Latinate readers and translators read and translated Lipsian 
imperium multifariously in the 1590s—failing to ascribe a univocal 
referent or monolithic meaning to the term. Discussing the play of 
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fatum in the leveling of empires in the sixth book of the Politica, 
Lipsius writes that “Deum velut sollemniter magna imperia 
perdere per hanc viam,”30 which William Jones renders into 
English with “God doth as it were with solemnitie destroy mightie 
Empires after this manner.”31 Further in Book VI, writing of those 
who invoke the name of liberty (libertas) in the service of sedition 
(seditio), Lipsius claims in his margin that “[l]ibertas et tutela 
publica praetexi solita�”32 But these pretexts of liberty and public 
wardship (tutela publica), Lipsius maintains, are false, and they 
serve to overturn imperium.33 Conveying this sentiment in English, 
Jones molds the English such that the seditious libertines “do 
openly couer themselues with this word libertie, and other glorious 
names. But how falsely is this? For to the intent they may over-
throw the estate, they prefer libertie.”34 Imperium is here carried 
over into English as “estate.”35 When Lipsius lays out the means of 
dissipating such seditious disturbances, he claims that “si imperium 
detractetur, bello certandum,”36 which conditional, in Jones’s 1594 
English, reads “if they refuse to obey thee, thou must fight it out.”37  
Later in Book VI, imperium is given as “gouernement”38 in Jones’s 
rendering of the Lipsian definition of tyranny and in translating the 
Lipsian exhortation to bear the yoke set on by tyrants, as it is more 
lenient than the misery of civil war.39 Even in very close contexts—
a single line or sentence apart—Jones translates imperant, the 
third-person plural indicative form of imperare, divergently: in one 
sentence of Politica V.xiv, imperant is rendered “commaund abso-
lutely and by soueraigne authoritie,”40 and in the very next sentence 
imperant is given as “gouerne�”41 Jones shifts between “commaund 
absolutely and by soueraigne authoritie,”42 “gouerne,”43 “empire,”44 
“estate,”45 “to obey,”46 and “gouernement’”47 in his translations of 
Lipsian imperium and Lipsian imperare.

Jones’s French counterpart was similarly polyvalent in the 
vernacular renderings of imperium in Lipsius’s Politica. A French 
translation of the Politica, published in a combined volume with 
a translation of De Constantia, appeared in 1594 at Tours under 
the title Les Politiques ou Doctrines Civile de Iustus Lipsius, Ou 
il est discouru de ce qui appartient à la Principauté,48 copies of 
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which remain in the permanent collections of the Bibliothèque 
Nationale and the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek. On the frontis-
piece, the translator is unnamed.49 When the 1594 French trans-
lator of Lipsius poses the Lipsian question “Quid Principatus?”50 
as “Que c’estque principauté?,”51 the translator gives Lipsius’s 
answer of “UNIUS IMPERIUM”52 as “le commandement d’un 
seul.”53 The chapter heading of Politica II.i in the 1589 Latin 
reads “De imperio universe dictum”54 whereas the same chapter 
heading in the French translation reads “Du gouvernement et 
empire universellement.”55 Lipsius’s division of society into 
“Commercio et Imperio”56 has become a division between 
“Commerce & le Gouvernement,”57 while only several lines later 
the marginal “Definitio Imperii”58 has been rendered “Definition 
d’Empire.”59 Describing the imperium of religion in Politica I.iii, 
Lipsius claims in propria persona that “[m]agnum eius in animos 
imperium,”60 which the French translator of 1594 gives as “son 
empire & sa puissance est grande sur les esprits des hommes.”61 
Here five words (“son empire & sa puissance”) are given to trans-
late imperium. In the 1594 French translation of Lipsius’s 
Politica, “gouvernement”, “commandement,” “empire,” and 
“puissance” are all deployed to render imperium.

