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Introduction

At the present time most people are aware that liberal-
ism is in the throes of a major crisis. Unfortunately, the
full significance of the crisis is less adequately under-
stood. If liberalism were simply an offshoot of laissez-
faire capitalism, as some would have us believe, there
would be nothing especially disturbing about the possi-
bility that it might prove incapable of coping with the
conditions of an increasingly monopolistic world. The
only problem would be to relegate it, as rapidly and as
painlessly as possible, to the graveyard of outworn polit-
ical conceptions. But modern liberalism is not in reality
the property of a single social group, nor are its adherents
confined to the supporters of any one economic system.
It is the modern embodiment of all the characteristic
traditions of Western politics. If liberalism fails to sur-
vive, it will mean the end of the Western political tradi-
tion. This lends a more than passing interest to the con-
temporary crisis.

In view of the narrowly partisan uses to which the
term is often put, there might seem to be some difficulty
in identifying liberalism with the general problem of West-
ern civilization. In its normal contemporary meaning,
however, the word “liberal” embraces all those who be-
lieve in the ideals and institutions of constitutional de-
mocracy. Social democrats, laissez-faire industrialists,
Christian democrats, and other liberal groups, while
differing widely in their social and economic objectives,
are united in their acceptance of certain political prin-
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ciples. Modern liberalism believes that freedom under
law is the proper condition of man, and that the main-
tenance of that freedom depends on the subordination of
government officials to the dictates of independently or-
ganized agencies of public opinion. In one form or an-
other, these beliefs have always been the characteristic
assumptions of Western politics. Totalitarianism, with its
emphasis on self-determining and uncontrolled political
authority, is radically opposed to the liberal conception
of government. At a time, therefore, when totalitarianism
stands as the only alternative to constitutional democracy,
the acceptance or rejection of modern liberalism involves
nothing less than the acceptance or rejection of the West-
ern political tradition.

Ever since the days of ancient Greece and Rome the
concept of freedom under law has been the distinguish-
ing feature of political life in the West. In many highly
civilized societies men have tried to achieve social order
by ethical rather than by legal means. Through precept
and example they have endeavored to create individuals
with a highly trained sense of ethical obligation, on the as-
sumption that individuals thus trained could be trusted
to rule their fellows on the basis of enlightened discre-
tion, with a minimum of reference to fixed legal rules. This
mode of thought stands poles apart from the normal
Western habit, which has been to emphasize jurisprudence
rather than ethics as the core of politics. The object of
most Western thinkers has been to establish a society in
which every individual, with a minimum of dependence
on the discretionary authority of his rulers, would en-
joy the privilege and responsibility of determining his
own conduct within a previously defined framework of
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legal rights and duties. Since law, with its Procrustean
generalizations, is at best a clumsy instrument of social
action, the result of this emphasis on jurisprudence has
been to deprive the West of many of the ethical refine-
ments of other civilizations. Precisely because of its rigid-
ity, on the other hand, the existence of a stable legal order
has had the compensating advantage of making life
comparatively secure and calculable. Most of the charac-
teristic achievements of the Western world, including its
miracles of industrial and bureaucratic organization,
are the product of a centuries-long attempt to rationalize
human conduct in terms of an effective rule of law. This
is the specifically Western contribution to the history of
mankind.

Modern liberalism is the secular form of Western civi-
lization. If law is to serve as a reliable check on the acts of
public officials, it is necessary that there should be some
external agency strong enough to hold those officials to
the performance of their legal duties. During the Middle
Ages the concept of the rule of law found its primary sanc-
tion in the institutions of the Christian religion. Obedience
to the law was a duty ordained by God, and enforced by
the moral authority of a universal church which claimed
the right to hold all secular rulers within the limits of
their divinely appointed function. With the advent of the
Renaissance and Reformation, however, religious sanc-
tions became increasingly ineffective as a basis for political
and social action. The breakdown of religious unity and
the rise of secularization deprived the church of the moral
authority which had previously enabled it to restrain the
discretion of secular rulers. The ensuing growth of state
absolutism threatened for a time to destroy the traditional
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conception of freedom under law in favor of royal absolut-
ism. In the long run, however, the Western tradition
proved strong enough to outlive the religious sanctions on
which it originally rested. During the centuries which fol-
lowed the rise of absolute monarchy, the Western world
slowly succeeded in reéstablishing its old habits of
thought and action on purely secular foundations. Natural
law theories arose to unite religiously divided or indiffer-
ent men in support of universal norms which, like the
divinely sanctioned laws of an earlier age, would serve
to limit the discretion of otherwise absolute rulers.
Through the growth of parliamentary institutions, and
through the awakening of successive social classes to a
sense of political responsibility, the Western world moved
toward the creation of organized communities of citizens
which, like the orgauized church-community of medieval
times, acquired moral authority sufficient to control the
operations of many modern states. The history of the
various movements which contributed to this result is
the history of modern liberalism. Through the develop-
ment of parliamentary democracy as a secular substitute
for the declining political authority of the church, the
concept of freedom under law was able once again to
assume its traditional place as the guiding principle of
Western civilization.

The contemporary crisis is a repetition, on the secular
plane, of the crisis which accompanied the collapse of
Christian unity in the course of the sixteenth century.
When the men of the Renaissance and Reformation lost
confidence in the institutions of the universal church,
royal absolutism threatened for a time to become the
dominant form of Western government. The rise of total-
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itarian movements in our own time marks the beginning
of a similar withdrawal of confidence from the institu-
tions of constitutional democracy, and points to the pos-
sibility of a comparable absolutist reaction. Will par-
liamentary institutions prove more successful than the
medieval church in retaining the allegiance of the Western
world? Or will they likewise fail to maintain a generally
effective basis for the concept of freedom under law?
These are the questions which must lie uppermost in
the mind of anyone who is concerned with the problems
of contemporary politics.

The importance of the issue points to the need for a
careful reassessment of the historic position of modern
liberalism. Although the past does not determine the
future absolutely, it does much to define and to limit the
possibilities of future action. In order to make the most
of their remaining opportunities, the supporters of con-
stitutional government should acquaint themselves with
the strengths and weaknesses of their inherited system of
thought. Insofar as modern liberalism has already suc-
ceeded in finding ideal and institutional equivalents
for the deeply rooted traditions of Western politics, it is
in a strong position to resist the pressure of hostile forces.
Insofar as it has failed to do so, it betrays weaknesses
which, unless promptly remedied, may be fatal to the
existence of Western civilization. The defense and ex-
tension of modern liberalism calls, therefore, for a thor-
ough awareness of the traditions on which it has been
built, and for a realistic appraisal of those factors in re-
cent historical development which have inhibited its
efforts to adapt those traditions to modern conditions. Al-
though constitutional democracy is a comparatively re-
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cent phenomenon, its present significance can only be
understood in the light of its place in the general history of
the Western world. To analyze the problem of modemn
liberalism from this standpoint is the purpose of the
following study.



The Political Tradition
of the West






1

The Origins
of Western Legalism

In its emphasis on the conception of freedom under
law, the modern world stands in a direct line of inheri-
tance from ancient Greece and Rome. This is, indeed, the
vital point of contact between ancient and modern times,
and gives the modern world its genuine claim to be the
exponent of an unbroken classical tradition. It is true that
nothing in many respects could be farther removed from
the present day than the conditions of life in classical
antiquity. This makes it all the more important for us to
understand the circumstances which attended the birth
of Western legalism. In the classical period the Greeks
themselves felt that the unique experience of life in the
city state had set them apart from other peoples, opening
an almost unbridgeable gulf between Greek and bar-
barian. The difficulties of understanding and communica-
tion which beset contemporary Westerners in their con-
tact with other cultures indicate that this peculiarity of the
Western mind has never been overcome. No analysis of
the problems of contemporary liberalism would be com-
plete without a consideration of the conditions which, at
the dawn of its history, did so much to set Western civiliza-
tion upon its distinctive course of development.

In most parts of the world, the emergence of great civili-
zations has been effected by bureaucratic means. If a
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people is to advance beyond the limits of a rather simple
culture, it must be able to command material resources
sufficient to insure that some at least of its members shall
enjoy a degree of wealth and leisure above the level of
mere subsistence. If it is to avoid the sterility of narrow
provincialism, it must also have military resources suffi-
cient to enable it to participate in the main currents of
contemporary life without losing its capacity for self-
determination. These requirements can usually be met
in no other way than by the establishment of large mili-
tary empires supported by an efficient bureaucratic ma-
chine. By subjecting large numbers of local communities to
the rule of a single military authority, and by drawing on
the resources of the subject population for the support of
a privileged ruling group, imperial conquerors have often
succeeded in creating the material conditions for ad-
vanced cultural achievement. Thus the advance of civili-
zation has normally been at the expense of local communi-
ties, and the problem of government has been to develop
a military and bureaucratic organization capable of in-
suring the maximum exploitation of local resources. The
history of China, Egypt, and many other famous centers
of civilization bears witness to the efficacy of these means.

The peculiarity of the Greeks and Romans lies in that
they were able to achieve a high degree of civilization on a
communal rather than on a bureaucratic basis. During the
formative period of classical history, city states were the
typical form of political organization. Because of the un-
usual geographic and other features of the Mediterranean
world, small and tightly integrated societies were able,
under the conditions of military and administrative
technique then prevailing, to maintain their local in-
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dependence and at the same time to participate in the
great historic events of the time. It is true that the culture
of the city states, like those of the neighboring Asiatic
empires, rested in large measure on the exploitation of
subject populations. Slavery was everywhere an impor-
tant factor, and some of the more powerful states, most
notably Sparta, were also able to draw upon the resources
of nonservile but unenfranchised dependent communities.
In comparison, however, with the vast areas and popula-
tions controlled by the Asiatic empires, these subject
groups were remarkably small, and could be managed
without resort to elaborate administrative procedures. By
ancient and by modern standards alike, the material
basis thus provided for the development of cultural activi-
ties was rather narrow. In material luxury none of the city
states could bear comparison with the neighboring im-
perial cultures. But if the wealth of these small communi-
ties did not permit the building of pyramids, it sufficed
to provide the citizen body with a considerable amount of
leisure, and to encourage a high level of cultural achieve-
ment.

