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As Gods Among Men: some final
considerations

Guido Alfani *

Taking the contributions to this section—dedicated to Alfani’s As Gods among
Men—as a point of departure, this concluding comment by the author develops
some further reflections on the historical position of the rich in Western societies.
It examines how legal, political, and social constraints shape elite behaviour, espe-
cially when economic and political power become concentrated in the same hands.
It also considers patronage and magnificence as means through which private
wealth is transformed into public benefit while generating prestige, influence, and
legitimacy.

It is certainly a great honour to be asked to write a brief final comment on a
collection of articles focusing on my own book, As Gods Among Men. A History
of the Rich in the West.¹ Let me begin by saying that I am deeply grateful to the
authors for their insightful comments, as well as to Michele Campopiano and
Lorenzo Coccoli who have edited the volume. All the authors highlight aspects
of the complex history of the rich that I could certainly have developed better.
Of course, there is also space for disagreement or, more precisely, for some
differences in interpretation and perspective, but it would be rather sterile to

* Bocconi University, Milan, Dondena Centre for Research on Social Dynamics
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¹ Guido Alfani, As Gods Among Men. A History of the Rich in the West (Princeton University Press,
2023).
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provide a lengthy and point-by-point discussion. Instead, I will highlight only
a few points, using them as an opportunity for further reflection.

In his comment, Maarten Prak highlights the fact that the historical behavior
of the rich is shaped by constraints, usually in ways that induce them to exer-
cise some moderation in their dealings with the rest of society. Joshua Barkan,
by contrast, focuses on law and legal forms, which, as he argues, “structure the
pathways to affluence and the social position of the rich”. In my view, the legal
framework is one of the factors that constrain the behaviour of the rich—and
indeed, I am well aware of the fact that such constraints exist. When, in As Gods
Among Men, I discuss the rich as a “fragile” social group, always in need of find-
ing some sort of legitimation, I am pointing in exactly this direction: the various
sources of this fragility constitute just as many constraints on the behaviour of
the wealthy. A rich person had to be wary, in medieval and early modern times,
of showing off his wealth when the rest of population was starving; if he (or,
more rarely, she) seemed in any way insensitive to the plight of the masses, he
could become the object of violence and vandalism, and lose part of his assets
to arson or robbery—or lose his life altogether to vengeful pitchforks…

The threat of violence, in western history, has always been a powerful con-
straint on the actions of the rich. It was attenuated by the progressive rise of
the modern state, which was better able not only to tax, but also to protect the
economic elites—especially where, as in the Dutch Republic, which is the focus
of Prak’s article, those economic elites also controlled politics and government.
This is a very important point because, as Barkan points out, the state is ul-
timately a reflection of how society and economy are structured: it does not
only constrain action (as we could presume based on the New Institutional Eco-
nomics approach, at least in his original formulation à la Douglass C. North¹),
but it also enables it and, importantly, it is in constant transformation under
the pressure of individual action. So, in a society where there is some sort of
formal divide between those holding political and economic power (which, ac-
cording to MaxWeber, was exactly the case when, under the feudal system, the
bourgeoisie began its inexorable rise²), the constraints on the behavior of the

¹ Douglass C. North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1990).
² Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology (University of California
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rich would be different and, indeed, stronger than in societies in which all the
resources—economic, social, and cultural—are in the same hands.

This reflection, perhaps, leads to a more nuanced, and somewhat less opti-
mistic, interpretation of early modern republics compared to that offered by
Prak. In my own study of the Republic of Venice, the southern counterpart and
rival of the Dutch Republic, I have highlighted that although it was undoubtedly
possible that, at least for a while, the economic elites governed with the collec-
tive interest at heart, the moment their private interests started to diverge from
the collective they developed a rather different behavior: indeed, a “predatory”
behavior.¹ It is when all the resources are concentrated in the same hands that
inequality can become most extreme, and that the rich can approach the sta-
tus of being, within the polity, “as God is among men”: a threat against which
Aristotle had already warned us more than two millennia ago.

When I developed this point in my book, I could not draw any analogies
with what is now very recent history indeed (the book was published, in its
first English edition, in early December 2023): the current American adminis-
tration, led by a billionaire President and involving, in various roles, a dozen
other billionaires (including, at least at the beginning, the richest man in the
world, Elon Musk). In modern times, there has never been, in the United States
as well as in any other western democracy, an administration so blatantly dom-
inated by super-wealth. Historically, this is very interesting because, about a
century ago, the United States was a pioneer in trying to protect democratic

Press, 1978, first ed. 1956).
¹ Guido Alfani and Matteo Di Tullio, The Lion’s Share: Inequality and the Rise of the Fiscal State
in Preindustrial Europe (Cambridge University Press, 2019); Guido Alfani, “Meritocracy in Histor-
ical Perspective”, The Annals of the American Academy, 2026, forthcoming. About the concept of
“predatory elites”, see Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, and James A. Robinson, “Institutions as
a fundamental cause of long-run growth”, in Handbook of economic growth, vol. 1A, ed. Philippe
Aghion and Steven N. Durlauf (North-Holland, 2006), 386-472.
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institutions from being captured by great wealth… I am referring to the period
of the fight against the so-called “money trust”: a small group of super-rich in-
dividuals who, supposedly, already controlled the finances and the economy of
the country and who many feared might have been tempted to acquire control
of its politics as well. In the early twentieth century, mobilization against the
money trust involved a draconian application of antitrust law (the Sherman Act
dates to 1890) as well as, when the outbreak of World War I provided the per-
fect excuse to do so, fiscal reforms aimed at much more intense, and far more
progressive, taxation of virtually everything: income, wealth, and inheritances.