Under the pen of Melchior Haganaeus62 and under the imprint 
of the Forster press at Amberg, a German translation of Lipsius’s 
Politica appeared in 1599 bearing the title Von Unterweisung zum 
Weltlichen Regiment: Oder, von Burgerlicher Lehr, Sechs Bücher 
Iusti Lipsii, So fürnemlich auff den Principat oder Fürstenstand 
gerichtet.63 Imperator is translated by Melchior Haganaeus as both 
“Kaiser”64 and “Römischer Kaiser,”65 as well as “Regent.”66 In the 
course of Lipsius’s discussion of In Divinis Prudentia in the second 
chapter of Book IV of the Politica, Haganaeus has rendered “Ad 
augmentum etiam Imperii”67 as “Darnach auch zu erweiterung 
seines Regiments.”68 In the first chapter of Book III of the Politica, 
where Lipsius has translated a quotation from the Cyropaedia of 
Xenophon substituting imperium for ἄρχειν,69 Haganaeus has given 
“et homines in nullos magis insurgunt, quam in eos quos imperium 
in se adfectare sentiscunt”70 with “Und wie Xenophon bezeugt/so 
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leynen sich die Menschen gegen Niemand mehr auff/als es eben 
den jenigen/so sich Regiments gegen ihnen anmassen und unter-
fangen wollen.”71 Here, Haganaeus has rendered imperium with 
“Regiment.”72 In the two following quotations, Haganaeus gives 
imperitare73 as “regiren”74 and imperitantis75 as “Regenten.”76 
Haganaeus nonetheless gives polyvalent renderings of imperium. 
Two chapters later in Book III, Haganaeus takes a Lipsian quota-
tion from Sallust77 and renders prosperum imperium habuisse as 
“einen glücklichen fortgang gehabt.”78 In rendering imperium as 
“fortgang,” Haganaeus understands something more expansive—
that which is progressing, processing, advancing, over-literally 
“forth-going.” In the fifth chapter of Book IV, taking a quote from 
Seneca (“noster Sophus”),79 Lipsius puts it down that “Nemo bene 
imperat, nisi qui ante paruerit imperio,”80 which Haganaeus trans-
lates as “Keiner wol gebieten werde, der nicht auch zuvor dem 
gebiet unterthan und gehorsamb gewesen sey.”81 Here, rather than 
“Regiment” and “regiren,” Haganaeus has taken different choices: 
imperat is translated “gebieten,” while ante paruerit imperio is 
given as “zuvor dem gebiet unterthan und gehorsamb gewesen 
sey.”82 In the 1599 German translation of the Politica, imperium 
was rendered as “Regiment,”83 “gebiet,”84 and “fortgang,”85 while 
forms of imperare were translated as both “gebieten”86 and 
“regiren.”87

William Jones, Melchior Haganaeus, and the anonymous 
translator of the French Politiques published at Tours in 1594 
translate imperium, Imperator, and imperare in various ways. All 
three translate the term multifariously over a broad semantic 
field; in no case do these 1590s vernacular translators of Lipsius’s 
Politica translate imperium univocally as “Empire,” “l’empire,” or 
“Reich.” 

This polyvalence of Lipsian imperium as handled by Lipsius’s 
contemporaries elicits the investigation of another context within 
which to situate Lipsius’s text—that of Latin philology and Lipsius’s 
métier as a Latin philologist.88 An investigation of the Latin philol-
ogy, to which Lipsius devoted himself, suggests that this polyva-
lence corresponds to the Roman roots of imperium.
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The Use and Usages of Imperium: Latin Philology  
and Lipsius’s Roman Inheritance