Because of the peculiar nature of its political develop-
ment, the ancient world was faced from the beginning
with unusual political problems. Whereas organizations
like the Asiatic empires had had to concern themselves
with questions of large-scale military and bureaucratic
organization, the city states were under no similar com-
pulsion. The administrative needs of small communities
are relatively simple, and can be met by correspondingly
sitaple means. At the height of its power the city state of
Athens, for example, was able to get along with adminis-
trative procedures of a rudimentary sort. Public business
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was 5o organized that most important functions fell within
the competence of ordinary citizens, without the aid of a
professional civil service. From the beginning the decisive
questions of Greek life tended, therefore, to be political
rather than administrative in character. Since the city
state was a community of citizens, the maintenance of an
effective communal spirit was a matter of supreme im-
portance. If the citizen body maintained its inner loyalty
and cohesion, all was well. If it became divided against
itself through the conflict of private or class interests, noth-
ing could save 1t from disaster. To secure a basis for har-
monious group action was therefore the crucial problem
of ancient politics.

In their attempts to solve this problem, the statesmen of
antiquity were unanimous in the belief that law was the
only force capable of uniting the city-state community.
This was not an original discovery, but a continuation of
earlier traditions. Like most primitive peoples, the in-
habitants of the ancient world had lived originally in
small tribal or local communities governed in accordance
with immemorial custom. As wusual in such contexts,
political power was largely judicial in character. Authority
rested in the hands of village or tribal elders who were
thought to be especially qualified to apply the traditional
rules of social behavior. Unquestioning respect for the
customary law was the bond of union between members
of the community, and the source of all legitimate power.
In most parts of the world, primitive legalism waned with
the progress of civilization. Large territorial empires,
which seek to unite many different communities with
widely varying customs, can hardly hope to establish their
authority on a common traditional basis. In the earlier
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stages of imperial expansion organized power, in the form
of efficient military and civilian bureaucracies, must there-
fore take the place of law as a bond of union among men.
No such necessity existed in the case of the city state. Al-
though somewhat larger than the tribal and village com-
munities it replaced, the new political unit differed from
its predecessors in degree rather than in kind. With a
population so small and homogeneous, there could still
be hope of securing unity by legal rather than by bureau-
cratic means. To expand the concept of law to meet the
needs of the city-state community became the guiding
preoccupation of classical politics. In this way important
elements of primitive legalism were preserved to serve as
a basis for the development of Western politics.

In its relation to the problem of law the city state was in
a different position, on the other hand, from that of a truly
primitive community. Under the relatively static con-
ditions prevailing in most primitive societies, unquestion-
ing adherence to custom may provide an adequate answer
to the needs of social life. But the ancient Greeks were
an extremely dynamic and progressive people. The crea-
tion of the city state itself constituted a break with the
tradition of earlier tribal and local groups. Through their
vigorous participation in colonization, through their wide-
spread trading interests, and through various other con-
tacts with the changing currents of Mediterranean life,
the more important city states were subject to influences
which called for constant readjustments of domestic and
foreign policy. Interest groups soon discovered that the
co 1trol of state policy was a matter of life or death. Bitter
factional cleavages and open class warfare emerged as a
perpetually threatening factor in Greek political life. In



8 Political Tradition of the West

the earlier stages of class conflict the attempt could still
be made to resolve it by appealing to traditional law.
When the lower classes in Athens, for example, lost con-
fidence in the impartiality of aristocratic magistrates
judging in accordance with unwritten custom, it was
possible to allay their discontent for a time by reducing
custom to the form of a written code, known as the Dra-
conian Law. In the long run, however, people who found
themselves oppressed by changing social conditions could
not be content to abide by the usages of an earlier age.
Conscious effort had constantly to be made to devise new
institutions to meet new needs. Thus the city state was
forced to abandon the primitive view of law as an un-
questioned traditional force, and to look upon it as a
problem of creative statesmanship, to be solved by the
deliberate efforts of men.

The result was to set a pattern decisive not only for
ancient Greece, but for the future of Western civilization.
Unlike the Chinese and other highly civilized peoples,
whose political thought always tended to be ethical rather
than legal in character, the Greeks had from the beginning
to devote most of their political energies to the creation
and enforcement of law. Leaders like Solon, who in the
Far East would have been content to mould society by
ethical precept and example, found their highest form of
usefulness as legislators, restoring harmony to faction-
ridden cities by appropriate constitutional innovations.
The idea that moral and intellectual leadership is incom-
plete until it has been embodied in law was thereby fixed
in the Greek tradition, achieving its most lasting expressjon
in the political writings of Plato and Aristotle. This icea
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still continues as a distinguishing feature of the Western
world.

Preoccupation with the problem of law expressed itself
not only in the careers of outstanding thinkers but also in
the lives of ordinary men. In the Greek democracies the
making and enforcement of law was a responsibility of
the entire citizen body. The citizens of Periclean Athens
spent a startlingly large proportion of their time in the
work of legislative assemblies, or as members of citizen
juries. To some extent even the competition of political
parties assumed judicial form. In the attempt to under-
mine the position of opposition leaders, prosecutions for
alleged violations of law became a well-established pro-
cedure. For an ambitious newcomer the effective man-
agement of such a prosecution was one of the surest roads
to political advancement. Few societies have ever gone so
far in orienting the lives of its citizens toward legislative
and judicial institutions.

The specific institutions of the Greek city state were
short-lived, and have no modern parallel. Their impor-
tance lies in that they gave the Western world a new
political ideal, the ideal of civic freedom. In the course of
history most societies have thought that the good life was
to be attained by making men the obedient subjects of wise
and enlightened rulers. Although the responsibility of the
individual for the conduct of his own affairs might be
considerable, it was to be exercised only within limits set
by the incalculable discretion of higher powers. Nothing
could be farther from the attitude of the ancient Greeks.
Because of their belief in law as the essential bond of
union among men, it was impossible for them to be con-
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tent with the exercise of purely discretionary authority.
The rights and duties of public officials and of private
citizens alike were defined by legal provisions which
tended, with the passage of time and the improvement
of legislative technique, to become increasingly specific.
The result was to give men an unusual range of personal
freedom and responsibility. Within the known and cal-
culable limits set by law, all citizens were at liberty to seek
their own version of the good life, without having to
reckon with the discretion of personal rulers. It is true
that the scope of legal regulation was comparatively wide.
It is also true that, in a society as compact and closely
integrated as the ancient city state, informal social pres-
sures sufficed to impose a large measure of conformity.
In comparison with the situation of most other peoples,
however, the civic freedom of the ancient Greeks was a
remarkable achievement. The funeral speech of Pericles is
an eloquent expression of the pride which they them-
selves took in this particular accomplishment. Although
the picture of Athenian democracy there presented is no
doubt idealized, the ideal itself has been a source of last-
ing inspiration.

The influence of Greek legalism, far from being confined
to the field of politics, affected the general character of
Western thought. People whose experience of the in-
tellectual process has been confined within the framework
of a single culture are apt to assume that the ways of
thinking characteristic of that culture are part of the im-
mutable order of nature. When various civilizations are
compared, however, it becomes apparent that styles of
thought are hardly less variable than styles of architec-
ture or dress. In their contacts with the Far East, Europe-
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ans have been constantly baffled by the necessity of deal-
ing with men whose conduct seemed by Western
standards to be hopelessly vague and illogical. The initial
reaction was to conclude that Asiatics were people of in-
ferior intelligence. More intimate acquaintance with the
achievements of the Oriental civilizations soon demon-
strated the absurdity of this view. The real difficulty lay
in the fact that the foundations of Western culture were
conditioned by the experiences of the ancient city state,
while the Far Eastern cultures originated under the con-
ditions of bureaucratic imperialism. Because of the widely
different setting in which they arose, intellectual develop-
ments in these two areas followed widely divergent paths.
Present difficulties of communication between East and
West are a result of these divergencies of historic experi-
ence.

The characteristic feature of Far Eastern thought is a
tendency to avoid sharp logical distinctions, and to em-
phasize the underlying identity of apparently irrecon-
cilable phenomena. In this it reflects the normal needs
of a society held together by ethical rather than by legal
bonds. In any sphere of life, such as the field of contem-
porary labor relations, where the range of accepted
legal principles is insufficient to provide a basis for judicial
action, the only method of resolving social conflict, with-
out the use of force, is to resort to a process of arbitration
and compromise. Under the conditions of bureaucratic
and military technique prevailing in early times, the
widely extended empires of the Far East generally lacked
the power to assert thoroughgoing judicial authority over
their subject populations. They had therefore to confine
coercive action within a narrow range of particularly vital
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questions, and to rely on arbitration as the general means
of achieving social harmony. By inculcating men with
common respect for certain broad ethical principles, like
those of the Confucians, they tried to create a basis on
which morally respected leaders could eliminate poten-
tial conflicts by the use of arbitral methods. Since the art
of the arbitrator consists in minimizing rather than em-
phasizing the differences among men, the best intellectual
talents of the Far East were accordingly directed to the
avoidance of conceptual clarity. Every experienced orator
knows that the best way of evoking unanimous response
from a heterogeneous audience is to refer to vague con-
cepts, such as Americanism, which have the advantage of
being so unclearly defined that every hearer can approve
of them in his own particular way. The fact that exact
definition tends to divide rather than to unite men was
well known to the sages of the Orient. Experience taught
them that the most effective way of accomplishing their
mission was to embody their thought in gnomic sayings
and allusive anecdotes. All the resources of philosophy
converged on the task of showing that the differences to
which unenlightened men cling are actually embraced
within a higher unity. Thus the distinctive experience of
bureaucratic imperialism gave rise to a distinctive pattern
of thought which still exerts profound influence over a
large part of the human race.

Western thought, on the other hand, has always been
litigious in character. Ever since the time of the ancient
Greeks it has been dominated by the feeling that logic
is the basic weapon for the discovery of truth. To classify
reality in terms of a system of clearly defined categories
is the essence of the logical process. It is also the basis of
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all judicial action. The task of the judge, as distinguished
from the arbitrator, is to decide whether a given set of
facts does or does not fall within the scope of a defi-
nite legal principle with definite legal consequences. To
achieve the highest possible degree of clarity in the
definition of concepts, and the utmost subtlety in the
distinguishing of actual cases, is the objective of juristic
thought. Because of their intense preoccupation with legal
problems, citizens of the ancient city states grew so fa-
miliar with this way of thinking that it became second
nature to them. In the Socratic dialogues an essentially
litigious process of defining categories and distinguishing
cases is relied upon as a means to the discovery of phil-
osophic truth. To a modern reader the dangers and weak-
nesses of the Socratic method are often painfully apparent.
By forcing his interlocutor to choose between successive
pairs of falsely defined alternatives, the lawyer-like in-
genuity of the philosopher often succeeds in evoking the
inevitable, “By Zeus, Socrates, you are right!” in support
of the most unlikely propositions. Just as the besetting sin
of the arbitrator is to stifle real differences in the name of
a fictitious unity, the temptation of the jurist is to violate
common sense by hair-splitting and unrealistic distinc-
tions. In its amazing triumphs of systematic analysis, and
also in its tendency to disruptive logical extremism, the
history of Western thought bears witness to its legalistic
origins.