Today, the United States is a very different country. From the beginning of
the new millennium, antitrust legislation (still based on the Sherman Act) has
been applied in a rather lax way, at least compared to the first half of the twen-
tieth century, and this is certainly something that complicates, but also makes
more interesting, our understanding of how “legal forms” can shape historical
developments. Culture has changed as well, namely by making the voters more
accepting of the direct political involvement of the super-rich. These are only
some of the preconditions for the appearance of a billionaire-dominated govern-
ment. More to the point, should we expect that, by participating in the adminis-
tration, the behavior of the rich will be more constrained (possibly because of a
sense of commitment to the community of voters who brought them to power)
or less so? Western philosophers and political thinkers, en masse, would argue
that the second scenario is the most likely—and some support for this view
can also be found in the historical development of early modern republics (the
Venetian, the Genoese, and the Dutch as well), all following a broadly similar
pattern. Even admitting that in some early phases (which, indeed, could be very
long phases) the economic elites govern with the collective interest in mind, at
some point, and usually when economic stagnation sets in, the temptation to
appropriate, de facto if not formally, public resources proves irresistible… after
all, who will prevent them from doing so, if the state—which they control—has
achieved a monopoly of violence, or is close to achieving it?
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Today as in the past, as I have already mentioned, the rich are also interested
in controlling cultural resources, which can be used to bolster their public im-
age and to acquire influence and legitimation. There is no doubt that a history
of the rich in the West should also consider their role as patrons of the arts. I
think that highlighting this role does not mean, as Tom Nichols suggests, “can-
cel[ing]… the potentially formative role of the relatively lowly and typically
non-rich artists in the production of artworks”—or at least, not any more than
attributing Saint Peter’s dome to Michelangelo Buonarroti “cancels” the role
played by the workers who erected it. Especially when large-scale building is
concerned, which is the aspect of the rich’s patronage that I cover in greater
detail, the simple funding of a project is necessary to make it possible. What
is more, in some particularly relevant cases the rich person had highly innova-
tive ideas of his or her own about what to build. Consider the case of the great
Tuscan merchant Francesco di Marco Datini who, in the fifteenth century, estab-
lished the Spedale degli Innocenti in Florence, the first orphanage specifically for
abandoned children: the design of the building was provided by the great archi-
tect Filippo Brunelleschi, who made it a masterpiece of the artistic style of the
early Renaissance, but the idea of bequeathing a large sum of (his own) money
to erect a hospital for abandoned children was Francesco Datini’s. Another ex-
ample is Jacob Fugger “the Elder”, the great banker from Augsburg, who in the
sixteenth century created the Fuggerei, a very early experiment in social hous-
ing, which is also very relevant to the history of architecture as it incorporated
innovating principles such as spatial standardization and community-focused
urban planning. Jacob Fugger himself went as far as drafting the criteria for ad-
mission and the rules of good conduct for those who were to be given access to
it. More generally, the idea that the person who pays for these large-scale con-
struction projects is ultimately responsible for them underpins the very concept
of magnificence, which literally means “to do great deeds”. Magnificence is an
attribute of the wealthy patron or donor, not of the artists or the workers who
devised or brought into being whatever the “deed” might be—an aqueduct, a
church, a magnificent palace…

Magnificence is one of the possible ways through which the rich can acquire
legitimacy; indeed, as argued by the fifteenth-century Neapolitan humanist Gio-
vanni Pontano, it can be understood as a way of “changing private wealth into
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public benefit”.¹ As rightly pointed out by Enza Perdichizzi, magnificence is a
public virtue and, as such, it can also be seen by “absolute” rulers as a threat to
their authority (as was discovered, in the seventeenth century, by Nicolas Fou-
quet, the over-ambitious finance minister of Louis XIV). Rulers, after all, were
entirely correct in fearing that the practice of magnificence also channeled po-
litical claims: magnificence is the virtue of a ruler, as clarified by Plato inThe Re-
public when discussing the qualities that the “philosopher-king” must possess,
or by Pontano himself, who argued that in his own age (the early Renaissance)
the best example of magnificence had been provided by Cosimo de’ Medici,
then the de facto ruler of Florence. This is also something that we should bear
in mind when looking at today’s societies, when we applaud the “great deeds”
done by at least somemodern billionaires. Even if we assume that all such deeds
are broadly in the common interest (which is perhaps a questionable claim),
we tend to use, to describe and somehow “classify” them, much more anodyne
words, like “philanthropy” or “giving”—words that might hide motivations that
are not entirely selfless (note that a great deed can be, at the same time, useful
to the collectivity and to its patron). But words, and language in general, also
constrain how we behave because they constrain how we think, so maybe we
should consider restoring the term magnificence to modern parlance, if only to
make more explicit the kind of bargain that we are offered—that is, we should
remember that if we say, for example, “Elon the Magnificent”, we actually mean
“Elon, the would-be ruler who does great deeds”.
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