In recent philological studies89 aggregating all surviving usages of 
the term imperium in republican and post-republican Rome as the 
term is deployed in Latin literature, the classical philologist John 
Richardson writes that the term “imperium had a more general 
sense of an order and of power than historians and legal theorists 
sometimes take cognizance of. Moreover imperium as an order 
remains a normal usage throughout classical Latin literature: 
Cicero uses it in this sense, as do all the authors of the late Republic 
and the first and second centuries AD.”90 More broadly, Richardson 
presents four genealogical claims about the developing semantics 
of imperium from the early Roman republic to post-republican 
Rome. First, Richardson claims, on the basis of examining all 
usages of imperium in the comedies of Terence and Plautus, and in 
the semantics of the early Roman republic, imperium and “empire” 
are not semantic equivalents.91 Second, Richardson claims, impe-
rium bears a close relation in its early Roman republican usage to 
either (a) an order or command from a superior to an inferior, from 
the dominant to the dominated, or (b) an instance of exerting 
particularly paternal power—over slaves, over children, or over 
women.92 Third, Richardson claims that while “imperium as an 
order remains in normal usage throughout classical Latin litera-
ture,”93 the sense of imperium as “an order from a superior to an 
inferior”94 in the early republic expands in meaning to the more 
general sense of a “power”—particularly the power of a magistra-
tus—by the late Roman republic.95 Fourth, Richardson claims that 
from the late-republican period to the post-republican period, 
imperium shifts its meaning to take on a territorial referent that it 
did not have in the republican period.96

In his history The Ideological Origins of the British Empire, 
David Armitage outlines the Roman origins of the concept of impe-
rium in a manner consonant with these claims. Drawing support 
from and, in part, explicitly basing his claims on earlier versions of 
Richardson’s philological studies of imperium,97 Armitage summa-
rizes the conceptual change in the term:
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In its original Roman sense, imperium denoted the author-
ity of a magistrate to act on behalf of Rome and its citizens, 
whether at home (domi), in the city of Rome, or abroad 
(militiae). The people donated imperium to their magis-
trates; they, in turn, acted only in so far as they represented 
the people collectively. No one but a magistrate could 
command such authority, and such authority could only be 
vested in a magistrate. Imperium was thus formally 
restricted, even though it was potentially unlimited in its 
extent outside the city itself.98

For Armitage, the distinction between imperium domi and impe-
rium militiae situates imperium as a limit-term. Imperium domi 
supervened on the internal or domestic space of the city, while 
imperium militiae shaped the martial space outside the city walls. 
Imperium delimited what fell within and what without, the civic 
sphere. Imperium set the limits of the city.99 

As outlined by Armitage and Richardson, the pre-Augustan 
discourse of imperium has two principal facets. First, pre-Augustan 
imperium is defined interpersonally, in terms of order, power, or 
command, rather than territorially. Second, pre-Augustan impe-
rium preserves a distinct dichotomy between imperium domi and 
imperium militiae. Lipsius’s usage of the term imperium in his 
Politica is broadly consistent with both of these facets of pre-
Augustan Roman discourse.

In his Epistolica institutio, composed shortly before the 
Politica,100 Lipsius advocated a return to the Latin style and 
language typical of early Roman republican comedy.101 As  
E. Catherine Dunn argued in her reading of the Epistolica institu-
tio (1587), “The admiration for Plautine Latin was one of the most 
controversial aspects of Lipsius’s tempestuous career. He not only 
advocated this kind of Latin for letters but considered it appropri-
ate for other types of prose as well.”102 Lipsian usage of imperium 
in the Politica is consistent with his philologic and stylistic advocacy 
of Roman republican language in the Institutio. Lipsius uses impe-
rium without the territorial referent that, according to Richardson, 
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accrued to the term during the Augustan and post-Augustan era; in 
this sense, if the most recent philological studies are accurate,103 
Lipsius in his usage of imperium is stripping the term of its Roman 
imperial semantic accretions and restoring imperium to its repub-
lican semantic field—the order, command, or power of a superior 
over an inferior with, Lipsius adds, a view to judging and obeying. 
In this respect, the Lipsian usage of imperium is similar to that of 
other late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century political think-
ers, who do not necessarily define terms like imperium, summa 
potestas, or “state of nature” with reference to territory. As Luc 
Foisneau has recently argued, terms in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century political thought, like imperium, are not necessarily used in 
relation to geographic or territorial referents. Foisneau argues that 
such structuring terms as “state,” “state of nature,” or imperium 
refer not to territory or geographic space but to the status of the 
relations between persons or groups of persons.104 At times, Lipsius 
explicitly refers to imperium as a status105—with the use of a judi-
cious personal pronoun (“Ego”) to claim a Tacitean turn of phrase 
about the “status imperii” as his own.106 Lauren Benton, in her 
recent historiography,107 makes two claims similar to those advanced 
by Foisneau—one more general, the other more specific. More 
specifically, Benton claims, Jean Bodin (a contemporary of Lipsius) 
gave not a territorial but an interpersonal or relational definition of 
the marks of sovereignty in Les six livres de la République�108 More 
generally, Benton argues, to think that terms like “sovereignty” or 
imperium had a primarily territorial referent in the sixteenth or 
seventeenth century is to involve one’s analysis in an anachronistic 
imposition—pressing a nineteenth-century figure on sixteenth-
century matter.109 Lipsian imperium is not referentially or semanti-
cally tied to territory.