The development of the natural sciences, which in
recent times has become the most striking feature of
Western civilization, is also a direct inheritance from the
legalism of classical antiquity. For the ancient Greeks,
as for most primitive people, it was natural to look upon
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the gods as friends and protectors of the communities in
which they were worshipped. When the maintenance
of law came to be regarded as indispensable to the life of
the city state, divine sanction for the welfare of the com-
munity took the form of a belief that the gods approved
of lawful and disapproved of unlawful action. From this
it was only a step to the assumption that the order of the
material universe, for which the gods were also respon-
sible, was likewise governed by law rather than by caprice.
Greek philosophers accordingly began to look for under-
lying laws which would explain the observed phenomena
of nature. Since the methods of scientific investigation
were as yet relatively undeveloped, many of the hypoth-
eses advanced by these early natural scientists were more
or less fantastic. The results achieved in many fields were,
however, sufficient to show that the basic scientific con-
ception of an observable lawful order was capable of
serving as a useful basis for inquiry. Although this point
of view was largely submerged in the Middle Ages, it came
forward with the revival of Greek studies in the period of
the Renaissance to provide the starting point for modern
scientific development.

From the political standpoint the most important con-
sequence of the rise of natural science lay in its relation
to the development of natural-law concepts. One of the
most interesting phases of intellectual history is the way
in which hypotheses originally developed in one field of
experience are often applied with even greater success to
another field, and then return with enhanced prestige to
exert fresh influence in the field of their origin. The history
of law provides a characteristic example of this recurrent
phenomenon. When law first emerged as the primary
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preoccupation of the city state, the sanctions which sup-
ported it were largely religious in character. Oracles and
other direct manifestations of the divine will helped to
justify the work of great legislators, and obedience to the
law appeared as a religious duty. As the older forms of
religious belief began to fade with the advance of civi-
lization, the effectiveness of religious sanctions suffered a
corresponding decline. Before this decline had proceeded
very far, however, the independent prestige of natural
science had become so great that it was possible to use it
to give the legalistic conception of politics a new and
more compelling sanction. In the later stages of Greek
intellectual life a considerable amount of energy was
devoted to the task of developing a scientific form of
jurisprudence. Just as the Greek physicians had made
substantial progress in the science of medicine by clas-
sifying the various types of human constitution, and defin-
ing the laws to be observed in maintaining the health of
cach, political scientists like Plato and Aristotle proceeded
to subject the various types of political constitution to a
similar process of classification and analysis. Their purpose
was to defend the laws of the city state not merely as re-
ligious obligations but as natural conditions which could
be violated only at the expense of the health of the com-
munity. The methods of natural science were used to
provide new sanctions for the maintenance of that lawful
order among men from which the natural sciences them-
selves had derived their original inspiration.

In spite of its striking achievements, however, the Greek
experiment in freedom under law was finally unsuccessful.
To a large extent this failure was due to the inability of
the city state to provide a basis for effective international
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order. Law to the ancient Greeks was a strictly civic affair,
a privilege and an obligation limited to the citizens of a
particular community. Even in those cases where a new
colony was founded by members of a single city state, it
was seldom possible within the framework of existing legal
conceptions to provide for the retention of any sort of
common citizenship. In order to maintain joint defense in
the face of barbarian pressure, and to prevent the Greek
world from dissolving into a chaos of mutually warring
states, it was necessary, on the other hand, to discover
forms of leadership transcending state bounds. Through
the efforts of Athens, Sparta, and other powerful cities, a
considerable measure of unity was achieved from time to
time. Because of their unwillingness to extend civic rights
beyond the limits of their own borders, these cities were
able to maintain their hegemony only by the use of
naked power, reducing subject communities to a status of
legal inferiority. In a society long accustomed to regarding
freedom under law as the right of all free men, this type of
dominance could only lead to widespread dissatisfaction
and rebellion. In the absence of any persuasive principle
of legitimacy, the power of no single city was sufficient in
the long run to compel lasting obedience. Thus the history
of ancient Greece resolved itself into a futile conflict of
rival imperialisms. This conflict did not end until the moral
and physical energies of the Greek people had been ex-
hausted.

Even within the limits of the city state, moreover, the
problem of law was never wholly solved. The purpose of
the great legislators was to eliminate class conflict by
devising institutions which would satisfy the minimum
interests of all members of the community. In socially
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conservative states like Sparta, political stability was
achieved on this basis. Because of their rapidly changing
needs, however, the more progressive communities were
seldom able to give lasting assent to any given consti-
tutional arrangement. In a society where the entire citizen
body was actively engaged in the conduct of government,
it was difficult to maintain a clear distinction between
legislative and constitutional authority. Public opinion
could hardly impose constitutional limits on the conduct
of government in a situation where the public itself was
directly and continuously engaged in the management of
public affairs. When a given interest group gained control
over the machinery of the state, there was nothing to
prevent it from asserting its power at the expense of its
rivals. In the face of uninhibited class legislation, control
over the legislature became a matter of life or death for all
social classes. The result was an interminable series of
civil wars, in which successive groups of citizens wore
themselves out in an attempt to impose their interests on
the rest of the population. In domestic as well as in foreign
affairs, the conditions of Greek life made it difficult to
maintain or develop legal standards acceptable to the
community as a whole. The ensuing conflict could only
end with the collapse of Greek civilization.

The failure of the ancient Greeks to develop a pro-
fessional legal caste was a secondary but important factor
in this process of decay. In societies where trained spe-
cialists play a major part in the making and enforcement
of law, professional standards may serve even in the midst
of change to insure a certain measure of traditional conti-
nuity in the development of legal institutions. The un-
specialized character of Greek political life deprived it of
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this resource. In the deliberations of popular assemblies,
legislative proposals were introduced and discussed by
ordinary citizens, without the benefit of informed advice
as to their conformity or lack of conformity with the exist-
ing body of law. In the courts citizen juries decided ques-
tions of law and fact without the guidance of profes-
sionally qualified judges. The resulting obstacles to the
maintenance of an effective rule of law are clearly visible
in the surviving forensic speeches of Demosthenes and
other Attic orators. In the absence of a presiding officer
qualified to hold proceedings within the bounds of law
or evidence, trials all too easily degenerated into oratorical
contests, with victory as the prize for him who showed the
most unscrupulous skill in distorting facts and arousing
emotions. The rule of law, if it is to be maintained in
practice as well as in theory, calls for a high degree of
skill and sophistication in the use of legislative and ju-
dicial techniques. By its failure to create professional
opportunities for the acquiring of such techniques, the
Greek city state was precluded from realizing its own
ideal of freedom under law.

By the end of the fifth century, the disappointments
consequent upon these various weaknesses were already
undermining the prestige of Greek legalism. In some cases,
disillusionment found expression in an attitude of moral
cynicism. When the law, once revered as the foundation
of all public morality, appeared as a mere instrument of
class warfare, it was natural for many to conclude that
power rather than morality was the real basis of politics.
The influence of the less reputable Sophists was largely
due to the fact that they, as professional teachers of
rhetoric and other persuasive arts, were able to promise
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their pupils increased power and influence by giving them
skill in the use and abuse of legal processes. For people
like Plato, on the other hand, disillusionment with the
current state of affairs led to different but hardly less
damaging conclusions. Convinced that the good life could
only be achieved on an ethical basis, they devoted them-
selves to the discovery of universal moral standards
unsullied by the imperfections of existing institutions.
Although they initially had some hope of using their
insight to reform and invigorate the life of the city state,
their dream of political influence was uniformly disap-
pointed. The result, in the later stages of political dis-
integration, was to lead the more advanced thinkers to
adopt an attitude of increasing aloofness from the prob-
lems of practical politics. Abandoning earlier confidence
in the possibility of translating ethics into law, they came
to look upon morality as a personal problem, to be
achieved by enlightened individuals and private groups
in more or less voluntary isolation from the general life of
society. Through their efforts no less than through the
moral cynicism of others, belief in the essential connection
between law and ethics was seriously threatened. One of
the most characteristic modes of Western thought was
thereby brought in question.

The final bankruptcy of the Greek city state was signal-
ized by the triumph of Macedon. Although the conquest
of the East and the establishment of great Hellenistic
kingdoms by Alexander and his successors provided new
fields for the expansion of Greek culture, the older forms
of political life were doomed to extinction. Large bureau-
cratic empires, whose methods of government owed much
to their Asiatic predecessors, became the decisive centers
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of world power, reducing most of the surviving city states
to political insignificance. In the fusion of Eastern and
Western elements which marked the Hellenistic age, much
that was typically Greek was able to survive. Something of
the earlier spirit of Greek legalism remained as a factor in
the new synthesis, and might in the long run have proved
strong enough to impose a distinctive character on the
new imperialism. On the whole it cannot be said, however,
that conditions were particularly favorable to the main-
tenance of legal concepts. The Macedonians, who had
assumed political leadership in the Hellenistic world, were
still, at the time of their rise to power, a relatively primitive
people living under the conditions of tribal monarchy.
Since their traditional sense of law had never, like that of
the more advanced Greek peoples, been sharpened by the
experience of life under city-state conditions, they were in
a relatively poor position to serve as interpreters of Greek
legalism. Because of the weakness and declining prestige
of their own legal institutions, the Greeks themselves were
hardly able to insist that the ideal of a legalistically
ordered society should be applied to the government
of uncomprehending oriental populations. Under these
circumstances it is hardly likely that the Western con-
cept of law would long have been able to survive the
triumph of Hellenistic monarchy.

This situation was soon remedied by the emergence of
Rome as the decisive factor in Mediterranean politics.
Although the Romans were an alien people living at the
periphery of the Greek world, their experience was akin
to that of the Greeks rather than to that of the Macedo-
nians in that their form of political organization had long
been that of a typical city state. Their attitude toward the
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problem of law, having been formed under conditions sim-
ilar to those prevailing in Greece, was also much the same.
In the development of their legal institutions they had
been remarkably successful, moreover, in avoiding many
of the weaknesses which had undermined the spirit of le-
galism among the Greeks. The superiority of the Romans
in the field of law was responsible in no small measure for
their ability to overcome Macedonian and other rivals for
mastery of the Mediterranean world. It also made it pos-
sible for them, once the Roman Empire had been estab-
lished, to establish an unusually effective rule of law
among the subject populations. Although the Greeks de-
serve honor as pioneers, it was by the genius and enter-
prise of the Romans that Western legalism was finally
placed on a firm and lasting foundation.

Although Rome was a city state, her attitude toward
the problem of citizenship was quite different from that
of the Greek communities. When Increasing power and
population made it possible for her to establish colonies
in nearby or distant regions, the colonists did not, like
Greeks in a similar situation, have to abandon their orig-
inal citizenship and assume an independent status. They
remained an integral part of the Roman people, belonging
to one or another of the various tribes in which all citizens
were enrolled, and enjoying all the rights of citizenship.
The Roman conception of citizenship was such that full
membership in the Roman state might even be extended
on occasion to allied cities of non-Roman blood. It is true
that, in the absence of representative institutions, active
rights of citizenship could only be exercised through per-
sonal attendance at the capital, which meant that those
living at a distance were practically disenfranchised. But
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if the colonists were seldom able to assume positive polit-
ical functions, they continued to live under the laws of
Rome. This meant that the legal institutions of a single city
state, instead of being confined after the Greek fashion to
narrow territorial limits, became a bond of union between
the inhabitants of widely scattered communities. In this
way the problem of expanding the legal authority of a
single city state, a problem so disastrously baffling to the
Greeks, was solved to the mutual satisfaction of all con-
cerned. The ultimate success of Rome in overcoming her
competitors for the mastery of the Mediterranean world
was due not only to the superiority of her military tech-
nique, but also to the enlightenment of her colonial policy,
which gave her an incomparably large and loyal popula-
tion to draw upon for the recruitment of her legions.
Through this policy the creation of a universal rule of law
was for the first time brought within the range of practical
possibilities.

In comparison with most of the Greek city states, Rome
was also remarkably successful in avoiding the worst ex-
tremes of civil conflict. Throughout the decisive period
of Roman history, when the foundations of empire were
being laid, political authority rested in the hands of a
small and compact aristocracy of senatorial families. This
ruling group differed from the corresponding social classes
of most city states in that its power was based on an un-
usual talent for effective compromise. When the unity of
the community was threatened in the early days by con-
flicts between patricians and plebeians, the situation was
not allowed, as in so many Greek communities, to reach
the point of a war of extinction between the contending
factions. Instead, the attempt was made to devise a bal-
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anced constitutional structure whereby the vital interests
of both parties would be effectively guaranteed. Although
the patricians did not immediately surrender their pre-
ponderant position in the state, they provided for the
creation of a new office, the tribunate, which safeguarded
the interests of the plebeians by giving them the right to
veto all official acts. Through timely recognition of the fact
that a free community can exist only if it satisfies the needs
of all, and not merely those of a dominant faction, Roman
statesmanship laid the basis for a new social harmony
which finally led to the disappearance of earlier class lines.
It is true that, in the later years of the Republic, there
arose new class divisions which could not be overcome.
The ensuing civil warfare brought the collapse of repub-
lican institutions. These developments did not take place,
however, until after the international predominance of
Rome had been securely established. In the period of
republican greatness, competent outside observers like
Polybius were uniformly impressed by the fact that bal-
anced constitutional arrangements had given the Romans
a decisive advantage in their struggle for mastery of the
Mediterranean world. Modern constitutional theory owes
much to the memory of these early experiments in the art
of government.

Because of its long-established aristocratic character,
the Republic was able to go much farther than any Greek
community in the direction of creating a distinct legal pro-
fession. Under the conditions of Roman political life, thor-
ough acquaintance with the law was necessary for the
performance of official functions. This was especially true
of the praetorship, a judicial office through which all aspir-
ing candidates had to pass before going on to serve in the
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highest official positions. Since an official career was their
natural ambition, capable members of the senatorial class
were impelled to devote a more than average amount of
time to legal studies. The offer of free legal advice to a
group of grateful clients soon came to be recognized,
moreover, as one of the best ways of building up a follow-
ing among the electorate, without whose support even the
most distinguished aristocrat could not be named to office.
In the course of time the need for competent legal instruc-
tion and counsel produced a class of specialists known as
jurisconsults, men with a reputation for unusual skill and
learning in legal matters. Their prestige became so great
that it was not long before conscientious praetors were
going to them for advice on difficult cases, and coopting
them as semi-official associates. Thus an increasingly re-
spected body of professional opinion became available to
instruct the ignorance and restrain the abuses of less fully
trained officials. Although the legal profession did not
reach its highest point of formal organization until well
into the imperial period, when its importance was recog-
nized by the founding of law schools and by other marks
of official favor, it was already strong enough in the later
days of the Republic to lend a distinctive character to the
development of Roman institutions.

The influence of trained jurists made it possible for the
Roman law to reach a quite remarkable degree of tech-
nical perfection. As members of the advisory councils ap-
pointed by judicial magistrates, leaders of the profession
were able to play a direct though unofficial part in the
development of legal institutions. It was they who were
largely responsible for the drafting of the praetorian edict,
a document whereby each new praetor upon entering of-
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fice informed the public of the principles and procedures
he intended to apply to the settlement of various types of
cases during his administration. Since the practice of Ro-
man legislation was to leave officials with 4 considerable
range of freedom in such matters, this provided an excel-
lent opportunity for practical experiment in the use of
methods suggested by professional experience. Although
each praetor was formally free to adopt principles of his
own choosing, there was a natural tendency for the more
successful practices of earlier praetors to be continued by
their successors. Through the accumulation of such prec-
edents a substantial part of the Roman law was gradually
built up. Since this law embodied the cumulative judg-
ment of many generations of experienced jurists, its legal
concepts were characterized by increasing precision and
refinement. A further impulse to expansion and systemati-
zation was found in the writings of juristic scholars, a
branch of literature unknown to the Greeks but highly
developed in the later days of the Roman Republic and
thereafter. The work of systematic codification completed
in the time of Justinian, which gave the Roman law its final
and most influential form, was the fruit of several centuries
of juristic specialization. By its ability to meet the needs
alike of ancient and of modern times, the resulting legal
system proved to be the most successful ever devised.
Most of the credit for this achievement rests with the pro-
fession which did so much to guide it in all but the earliest
stages of its evolution.

When Rome became master of the Mediterranean
world, a whole new field lay open to the talents of her
jurists. Although Roman citizenship had been granted to
all Italians by the end of the Republic, the process of ex-
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tending similar privileges to other parts of the Empire was
comparatively slow, being brought to substantial com-
pletion only in the reign of Caracalla. Under existing con-
ceptions it would have been unthinkable to leave the
subject peoples without legal rights in their relations with
one another or with the Romans. The need for an effective
rule of law was recognized and met in characteristically
competent fashion. In the later Republican period, when
political and economic contacts with other peoples first
became a matter of concern, a special judicial officer,
known as the peregrine praetor, was assigned to the task
of handling cases to which foreigners were a party.
Through the usual instrument of the praetorian edict, he
and his advisors proceeded to develop a body of law to
regulate legal relations between men of different nation-
alities. This was done in part by taking over elements of
the existing Roman law, adapting and simplifying them to
meet the needs of people accustomed to different legal
traditions, and in part by the application of principles
which seemed, in the light of contemporary experience, to
be common to the legal thought of all civilized peoples.
The Stoics and other later Greek philosophers had pre-
viously come to the conclusion that a common sense of
justice, based on the common and rationally discoverable
needs of human nature itself, was the force underlying all
particular systems of legislation. Through the Stoic doc-
trine of natural law the prestige of Greek science and phi-
losophy mobilized in support of the Roman search for an
effective jus gentium. Thus the speculative genius of Greek
philosophers united with the technical skill of Roman ju-
rists to insure the rapid development of new and generally
acceptable legal institutions.
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With the final extension of Roman citizenship to all free
subjects of the Empire, the ancient conception of freedom
under law reached its highest point of development. Al-
though the Greeks had been the first to formulate the ideal
of a society of individuals united by legal institutions,
they had never been able to make that ideal effective be-
yond the narrow physical boundaries of a single city state.
By turning the natural community of city dwellers into a
fictitious community of citizens, the Romans overcame
these physical limitations, and made it possible to apply
city-state ideas on a universal scale. The result was an im-
perial system markedly different from anything previously
known. To an even greater extent than in the earlier classi-
cal period, the subject was regarded as a legally responsi-
ble individual, with a substantial range of freedom in the
management of his own affairs. In the place of that com-
bination of physical force and moral persuasion used by
most imperial authorities for the maintenance of their rule,
the Romans looked to law as the essential instrument of
social harmony. Although cthical and religious convictions
might be a matter of great private importance, the state
was not generally disposed to interfere with them as long
as they did not encourage men to violate their legal ob-
ligations. To a greater extent than ever before it was pos-
sible for the inhabitants of a large part of the civilized
world to plan their lives with the assurance that the pre-
cise range of their guaranteed rights and duties could be
calculated in advance. The unexampled prosperity of the
early Empire, to which the men of later times looked back
as to a golden age, is evidence of the fruitfulness of this
conception.

Even in its final manifestation, however, the classical
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tradition contained the seeds of dissolution. Although Ro-
man law succeeded to a remarkable degree in placing the
relations between private individuals on a legal basis, it
proved incapable of imposing a similar pattern upon the
activities of government. The administrative needs of a
large empire called for the creation of an elaborate bu-
reaucratic apparatus. As the bureaucracy became an in-
creasingly important factor in the life of society, the
problem of placing it under legal restraint was ever more
vital to the maintenance of an effective rule of law. This
problem could not be solved under the conditions which
prevailed in the Roman Empire. When the republican
system, which once held the activities of magistrates
within strict legal limits, proved inadequate to the respon-
sibilities of imperial rule, salvation could be found only by
placing unlimited powers in the hands of an emperor.
Although the Roman people continued, as in their rela-
tions with the earlier magistrates, to be regarded in theory
as the source of imperial authority, there were no longer
any legitimate channels through which the popular will
could show itself in practice. This meant that there was no
legal means of holding the emperor and his servants
within the bounds of law. Moral sanctions only were avail-
able, and in a society which had long been legal rather
than ethical in its orientation, moral sanctions were com-
paratively weak. Under the more tyrannical emperors,
grotesque excesses, which in the more successful Asiatic
empires might have encountered substantial moral resist-
ance, were indulged in with impunity. Even under the
more enlightened rulers, the civil and military bureauc-
racies tended to go their uncontrolled and uncontrollable
way, sucking the Empire dry with their exactions and in-
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efficiencies. The collapse of Rome in the face of barbarian
pressure was due in large measure to the internal decay
consequent upon this situation. By this striking event the
failure of the ancient world was finally made manifest.