In addition to omitting the territorial referent that accrued to 
imperium in Augustan Rome, Lipsius retains, or restores, the  
pre-Augustan dichotomy between imperium domi and imperium 
militiae. Discussing the importance of subsuming martial impe-
rium under a single head, Lipsius writes that sometimes the prince 
should go to battles in person, sometimes he should send 
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subordinates—nothing impedes sending plural subordinates to 
direct battle if the imperium militaris rests with only one.110 
Similarly, without an Imperator, soldiers (milites) are of no value.111 
For Lipsius, an Imperator militiae is a necessary condition for 
soldiers of value. Lipsius adheres to the Ciceronian pre-Augustan 
distinction between imperium domi and imperium militiae equally 
in those parts of the Politica where Lipsius draws on sources, like 
Marcus Aurelius,112 that postdate Augustus. In his Notae to chapter 
9 of the third book of the Politica, Lipsius, drawing on Marcus 
Aurelius,113 states that “the Imperator, who remains at home, 
knows not the truth.”114 Whereas Lipsius preserves the distinction 
between imperium domi and imperium militiae—via a distinction 
between Imperator domi and Imperator militiae—he nonetheless 
elevates the status of the Imperator who does not remain at 
home—the Imperator militiae� Thus, while retaining the republi-
can Roman idiom of imperium, Lipsius, in his Notes to the Politica, 
raises the status of external Imperators over that of internal 
Imperators—creating a space within the republican idiom for 
external, martial expansion.

Ἀρχή and Imperium
When Lipsius quotes from Greek authors in the Politica, he gener-
ally quotes them first in the original and then provides a Latin 
translation, never naming a translator. In the same preface where 
he claims the whole of the Politica to be both “our own” and, in 
some sense, “nothing” of “ours,”115 Lipsius rebuts potential slander 
(calumnia) of his misappropriation of the passages of other authors 
by further claiming, without exempting translation, that if he has 
quoted, cited, twisted, torqued, or rendered116 passages inexactly, 
this is not to be construed as an objection to his Politica, for such 
alterations have always been licit in this genre and will always be 
licit.117 If, then, Lipsius used translations other than his own, it 
remained within his ample powers to amend them as he saw fit or 
thought prudent. 