The bankruptcy of Rome was the product of causes
essentially similar to those which had previously led to the
ruin of Greece. Both societies failed because they could
not find a way to control official action through the opera-
tion of organized public opinion. In the Greek democra-
cies government was so much a part of the daily life of all
citizens that public opinion tended to exhaust itself in the
struggle of parties for the direct exercise of public office.
An all-consuming preoccupation with competitive power-
politics made it increasingly difficult to remind men of the
need to subject power itself to legal limitations. Under
the Roman Empire diametrically opposite conditions led
to similar results. Ordinary citizens were so hopelessly re-
mote from the centers of political responsibility that it was
impossible for them to maintain any sort of sustained and
personal interest in public matters. This also left the gov-
ernment free to act without restraint. The maintenance of
an effective balance between these two extremes was be-
yond the capacity of any ancient people. Because of this
fact, their efforts to create a society based on law were
ultimately unavailing.

But with all its limitations, the classical experiment had
a decisive effect on the course of Western history. During
the long centuries of chaos and impoverishment that fol-
lowed the collapse of Rome, men never forgot the golden
age of peace and prosperity when the whole civilized
world had submitted to a common rule of law. Even in the
darkest days the hope of reviving these ancient glories
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never quite disappeared. When the modern world finally
rose upon the ruins of the old it still remained wedded
to the legalistic conceptions of the ancient city state.
Through the use of new ideas and institutions modern
man has tried to solve the ancient problem of establishing
freedom under law. The fact that we continue to conceive
of society in these terms in a tribute to the enduring in-
fluence of classical antiquity upon the Western world.



2

The Rise
of the Christian Church

The event which provided the basis for an effective rule
of law, and thus established the definitive form of Western
civilization, was the rise of the Christian church. In the
ancient world it went without saying that religious and
political functions should be united in a single organiza-
tion. The proper performance of religious rites was one of
the chief duties of state officials, and even though private
groups were allowed to carry out religious observances of
their own, it was always on the assumption that they
would do nothing to impair the efficacy of the official cult.
The fact that similar conditions have also been character-
istic of the Far East and other great centers of civilization
would seem to show that this is the simplest and most nat-
ural basis for the exercise of political authority. So far as
the Western world is concerned, however, this normal pat-
tern disappeared with the advent of Christianity. Unlike
other religious sects, the Christians insisted on maintain-
ing a sharp distinction between the things belonging to
Caesar and the things belonging to God. Although recog-
nizing the authority of the state in temporal matters, they
believed that their own church organization alone had the
right to regulate spiritual affairs. Their refusal to partici-
pate in official rites made them, alone among religious
sects of the time, the object of relentless persecution.
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When the failure of that persecution forced the accept-
ance of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman
Empire, the bankruptcy of classical politics was finally
made known. From that time onward church and state
stood side by side as separate authorities, each claiming
the right to regulate a portion of the total life of man. Thus
the earlier view of society as a single homogeneous struc-
ture was replaced by the radically new ideal of a twofold
organization of society. With the possible exception of the
concept of law itself, the concept of social dualism has
done more than anything else to determine the specific
character of Western civilization. No phase of Western
politics can be understood without some knowledge of the
forces which led to this development.

The peculiarity of the Christian view of life, which lies
at the basis of the dualistic concept of society, is due, like
the Western idea of law, to the adaptation, within the
framework of an advanced civilization, of ways of thought
normally confined to primitive peoples. In all parts of the
world tribal and local communities have tried to control
the mysterious forces of nature by the introduction of ap-
propriate magic rites. Like primitive law, from which it is
hardly distinguishable, primitive religion is the product
of experience within a small social group, and serves to
divide men from, rather than to unite them with, the mem-
bers of neighboring communities. Thus the emergence of
large-scale forms of political organization has normally
been accompanied, in the history of religion no less than
in the history of law, by a period of radical readjustment.
Just as the need for a more comprehensive political au-
thority has generally led to the substitution of bureauc-
racy for law, the need for a more comprehensive religious
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consciousness has usually meant the abandonment of
primitive religious conceptions. In the case of Christian-
ity, however, the line of development was different. We
have seen that the political genius of the Greeks and Ro-
mans consisted in their ability to universalize the princi-
ples of primitive legalism to meet the needs of a great
empire. The religious genius of the Jewish people, which
found its most influential expression in Christianity, had
similar consequences. By universalizing the principles of
primitive religion, the Jews likewise succeeded in incor-
porating certain important aspects of primitive thought
in the religious life of the modern world. This gives them
the right to stand beside the Greeks and Romans as the
cofounders of Western civilization.

The characteristic feature of primitive religion, as con-
trasted with the more sophisticated phases of religious
thought, lies in its preoccupation with the needs of a spe-
cific historical community. The gods of a single tribe or
village will have no worshippers if that tribe or village
ceases to exist. Since the lives of most primitive peoples are
precarious, the essence of religion lies for them in the dis-
covery of supernatural means to insure the preservation
of the group. By sacrifices, by the observance of tabus, and
by various other procedures, the attempt is made to pro-
pitiate the mysterious forces of nature and thus to secure
them as friendly champions against other less friendly
forces. Magic rituals seek to mitigate the effects of drought
and disease. To safeguard the continuity of the race the
manifold aspects of family life undergo elaborate regula-
tions. To prevent the group from losing its identity contact
with outsiders is prohibited, or canalized within carefully
prescribed forms. Although the most widely varying meth-
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ods have been devised in various times and places for the
accomplishment of these ends, a single purpose appears
behind the bewildering multiplicity of primitive religious
usages. That purpose is to preserve the historic existence
of a specific community in the face of all the human and
natural forces which might threaten it with extinction.

Valuable as this form of religious consciousness may be
for the satisfaction of primitive needs, it is insufficient to
support the requirements of the larger forms of political
and social organization. No high degree of civilization can
exist without the cotperative efforts of a considerable
number of men. Such efforts are hardly possible as long
as the smallest social groups remain devoted to their own
exclusive usages, and recognize no common bond between
themselves and their neighbors. Thus the advance of civi-
lization has normally involved a thoroughgoing religious
revolution. The only way to achieve religious unity over
a considerable area is to persuade men to reject their lo-
cal gods, or at least to subordinate them to the majesty of
a universal god. Monotheism in one form or another has
therefore been the foundation of most great cultures.

It is possible, however, to approach monotheism from
different directions. Dissimilarities of the various world
civilizations correspond in large measure to the different
paths followed in their respective attempts to transcend
the limitations of primitive religious experience.

In the case of India which, particularly through the
agency of Buddhism, has exerted a major influence on the
advanced religious thought of most Far Eastern countries,
the road to monotheism was found by rejecting the foun-
dations of primitive religion, and replacing them with a
radically different view of life. Whereas the purpose of
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primitive religion was to maintain the physical welfare
and historic existence of a specific individual or group, the
mission of Buddha and other Indian thinkers was to deny
that human history had any meaning whatsoever. The ob-
servable events of the material world, which so preoccupy
the primitive mind, are nothing more than phases of a
great and perpetually recurring cycle, through which all
things must pass, and in which all things return. Since
every historical event, in all its apparent individuality, has
already occurred an infinite number of times in the past,
and will occur again an infinite number of times in the
future, all forms of historic existence are basically insig-
nificant. The real nature of the universe can be grasped,
and the true basis of human happiness be reached, only by
breaking through the circle of perpetual recurrence in a
life of mystic contemplation. Will and desire, even the de-
sire for organic survival, are the sources of human suffer-
ing, and must be overcome by those who would follow the
way to the blissful self-annihilation of nirvana. While
recognizing that mortal man is a union of body and
spirit, the Buddhists teach that the life of the body is at
best irrclevant, and at worst a hindrance to the only mean-
ingful form of life, the life of the spirit. In this way the
divisive effects of primitive religion are overcome by in-
viting men to believe that their interest in the specific
forms of individual existence are essentially meaningless.

Under the political and social conditions prevailing in
the Far East, the message of doctrines like Buddhism was
most attractive. This is not to say, of course, that the life of
mystic contemplation was ever adopted in a pure form
by any considerable number of people. Society could
hardly have continued to exist if this had been the case.
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But if Buddhism, in common with all advanced religious
systems, envisaged a goal beyond the capacities of ordi-
nary men, the goal itself was an object of widespread
aspiration. By teaching that all particular beliefs and in-
terests are insignificant in comparison with the universal
truth to which all should aspire, it aided rulers in their
attempts to establish moral leadership through negotiation
and compromise. By showing that the desire for self-
assertion is the source of human misery, it helped to rec-
oncile subjects with the inescapable fact that, under the
rule, of a remote and uncontrollable bureaucratic ma-
chine, they could no longer hope to do much in the way of
directing their earthly destinies. Thus the resignation in-
culcated by Buddha and by other Far Eastern mystics
was admirably suited to the needs of empires which
united men of widely differing traditions and beliefs.

The fact that mysticism is not a peculiarly oriental
phenomenon, but a normal human reaction to the condi-
tions of bureaucratic imperialism, is to be learned from
the later period of classical antiquity. In the days when
individual city states were strong enough to control their
own affairs, most men were so fully absorbed in the
duties of citizenship that it hardly occurred to them to
question the reality or importance of specific individual
action. As the practical value of citizenship declined,
however, mounting disappointment and frustration soon
encouraged the more reflective Greek thinkers to adopt an
increasingly mystical point of view. Although Plato him-
self never wholly despaired of achieving political influ-
ence, his distaste for the actual political conditions of his
time was already strong enough to convince him that the
contemplation of ideal truth was the basis of human happi-
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ness, and that a genuine philosopher would turn with
reluctance from the life of contemplation to mingle with
the affairs of men. He was even attracted by the idea, so
basic to the anti-historical position of mysticism, that
history is a cycle of perpetual recurrence. In the writings
of Plato’s later followers these myétical elements were
further developed. As the city state dissolved in the bu-
reaucratic empire of Rome, the helplessness of ordinary
men led, in much the same way as in the Far East, to a
rejection of the visible world in favor of other-worldly
compensations. Some found satisfaction within the tradi-
tion of Greek philosophy by trying to share the mystical
experiences of Plotinus and other Neoplatonists. Others
turned to the various mystery religions of the East, which
promised their adherents eternal bliss in the after-life.
Everywhere the tendency was to deny the importance of
worldly affairs, and to emphasize the purely spiritual na-
ture of man. As the political life of the West moved in the
oriental direction of bureaucratic imperialism, a corre-
spondingly oriental mysticism seemed for a time to offer
the only means of satisfying the religious needs of the
Western world.

The prospect of ultimate orientalization was overcome
by the triumph of Christianity. It is true that this faith
also included elements of mystical withdrawal. Like the
mystery religions with which it was competing, it com-
forted the despair of humanity by denying the final.im-
portance of worldly success, and by holding forth the
promise of life everlasting. No religion which failed to
offer these things would have corresponded with the needs
of the time. In the case of Christianity, however, mystical
elements were superimposed upon and limited by the
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basically unmystical traditions of Judaism, of which
Christianity itself was an offshoot. To a greater extent than
any other people, the Jews were concerned with the spir-
itual significance of historic existence. Unlike the Indians,
who had sought salvation by a one-sided emphasis on the
spiritual at the expense of the physical nature of man,
they believed that the specific events of history are them-
selves an indispensable part of God’s universal purpose,
and that the spiritual duty of man is not to escape from
the world of historic accident but to conduct his life on
earth in such a way as to further the divine plan. Although
Christianity involved a radical modification of the original
Judaic position, it never lost faith in the necessity and
importance of historic individuality. This was the fact
above all others which forced Western civilization, in the
face of all difficulties, to move in a direction quite different
from that taken by the peoples of the Far East.

The peculiar religious genius of the Jews lay in their
ability to combine normally incompatible primitive and
universal elements in a single religious system. In its
essence early Judaism, like other primitive religions, was
a set of rules designed to secure the existence of a partic-
ular people against the danger of dissolution. The efficacy
of its complex dietary and other regulations in maintain-
ing an effective group consciousness is shown by the fact
that, after many centuries of dispersion, large numbers of
Jews throughout the world have continued to maintain
their separate identity. Unlike most peoples, however, the
ancient Hebrews succeeded at a comparatively early
period in uniting primitive exclusivism with a passionate
aspiration toward universality. Possibly as a result of
contact with Egyptian monotheism, they reached the con-
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clusion that their own god was not simply one tribal god
among many, but the one true God, and that the law
imposed upon their tribe by God was the one true law to
be followed by all peoples. Unlike the religious thinkers
of India, who sought universal brotherhood through the
mutual abandonment of all particular beliefs and in-
terests, they sought to unite men through the universal
extension of a specific religious system. In this way they
hoped to gain the advantages of monotheism without
compromising the practices of their own exclusive faith.

The result of this unusual form of monotheism was to
give the Jews an extraordinarily heightened sense of the
meaning of history. Under the conditions of primitive
society, it is natural to believe that all the events of daily
life are a reflection of success or failure in the perform-
ance of religious duties. Because of their consciousness as
bearers of a universal message, the Jews felt the compul-
sion of this belief with unique intensity. If their kingdom
prospered, it was a sign that God was pleased with the
chosen people who had covenanted to reveal His law to
all the nations. If their kingdom faltered, it was a sign
that they had been unfaithful to the law which they had
received in trust for all mankind. Thus the fluctuations of
Jewish history acquired supreme importance as a revela-
tion of the controlling spiritual purpose of the universe. As
the theme of praise or lamentation for all the prophets, this
was the most constant and deeply felt element of Jewish
religious experience.

The peculiar tragedy of the Jews lay in the fact that the
verdict of history, to which they ascribed such impor-
tance, was almost uniformly hostile. This tragedy was
inevitable, for nothing could have been less suited than
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the original Jewish type of monotheism to solve the
problem of religious universality. The Mosaic law, with
its rigid and minute regulation of all phases of daily life,
proved generally repulsive to men brought up in alien
traditions. For that reason, efforts to proselytize other
peoples, in spite of some successes, were on the whole
quite ineffective. Since the Jewish kingdom was at best a
small and inconsequential contender among the powers
of the Near East, the prospects of spreading the law by
imperial conquest were even more remote. Weakness and
isolation served, indeed, to safeguard the purity of the law
against the contaminating influences which would have
come with wider contacts and responsibilities, but this
purity was bought at the expense of universal aspirations.
As modified and incorporated in the doctrines of Chris-
tianity and Islam, the religious conceptions of the Jews
were destined to have a profound influence on the course
of history. In their original form they could bring the
chosen people little more than despair.

Christianity overcame the weakness of Judaism, and
thus laid the basis for future triumphs, by reacting against
the extreme legalism and historicism of the parent faith.
Rejecting all the more detailed provisions of Mosaic law,
it appealed to the hope and conscience of all men by
maintaining that the observance of a few relatively simple
rituals, particularly baptism, and the acceptance of a few
broadly conceived moral precepts, most conveniently
summarized in the two great commandments, were a
sufficient basis for salvation. At the same time it broke the
tragic dilemma of Judaism by divorcing the history of
the spirit from the history of the rise and fall of kingdoms.
By proclaiming that His kingdom was not of this earth,
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and by maintaining a sharp distinction between the things
owed respectively to Caesar and to God, Christ sought to
release men from the fetters of history, and to show that
there is nothing intrinsically political about the drama of
salvation. For many Jews, whose religious thought under
the impact of historic failure had long been moving in
a similar direction, the Christian message came as a
promise of liberation. For non-Jewish inhabitants of the
Roman Empire, who were increasingly discontented
with the existing state of political society, the message
was no less welcome. The result was a rapid process of
conversion, which soon brought the God of Israel far more
believers than the Judaic law had ever been able to
muster.

Rejection of the specifically Judaic interpretation of
history did not mean, however, that Christianity followed
the mystical religions of the Far East in denying the
spiritual reality or importance of the visible world. In this
respect the concept of the Messiah was the vital link be-
tween the spiritual aspirations of the new religion and the
historical preoccupations of the parent faith. For man
centuries the prophets of Israel had been looking for-
ward to the coming of a divine ruler who would establish
the kingdom of the Jews in a position of everlasting pre-
dominance among the nations. The birth of Christ was
widely regarded as a fulfillment of these prophecies. Al-
though He disappointed the hopes of many Jews by dis-
claiming all desire for temporal kingship, His followers
never wavered in the conviction that He was indeed the
divine person of whom the prophets had spoken. Instead
of coming to save the Jews only, the Son of God had ap-
peared on earth for the purpose of saving all mankind.
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For the Christians, who held the Messianic conception
that the will of God had been revealed once and for all in
the unique historic event of the incarnation, acceptance of
the mystical position that the visible world is a meaning-
less scene of perpetual recurrence was no less unthink-
able than it would have been for the Jews. The Judaic
conception of the supreme spiritual significance of Jewish
national history was simply transformed into a belief in
the supreme spiritual significance of the universal story of
human salvation.

The peculiarity of Christianity lay in its dramatic
conception of history. This above all is what distinguished
it from the mystical religions of the Far East. In most
primitive religions the successive seasons of the agricul-
tural year, the fertility of successive animal generations,
and other recurring cycles of nature, have been associated
with the birth and resurrection of a god. The mystical
conception that all life is an endlessly repeated cycle of
death and regeneration is a generalization from this
most primitive form of religious experience. The various
mystery religions which flourished under the Roman
Empire rested on the idea that the recurring death and
resurrection of a god, originally regarded as a means of
perpetuating the fertility of nature, could also bring in-
itiates the blessings of eternal life. Christianity made
use of the same idea, but reinterpreted it in a wholly new
direction. According to the Christian view of the uni-
verse, life is not a meaningless cycle of recurrence, but a
unique and meaningful drama, with a beginning, a mid-
dle, and an end. The world was created at a definite mo-
ment in the past and will come to an end at a definite
moment in the future. At a specific date between these



Rise of the Christian Church 43

two extremes God appeared on earth, and gave His life
once and for all as a sacrifice for the redemption of man-
kind. From the standpoint of Christianity, therefore, all
human history is embraced within a single dramatic
sequence of birth, death, and resurrection. The world is a
stage where men are given their one and only chance to
participate in the drama of salvation. The result was to
release humanity from the oppression of perpetual re-
currence, and to give it a sense of the unique meaningful-
ness of individual existence.

Because of their dramatic conception of the nature and
destiny of man the Christians, like the Jews before them,
had to assume a position of painful responsibility with re-
gard to the problem of history. The life of every individ-
ual, like that of the human race, is a short and precious
period of time bounded by the irrevocable facts of birth
and death. When the drama is brought to its close at the
moment of the last judgment, each must render an account
of his days on earth, and will be sentenced accordingly to
an eternity of bliss or torment. Every individual faces the
necessity of making the best possible use of his all-too-
brief appearance upon the stage of history, since that ap-
pearance constitutes his unique opportunity for salvation.
Thus the responsibility of the Jews to bear witness to God’s
law through their national history was transferred to the
life-history of each individual Christian. Every moment
of existence had to be transformed and spiritualized by
obedience to the divine law of love. For the Christians no
less than for the religious thinkers of the Far East, the
world of physical necessity and desire appeared as an
inevitable source of suffering and temptation. The Chris-
tian road to salvation consisted, however, not in renounc-
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ing life, but in using it as an occasion for responsible con-
duct. The idea that suicide is one of the deadliest of sins,
an idea foreign to most religious systems, is an expression
of this particular view of the sanctity of human life. To
accept the gift of animal existence, and to spiritualize it by
a supreme act of religious will, was for the Christians the
ultimate meaning of history. In this way an atmosphere
of dramatic urgency was introduced into the life even of
the humblest among men.

From the beginning the Christian conception of human
nature, with its almost unbearable tension between this-
worldly and other-worldly forces, has been subject to at-
tack from two opposing directions. Most people find it
natural to believe either in the absolute importance of
supernatural values or in the absolute importance of ter-
restrial existence. The dualistic position of Christianity
has the appearance of a daring paradox, and a paradox is
something against which men naturally rebel. By con-
centrating on the value of historical existence some Chris-
tians have tended, on the one hand, to relapse into a
vaguely ethical materialism, regarding religion as a system
of prudential precepts for the maximization of human
well-being, with no more than a perfunctory reference to
the life hereafter. The temptation to let spiritual interests
disappear in the pursuit of temporal advantage could not
be entirely avoided even in the earlier days of the church,
and has remained a recurring problem ever since. By con-
centrating on the value of the life hereafter some Chris-
tians have tended, on the other hand, to embrace mystical
doctrines which minimize the significance of terrestrial
existence. Absolute withdrawal from the concerns of hu-
man life, most strikingly expressed in the practice of
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celibacy and of contemplative monasticism, has always
appealed to ardent spirits as a means of preparing for
the Kingdom of Heaven, and has been repeatedly ad-
vocated by mystical extremists as the duty of all true be-
lievers. To maintain an effective balance between mystical
and historical forces, and thus to preserve the paradoxical
view that temporal existence is necessary to spiritual sal-
vation, has always been a difficult problem. The peculiar
restlessness and dynamic tension which serves to distin-
guish Christianity among the great religious systems of
the world is a reflection of the difficulties inherent in the
Christian view of the dual nature of man.