Some deployments of imperium in Lipsian translations of 
Greek quotations are consistent with the pre-Augustan Roman 
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notion of imperium as an order or command. In the last chapter of 
Book V, Lipsius exhorts martial victors to make their peace 
(Victores ad Pacem),118 as well as to keep it, quoting a golden 
dogma (dogma aureum)119 of Polybius for this purpose. In giving 
the quotation from Polybius III.xii in Greek, followed by a Latin 
rendering of his choosing, Lipsius deploys imperent in translating 
παραγγέλλωσιν, a form of παραγγέλλειν (to command by messages, 
to give orders).120 Justifying his right to write on matters military 
and claiming his acquaintance with history and historians as 
grounds for so writing, Lipsius quotes a kingly maxim attributed to 
Iphicrates by Plutarch.121 When asked of his competence in similar 
matters, Iphicrates claimed, and Lipsius through him indirectly 
claims, that he was neither a horseman, nor an archer, nor a peltast, 
nor a footman, but a knower of how to command all of the above.122 
In giving the Greek quotation in Latin, Lipsius translates 
ἐπιστάμενος ἐπιτάττειν123 as “novi imperare.”124 Imperare here 
translates a word that means “to put upon one as a duty . . . order 
one to do.”125

Nonetheless, in the majority of cases where Lipsius deploys 
imperium or imperare or Imperator in his translation of Greek 
terms into Latin in the Politica, he uses them to translate the noun 
ἀρχή, the verb ἄρχειν, and the noun ἄρχων.126 Taking up the theme 
“De Faeminarum imperio”127 in his Notae appended to the Politica, 
Lipsius translates the phrase καὶ γυναῖκας ἄρχειν ἀνδρῶν128 as 
“etiam faeminas imperium in viros exercere”129—where women 
rule over men, they exert or exercise imperium in or upon such 
men as come under their suasion.130 While under the Roman usage 
outlined by Richardson imperium had been associated in pre-
Augustan Rome with specifically paternal power, Lipsian imperium 
can be exerted by women as well.131 In treating De Tyrannide132 in 
Book VI of the Politica, Lipsius translates μοναρχίας παρανόμου——
extra-legal or degenerate monarchy—with two terms in the Latin, 
where the Greek has only one: μοναρχίας παρανόμου133 is “tyran-
nide sive iniusto imperio.”134 Reading sive as an “or” of equiva-
lence, Lipsius identifies tyranny (tyrannide) with unjust imperium 
(iniusto imperio).135 On occasion, ἄρχειν is translated by Lipsius 
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with forms of regere136 or gubernare,137 and on occasion ἄρχοντος 
is translated as “Principis,”138 while elsewhere ἄρχοντας is given as 
“imperantes.”139 This constellation of translations ties imperium 
and imperare directly to idioms of rule, governing, power, and 
domination—ἀρχή in Greek covers a broad semantic field—
encompassing not only political command, hierarchy, and subordi-
nation but also premises in arguments, the principles or propositions 
from which one reasons, and beginnings more generally. On the 
one hand, in translating the Greek ἀρχή with the Latin imperium, 
Lipsius follows a tradition of translation dating at least to Leonardo 
Bruni’s translation and commentary on the pseudo-Aristotelian 
Oeconomica.140 On the other hand, imperium as a term plays a 
structuring role or architectonic role in Lipsian thought—impe-
rium is the term through which principatus, virtus, vitio, clemen-
tia, maiestas, militaris disciplinae, and tyrannide are defined. 

Lipsian Definitions and the Place of Imperium in Linguistic 
Legislation

Lipsius speaks in propria persona in his definitions, whereas his 
voice is more ambiguous in his quotations and citations—both his 
own and not his own. The terminological definitions are important 
moments in the Politica—they are moments where Lipsius speaks 
in his own name, and they are the moments where he defines his 
terms. The focal terms with which Lipsius constructs his defini-
tions are of no small importance for specifically Lipsian political 
and moral thought. 

Lipsius defines imperium as one of the two things in which 
society consists—the other being commercium.141 While Lipsius 
translates the Greek phrase τῆς ἀγορᾶς, in a quotation from the 
third chapter of the third book of Aristotle’s Politics, as “a  
commerciis”142—giving the term commercium some connection to 
marketplaces—Lipsius nowhere defines commercium within the 
Politica. Imperium, in contrast to commercium, is defined.143 
Imperium is a certain, fixed or settled order in judging and  
obeying.144 In the Politica, Lipsius claims both that imperium and 
commercium are distinct and that commercium is the subject for 
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another argument not to be found in the Politica itself.145 The 
rapidity with which Lipsius makes these distinctions may conceal 
their radicality—for by fully distinguishing imperium and commer-
cium, Lipsius in effect claims that relations of commercium are not 
relations of imperium; and by further excluding commercium from 
definitive treatment within his major political work, Lipsius effec-
tively claims that commercium, for the most part, falls outside the 
systematic treatment of the subject of politics.

In the Politica Lipsius deploys the term imperium in his defini-
tions of other political and moral terms. In the third chapter of the 
second book of his Politica, Lipsius asks in the margin, “Quid 
Principatus?”146 Lipsius answers this question by defining princi-
patus as “UNIUS IMPERIUM, MORIBUS AUT LEGIBUS 
DELATUM, SUSCEPTUM GESTUMQUE PARENTIUM 
BONO.”147 William Jones translated this definition as “the gouern-
ment of one, imposed according to custome, and lawes, under-
taken, & executed for the good of the subjects.”148 In Lipsius’s 
political thought, tyranny, too, is defined relative to imperium.149 In 
writing “De Tyrannide,” Lipsius defines tyranny as the violent 
imperium of one, against customs and laws.150 Here Lipsius modi-
fies the definition of principate, given in II.iii (unius imperium): 
tyranny is principate (principatus) violently inflected, the impe-
rium of one with customs discarded and laws countermanded. 

A set of moral and political attributes are defined relationally to 
imperium. In chapter 12 of the second book of the Politics, Lipsius 
gives his definition of clemency (Clementia definita),151 doing so 
through a reference to imperium coupled with a metaphor of lumi-
nescence: clemency is another light to the prince (Principi lumen 
alterum), the moon of imperia (Imperiorum Lunam).152 The regal 
or princely attribute of maiestas is defined instrumentally in rela-
tion to imperium—indeed, maiestas, for Lipsius, is quite a sharp 
implement or weapon (Acre…telum) in service of imperium (ad 
imperium).153 Imperium figures also in Lipsius’s descriptive defini-
tion of “Militaris Disciplinae”: the first ornament and support of 
imperium, the most tenacious bond of military discipline.154 In 
Book IV of the Politica, both political virtue and political vice are 
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defined relative to imperium.155 Political or regal vice is the oppo-
site: political vice is defined by Lipsius as a depraved or noxious 
sentiment toward the imperium of the king.156 Political virtue, by 
contrast, is a laudable sentiment that is useful for the imperium of 
those bearing rule.157

The term imperium and the verb imperare structure Lipsius’s 
differentiation of classes of duces.158 In chapter 14 of the Politica, 
after a pair of quotations in which dux and imperator are deployed 
as synonyms,159 Lipsius introduces his discussion of “twofold duke-
dom” or “twofold leadership” (Duplici discrimine Duces)—a binary 
view of leadership whereby leaders or commanders (duces) are 
divided into primary duces and secondary duces. Primary duces are 
those who command (imperant) the whole affair, matter, or thing 
and carry the matter (rem gerunt) under their own auspices and 
leadership.160 Secondary duces are those who command (imperant) 
by the will or order of another and carry the matter (rem gerunt) 
under others’ leadership.161 Secondary duces are subordinate to 
primary duces and are subject to the discretionary or wilful 
command of their primaries. This distinction, which is explicitly a 
distinction of classes,162 or a differentiation of kinds, is structured 
by the various modalities with which the dux exercises imperium. 
Thus the adverbial character of a leader’s exercise of imperium 
determines whether that dux is to be classed among the primarii or 
the secundarii.163 