In order to defend themselves against the rival attrac-
tions of mysticism and of materialism the Christians
needed a powerful symbol to impress their dualistic
conception on the minds of men. The cross provided
them with such a symbol. Although many religions had
preached the death of a savior-god, it had never occurred
to them to emphasize the physical horror of his death, or to
adopt an instrument of torture as the distinguishing sign
of their faith. For the Christians, however, the signifi-
cance of the death of God lay in the fact that He who died
was not only a God but also a man. By living the life of an
ordinary person, and by submitting to all the sufferings to
which flesh is heir, God had brought men the message that
the pain and humiliation of human existence are things
not to be avoided but to be embraced as instruments of
the highest spiritual purpose. In order that the divine
significance of human suffering might be fully appreciated
it was necessary to emphasize the more unpleasant aspects
of Christ’s life on earth. His poverty and humility were
accordingly stressed in accounts of the Christian story,



46 Political Tradition of the West

and there were some who even ventured to suggest that
He must have been physically hideous, since only thus
could He have known the worst evils of the flesh. All else
paled into insignificance, however, beside the episode of
the crucifixion. In the agony of that day, when Christ not
only suffered the worst physical torments of death, but
also experienced the spiritual desolation of feeling that
God had forsaken Him, the union of the divine and of
the human was consummated. for all time. To recapture
the unique poignancy of that moment, and to make it
forever vivid in the minds of men, became a supreme
preoccupation ot the Christian religion. Artists vied with
one another, particularly in the West, to depict the scene
in all its horror. The appalling altarpiece of Griinewald,
with its livid vision of the crucifixion of an apparently
syphilitic Christ, represents the culmination of long cen-
turies of effort to shock men into an acceptance of the
Christian view of suffering. To visitors from other culture
areas the violence of Christian iconography, with its un-
paralleled emphasis on scenes of physical torture, is un-
bearably ugly. Its justification lies in the fact that without
such compelling symbols it would never have been possi-
ble to shock people into a vivid awareness of the nature of
the Christian message.

If the symbol of the cross was to retain its essentially
Christian significance it was necessary, however, that the
Man who died should be recognized as the one true God.
This necessity soon led to the development of an ever more
elaborate theology, the crucial point of which lay in the
definition and defense of the doctrine of the Trinity. To a
civilization dominated by the forms of Greek logic, with
its rigid system of mutually exclusive categories, the idea
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that anyone could be at one and the same time entirely
divine and entirely human, or that anything simultane-
ously and in the same sense could be both three and one,
was bound to appear as a paradoxical assault upon the
foundations of human reason. Innumerable attempts were
made to resolve these logical difficulties by denying either
the complete humanity or the complete divinity of Christ.
Although the Christians admitted that the doctrine of the
Trinity was in the last analysis a mystery, inaccessible to
human reason without the aid of revelation, they could
not afford to rest their case on grounds of faith alone. A
long line of gifted theologians accordingly arose to clarify
and defend the Christian position with all the resources of
a passionate and subtle dialectic. The extreme, frequently
hairsplitting refinement of their reasoning, and the vio-
lence of the persecutions they loosed upon those found
guilty of the most minute deviations from the orthodox
position, have done much to discredit them in the eyes of
later and less theologically minded generations. In this
case, however, as in so many others, violence was a func-
tion of insecurity. The Christian conception of human na-
ture involved a delicate and precarious balance between
this-worldly and other-worldly elements. With the slight-
est exaggeration of either, the whole conception would
have fallen to the ground. The skill and ruthlessness with
which the early theologians fought against apparently
minor deviations succeeded in preserving the balance.
This guaranteed the survival of Christianity as a distinc-
tive religion and prepared the way for a correspondingly
distinctive development of Western civilization.
Interest in theological orthodoxy soon led to the crea-
tion of an elaborate church organization. In the earliest
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period, when most believers felt that the end of the world
was near at hand, the Christian community had been con-
tent to exist in small and unassuming congregations
loosely associated on the basis of their common faith. A
more rigorous form of organization would hardly have
been consistent with the simple law of love which primi-
tive Christianity, as a reaction against the legalistic for-
malism of Judaism, had proclaimed as the necessary and
sufficient basis for human life. With the advent of doc-
trinal controversies, however, a new spirit of legalism
began to appear. If the purity of the Christian message
could be maintained only by the closest attention to com-
plex theological issues, it followed that there must be some
form of organized authority to decide between rival theo-
logians and to protect believers against the dangers of
heresy. This need was quickly met. By the reign of Con-
stantine the Great a special class of professional priests
had already come into existence, and was available, under
the watchful eye of bishops, to guide the spiritual welfare
of the faithful. The bishops themselves came together
from time to time to participate in regional or universal
councils whose decisions were the authoritative source of
doctrine. The Christian church, with laws and usages of
its own, and with its own particular principles of organi-
zation, had taken its place upon the stage of history.
This epoch-making event gave rise to a dualistic form
of society, and necessitated a radical reassessment of the
scope and nature of politics. Under the monistic condi-
tions of classical antiquity, when the state was the sole
agency capable of large-scale social action, participation
in the life of the state appeared as the highest duty of
public-spirited men. All this was changed with the rise
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of the Christian church. A separate ecclesiastical organi-
zation now challenged the state monopoly of public func-
tions, and offered an alternative outlet for social aspira-
tions. With regard to the value and importance of the
state there was room for a legitimate difference of opinion
among Christians. Although Augustine might seem to
dismiss it as nothing more than a robber band, the general
view was that political authority should be respected as
a useful and necessary agency designed for the salutary
chastisement of men. All were agreed, however, that the
church was the primary instrument of salvation, and that
other interests should be subordinated to its all-important
mission. In this way the age-old primacy of politics was
suddenly reversed, and the state was reduced to the posi-
tion of a secondary agency subject to the moral authority
of another organization.

In the eastern half of the Mediterranean world, the
dualistic implications of Christianity were never fully
realized in politics. When Constantine recognized the
new faith as the official religion of the Empire, the church
had not yet had time to acquire effective organization.
In comparison with the highly centralized bureaucratic
monarchy of the later Empire, the ecclesiastical hierarchy
was still weak and decentralized. Since the patriarchs of
several great cities enjoyed a position of equal prestige
and authority, it was impossible for any single person to
speak in the name of a united Christendom. Questions of
general importance could only be settled in universal
councils, where all the patriarchs and bishops joined in
the formulation of Christian doctrine. The difficulty of
achieving swift and decisive action under such circum-
stances made it easier for the state to intervene in eccle-
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siastical affairs than for the church to exert corresponding
pressure on the state. In the long run it was not hard,
therefore, to transform the church into a reasonably effec-
tive instrument of state policy. Although the union of
temporal and spiritual authority could never again be as
complete as in the days when the emperor himself was
worshipped as a god, the rulers of Byzantium, from Con-
stantine onward, were able in large measure to assert
themselves as divinely appointed guardians of the spirit-
ual as well as of the temporal interests of mankind. Under
these conditions a completely dualistic conception of
society could not emerge. The result was to prevent the
Byzantine world from sharing in one of the formative
experiences of Western civilization. From the social and
political, no less than from the religious standpoint, the
line of demarcation between the Eastern and the Western
church still stands as a barrier to complete freedom of
intercourse between Eastern and Western worlds.

With the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West,
the Western branch of Christendom found itself in a
novel position. The barbarian monarchies which estab-
lished themselves in this area were weak and primitive or-
ganizations, lacking the prestige and self-confidence of
ancient legitimacy, and incapable of operating the ma-
chinery of complex bureaucracy. The outstanding pres-
tige and authority of Rome among the cities of the West
made it possible, on the other hand, for the Western
church to achieve a fair measure of centralized direction
under the leadership of the Roman bishop. All this in-
volved a complete reversal of the old balance between
church and state. Whereas the Byzantine Empire offered
the spectacle of a weak and divided ecclesiastical organi-
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zation faced by a strongly centralized state, the church
of Rome was a relatively centralized ecclesiastical or-
ganization faced by weak and divided temporal authority.
Under these conditions there was every opportunity for
society to develop along the lines of Christian dualism,
with relatively little danger of intervention on the part of
the state.

The breakdown of political authority made it necessary
for the Western church to take an active part in the con-
duct of government. Even in the East, where a numerous
and disciplined bureaucracy was still available, the state
often found it convenient to entrust deacons and other
ecclesiastical officers with public responsibilities, partic-
ularly in such matters as the administration of poor re-
lief. In the West a similar tendency showed itself on a
more extensive scale. The barbarian rulers who governed
in this region were too primitive and rural in their outlook
to understand the administrative problems proper to a
complex urban society. As the sole remaining representa-
tive of the dying Roman order, the church was the only
organization which still retained anything of the adminis-
trative capacity and experience needed to prevent the
world from falling into chaos. Bishops and other eccle-
siastical authorities were accordingly forced to step into
the breach and assume most of the responsibilities of
municipal government. Since the barbarians had come
with the idea of appropriating rather than of destroying
Roman civilization, they were only too glad to have some-
one else do the work for which they knew themselves to
be so ill-qualified. In this way a large share of the authority
of the Roman state fell by default into the hands of the
church. While remaining formally the subjects and trib-
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utaries of barbarian overlords, substantial territories,
including most of the surviving cities, assumed in effect
the status of ecclesiastical principalities. In some cases,
most notably in the city of Rome itself, even the theory of
subordination was abandoned, and the ecclesiastical ruler
was able to gain recognition as a full territorial sovereign.
In the early and formative stage of its development,
therefore, the Western church exercised a wide range of
temporal responsibilities. The peculiarities of Western
Christianity are in large measure a result of this experi-
ence.

One of the more important consequences of this state of
affairs was a tendency to minimize the mystical and con-
templative elements of religious life. In the Eastern Em-
pire, where the influence of Greek and oriental mysticism
was particularly strong, and where the state still stood
as an adequate agency of social action, the idea of seeking
salvation by absolute withdrawal from earthly responsi-
bilities never ceased to exert a powerful appeal. The
hermit became a typical representative of Eastern Chris-
tianity. The relative weakness or absence of comparable
conditions in the West led to a different line of develop-
ment. Though hermits and mystics were by no means
unknown in this region, primary emphasis was laid on
the necessity of spiritualizing rather than of renouncing
the realm of ordinary human experience. It is true that the
more extreme consequences of this position never gained
full acceptance. Calvinist Protestantism, with its horror of
monasticism and its emphasis on the spiritual significance
of all human vocations, stands as a late and uncharacter-
istically radical expression of the Western point of view.
But even though the West was generally willing to ascribe
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some spiritual value to the life of contemplative with-
drawal, it tried from the beginning to hold this form of
religious experience within comparatively narrow limits.
The life of the solitary hermit, without being prohibited,
was regarded with some suspicion. Although individuals
with a particular religious gift might be encouraged to
retire from the troubles and temptations of the world to
the favoring environment of a monastery, this fact was
seldom taken as a justification for abstention from socially
useful labor. “Work and pray,” the motto of the first great
monastic order of the West, is a well-known expression of
the spirit of Western monasticism. With the rise of the
mendicant and preaching orders in the later Middle
Ages, the principle that religion should spiritualize rather
than withdraw from the concerns of daily life was even
more emphatically expressed. No feature of Western
Christianity has been more persistent or distinctive.