Imperium also serves to frame the Lipsian treatment of inter-
necine strife and the causes of civil war (bellum civilis). Lipsius 
distinguishes between remote and proximate causes of civil war.164 
The remote causes of civil war, for Lipsius, form a dyad: fatum and 
luxus—fate and luxury.165 Against fatum even the prudent can do 
very little.166 By contrast, the proximate causes of civil war, for 
Lipsius, form a triad: factio, seditio, and tyrannis—faction, sedi-
tion, and tyranny. Both seditio and tyrannis are causes of civil war 
described or defined relative to imperium.167 Alone among Lipsius’s 
three proximate causes of civil war, factio has no reference to  
imperium.168 Imperium has conceptual connections to unity and 
ordered units in the Politica,169 while faction is the severance and 
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the splitting of such ordered unity and regimentation. Some unity 
and some imperium persist, for Lipsius, in instances of sedition and 
tyranny, while factio splinters the hierarchies of command and 
obedience. Quoting from the beginning of the third book of 
Cicero’s De Legibus, Lipsius restates in his own voice that “[s]ine 
imperio enim,”170 before citing Cicero’s claim that “nec domus ulla, 
nec civitas, nec gens, nec hominum universum genus stare, nec 
rerum natura omnis, nec ipse mundus potest.”171 “Without impe-
rium therefore, neither any house, nor city, nor people, nor the 
universal human genus may stand, nor the nature of all things, nor 
may the world itself.” Imperium, in this view, is that which makes 
cities, peoples, and even the nature of things stand (stare)—that is, 
imperium is required for these ordered units to exist and persist. 
Imperium, for Cicero and for Lipsius, is a property in virtue of 
which ordered units (households, cities, gens) stand (stare) and in 
the absence of which they fall.

Coda: Two Notions of Imperium
An examination of vernacular translations of the Politica from the 
1590s leaves the reader with the sense that the term imperium as 
read by anglophone, francophone, and Germanic Latinists covered 
a polyvalent range of meanings—from idioms of rule, order, and 
command to synonyms for “empire,” “estate,” and processes more 
generally (the “fortgang” of Melchior Haganaeus). After situating 
this research within the historiography of Lipsius’s political thought, 
this article concludes with the suggestion that Lipsius deployed 
imperium across two semantic registers—that of imperium as an 
order or command (pre-Augustan imperium) and that of imperium 
as a structuring or architectonic term within his political thought 
more generally (architectonic imperium).

One consequence of this study for the historiography of 
Lipsius’s political thought is that it urges a greater sensitivity to the 
plethora of sources deployed by Lipsius in the Politica—Cicero 
and Aristotle not least among them. Such sensitivity, in addition to 
finding support within Lipsius’s text, is consonant with the curricu-
lar reforms Lipsius advocated while posted at the University of 
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Leiden. As Willem Otterspeer has argued in discussing Lipsius’s 
proposed academic alterations,

Lipsius also had very specific ideas about the contents and 
the level of teaching of the arts. He had a great aversion to 
the scholastics as well as to the followers of Ramus. First of 
all, he wanted to return to the original writings of classical 
antiquity, free from the obscure interpretations of scholastic 
interpreters. He wanted to return to Aristotle, but consid-
ered the almost exclusive attention to the Logica far too 
superficial. He advocated the teaching of Aristotle’s Politics, 
his De animalibus and Ethics. He also prescribed other writ-
ers such as Plato, Epictetus, Plutarch and Seneca.172

Lipsius was neither singularly a Tacitean nor singularly a Senecan; 
his prominent sources include Cicero,173 Sallust,174 Xenophon,175 
Thucydides,176 and Aristotle.177 Another consequence of this study 
for the historiography is to note that two concepts taken as central 
in prominent interpretations of Lipsius’s political thought—social 
disciplining (Sozialdisziplinierung), in the case of Gerhard 
Oestreich’s neo-Stoic reading, and prudentia, in the case of some 
Tacitist readings of Lipsius—are both defined in the Politica through 
idioms of rule. Oestreich’s notion of the prominence of discipline 
(Disziplin)178 and social disciplining (Sozialdisziplinierung)179 in 
Lipsius draws heavily on the discussion of building, educating, and 
disciplining an army in Book V of the Politica. As noted, Lipsius 
defines “Militaris Disciplinae” relative to imperium.180 Human 
prudence or prudence in human affairs (Prudentia in Humanis) 
consists in experience of governing (gubernandi).181 Idioms of impe-
rium and rule form the conceptual currency with which both 
prudentia and Lipsian discipline are defined in the Politica. In these 
respects, it may be said that idioms of rule, like imperium, imperare, 
and gubernare, form the terminological fundament of Lipsius’s 
political vocabulary.

In his usage of imperium in the Politica, Lipsius retrieved two 
salient features of the pre-Augustan Roman idiom of imperium: 
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first, the absence of a territorial referent for a term of interpersonal 
order or command and, second, a structured distinction between 
internal and external imperium—imperium domi and imperium 
militiae. One reason that Lipsius has preserved the distinction is 
that he has not ceased to quote and cite pre-Augustan Roman 
sources, in particular Cicero. This idiom of pre-Augustan Roman 
imperium as an idiom of order, obedience, and command fits with 
Lipsius’s use of imperium and imperare to translate Greek terms 
for command—for example, παραγγέλλωσιν182 and ἐπιτάττειν.183 
The idiom of pre-Augustan Roman imperium also fits with Lipsius’s 
definition of imperium in Politica II.i: imperium is a certain, fixed, 
or settled order in judging and obeying.184

Lipsius’s definition of imperium contains an indefinite modifier 
(certum) and two subjective elements (iubendo et parendo), which 
might provoke his readers to question the definiteness of this defi-
nition. Who is to obey whom? Who is to command whom? What 
type of “certain” order is imperium precisely? Imperium is 
deployed by Lipsius with equanimity to define both “principate” 
and “tyranny”—but not to define respublica, a term the Politica 
leaves undefined. The use of imperium in the Lipsian definitions of 
principate, majesty, tyranny, clemency, military discipline, political 
virtue, and political vice demarcates a second semantic range of the 
term: imperium is an idiom that plays a structuring or architectonic 
role within Lipsius’s political terminology and his practice of 
linguistic legislation via definition.

For purposes of clarity, to see what Lipsius both is and is not 
doing, the Lipsian practice of definition and linguistic legislation may 
helpfully be contrasted with the later practice of Thomas Hobbes. 
For Hobbes, undefined terms are senseless terms; undefined terms 
are nonsense.185 Definitions, for Hobbes, state semantic equivalents, 
susceptible to lexical substitutions. Where “memory” is defined as 
“decaying sense,”186 a substitution of “decaying sense” for “memory” 
should be possible wherever the latter appears without any corre-
sponding loss of sense. Definitions, for Hobbes, also serve an exclu-
sionary purpose: definitions define unwanted or untoward meanings 
into illegitimacy.187 Lipsian definitions do not necessarily aim at these 
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purposes. First, it is not clear whether Lipsius regards undefined 
terms (e.g., commercium, respublica) as nonsense: Lipsius uses 
undefined terms as if they were sensible and endued with meaning. 
Second, it is not clear that Lipsian definitions represent specific 
semantic equivalences, for one cannot simply substitute the defini-
tion of imperium (certum ordinem in iubendo et parendo) into the 
definition of principatus (unius imperium) or clementia (Imperiorum 
Lunam) and retain the sense of the latter definitions. Third, it is not 
clear whether Lipsian definition aims to exclude meanings and 
delegitimize usages in the manner of other linguistic legislators. The 
indefinite and subjective elements within Lipsian definitions open 
up a space of negotium sensitive to the negotiation of meaning and 
sense in which political life, in part, consists. Hobbes argued that 
with an axiomatic political theory, scientia civilis could supplant 
prudentia.188 For Lipsius, however, the space of politics that impe-
rium serves to articulate remained a space of ambiguity, polyvalence, 
and prudential negotiation. 
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