For a time it seemed as though the assumption of tem-
poral responsibilities might lead to a complete seculariza-
tion of the church. The problems and experiences of eccle-
siastical rulers were not essentially different from those of
contemporary secular princes. This led to a gradual merg-
ing of their respective points of view. As the feudal system
took shape in the course of the Dark Ages, there was a
strong tendency for churchmen to be assimilated within
the new governmental structure on the same terms as
other local authorities. Bishops as well as barons had to
take military measures for the defense of their territories,
and some of them even won fame for martial exploits on
the field of battle. In a society where inheritance was the
normal basis of political authority, the churchmen often
tried to perpetuate their authority by making ecclesiastical
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dignities hereditary within their own families. All this
tended to deprive the church of its distinctive character,
subjecting it to the normal play of contemporary political
forces. Even the papacy became the object of secular
ambitions. During the Dark Ages papal elections were
largely dominated by the rivalries of the Roman nobility.
Prominent families even strove, with occasional temporary
success, to establish a hereditary right of succession to the
papal office. Under the chaotic conditions which followed
the breakdown of the Roman Empire, the ever-difficult
and precarious balance between this-worldly and other-
worldly interests leaned strongly in the direction of the
former. This constituted a serious threat to the mainte-
nance of an effective Christian dualism.

In the later Middle Ages, however, the inherent vitality
of the Christian position was demonstrated by the re-
emergence of the church as a distinct and independent
organization. On the initiative of a powerful line of Ger-
man kings, whose interest lay in the creation of a Holy
Roman Empire, and with the aid of a remarkable group
of churchmen, many of whom were associated with the re-
ligious revival at Cluny, the ecclesiastical structure of
the West underwent drastic reform. The assimilation of
churchmen within the ranks of the hereditary nobility was
arrested by a determined enforcement of clerical celibacy,
and by relentless attacks upon the practice of nepotism.
The disintegrating ecclesiastical hierarchy gained fresh
unity and discipline through renewed insistence on the
supreme authority of the pope. Local churchmen, long ac-
customed to independence, came under the direction of a
centralized bureaucracy armed with inquisitorial powers.
The recruitment of this bureaucracy was facilitated by the
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establishment of the University of Bologna, where a revival
of Roman law studies furnished the church an incompar-
able force of well-trained legal minds. In its later stages
the process of centralization was also seconded by the rise
of the mendicant orders. As a newly created group of en-
thusiastic and able churchmen, uncontaminated by in-
volvement in feudal society, the Franciscans and Domini-
cans owed allegiance to the pope alone. Armed with exten-
sive delegations of papal authority, they above all others
could be entrusted with the task of enforcing the will of
Rome against the feudalizing and particularistic tenden-
cies of the local clergy. As preaching orders they were also
in a position to assume the leadership of a popular reli-
gious revival. The reality and extent of that revival was
demonstrated in the wave of crusading enthusiasm which
occupied the attention of men for several generations, and
found lasting commemoration in a series of great cathe-
drals. By the end of the Middle Ages the independent
position of the church had once again been placed on firm
foundations. The danger that secularization would destroy
the principle of Christian dualism had been temporarily
averted.

The revival of the church was so successful, indeed,
that the balance of spiritual and temporal forces seemed
for a time to be in danger of being upset from the opposite
direction. In an age when the greatest temporal sovereigns
were able to assert only the most limited and precarious
control over their feudal subordinates, the pope was al-
ready master of the first great bureaucracy of modern
times. Because of its professional recruitment and hier-
archical discipline, the ecclesiastical organization was
more effective than any existing form of secular adminis-
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tration. From the standpoint of ideological warfare,
moreover, the activity of the preaching orders, backed by
the prestige of spiritual authority in an age of vigorous
faith, gave the papacy a propaganda agency more potent
than anything available to the sccular authorities. Ideo-
logical and administrative factors coincided, therefore,
to place the church in a position of unusual advantage
with reference to the state. Under the leadership of several
able and ambitious popes, of whom Gregory VII was the
most notable, this advantage was exploited to the full.
The right of the church to control the state in all matters
which it felt to be of spiritual importance was asserted in
the most uncompromising terms, particularly against the
Empire, and was supported by frequent resort to the
weapons of excommunication and interdiction. Direct
territorial claims of the papacy were substantially en-
larged. England and other outlying areas were coerced
or persuaded to recognize the pope as their feudal over-
lord. Thus the church, which had recently been in dan-
ger of absorption by the secular order of feudalism now
seemed in turn to be on the point of absorbing the secular
order within the framework of an absolute theocracy.

This papal threat to the dualistic organization of society
was rapidly averted. In the face of increasing pressure,
secular rulers began to rally their forces. By a deliberate
imitation of the methods so recently used to overcome
feudal disintegration within the church they set to work
overcoming the feudal disintegration of the state. The
concept of an absolute sovereign authority, which the
popes had used to override the vested local rights of
bishops and abbots, was gradually transferred to the
secular world, and used to justify temporal rulers in at-
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tacking the vested local rights of feudal lords and char-
tered cities. The revival of Roman law, with its constant
reference to the conditions of an earlier bureaucratic ab-
solutism, helped to support these centralizing tendencies,
with the result that secular rulers were soon rivaling the
church in their eagerness to establish universities for the
encouragement of legal studies. These universities became
a major agency for the recruitment of a new class of
trained and loyal state servants, who proceeded as dele-
gates of the royal authority to place all other secular au-
thoritics under the direction of a centralized bureaucratic
machine. In view of the fact that feudalism was more
strongly entrenched in the temporal than in the spiritual
realm, the bureaucratization of the state was a slower
and more troublesome process than the corresponding
bureaucratization of the church. The theory and practice
of state sovereignty, as contrasted with the ecclesiastical
sovereignty of the pope, cannot be said to have been fully
established before the sixteenth century, when it found
classic formulation in the writings of Bodin. The Holy
Roman Empire, exhausted by its long struggles with the
papacy, and handicapped by the excessive extent of
its territorial claims, never did manage to achieve effec-
tive sovereignty and gradually lapsed into insignificance.
By the end of the Middle Ages, however, the rulers of
certain relatively small and compact kingdoms, like France
and England, had already progressed far enough along
the road of bureaucratic centralization to be able to offer
effective resistance to the more extreme claims of the
church. Less than a century after the days of Gregory VII
and Urban IV the struggle between France and the
papacy concluded with the enforced transference of the
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papal court from Rome to Avignon. With this revolution-
ary event the possibility of a Europe organized according
to the principles of theocratic absolutism disappeared
for all time.

By the end of the Middle Ages, therefore, a dualistic
conception of human society, closely parallel to the dual-
istic Christian view of human nature, had become the
normal basis of political life in the West. With the negligi-
ble exception of infidels and heretics, every human being
belonged from the time of his birth to two great societies,
each with its own particular range of public responsibil-
ities. The function of the state was to maintain the ex-
ternal conditions of orderly social existence through the
use of coercive power. By providing for the military de-
fense and police regulation of society it sought to preserve
the Christian way of life against all forms of violent inter-
ruption. In their capacity as subjects all men were bound
to lend obedience and service in support of these objec-
tives. Important as the activities of the state might be,
however, they were concerued with the execution rather
than with the formulation of policy. To decide upon the
ultimate purposes of human existence, and to direct the
activity of the state toward the accomplishment of those
purposes, was the proper social function of the church. In
their capacity as believers all men were bound to aid the
church in the performance of this function. Everyonc had
to do his part toward maintaining an effective moral
pressure on the state. In extreme cases, when temporal
rulers persisted in disregarding the moral instruction of
the church, conscientious Christians, might even have to
renounce their allegiance as subjects and assume the
revolutionary responsibility of founding a new political
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order. The people of the Middle Ages believed, in other
words, that the state is not a moral end in itself, but an
executive agency to be directed and controlled by the
organized conscience of society. The idea of making so
sharp a distinction between society and government,
and of ascribing superior moral authority to social as
contrasted with political forms of organization, was un-
known in classical antiquity. Its emergence marks the
establishment of Western civilization.

The principle of Christian dualism did not, however,
impair the legalistic heritage of antiquity. Actually it
helped to confirm and strengthen the classical tradition
as an element of modern life. Even in the most chaotic
period of the Dark Ages, the ancient ideal of a societ
enjoying freedom under law was never wholly lost. The
Roman law itself, in a more or less corrupt form, per-
sisted not only in the form of canon law but also, in many
parts of Europe, as the prevailing local custom. With the
revival of legal learning it became increasingly influential
in the activity of ecclesiastical and secular courts. Even in
those fields where Roman law ceased to operate, more-
over, respect for the idea of law itself was not essentially
diminished. Like most primitive peoples, the barbarian
conquerors of Rome had a strong feeling for the sanctity
of their own tribal customs, and long continued to apply
them in all their primitive rigor. Feudalism, insofar as it
laid emphasis on the contractual element in political ob-
ligation, was also a powerful factor in the maintenance
of a legalistic point of view. At the height of the Middle
Ages, therefore, the legalistic tradition of classical antiq-
uity, far from having disappeared, had been reinforced
by a fresh infusion of primitive legalism, and was in a
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position to establish itself more firmly than ever as a
feature of Western life.

In ancient times, as we have seen, the absence of an
independent arbiter between the individual and the state
made it impossible to subject governmental action to
effective legal restraints. The establishment of a dualistic
form of society removed this difficulty. As the recognized
guardian of all moral interests, the church through its
own courts exerted immediate jurisdiction over a wide
range of legal questions, including such matters as wills
and contracts, and was able to enforce that jurisdiction
over all, including temporal rulers. As supreme interpreter
of the moral law, it also had the authority to superintend
and control the secular administration of justice. If a
temporal ruler used his position to violate the law of the
church, or broke his official oath to render equal justice in
accordance with the law of his kingdom, it was the duty
of true Christians to protest against and if necessary to
overthrow his tyranny. Where governments had once been
free to disregard their legal obligations, the organized
conscience of society now stood ready to bring the entire
range of human action, governmental as well as private,
within the rule of law. Christian dualism served, there-
fore, to reinforce classical legalism. Through the union of
these two traditions the unattainable ideal of ancient
society finally approached fulfillment.

By the end of the Middle Ages the essential form of
Western civilization was firmly established. The ideal
of a government ruling within the framework of law, and
subject to the moral direction of society, has never since
failed to exert a powerful hold on the peoples of the West.
Like the Christian conception of human nature, from
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which it ultimately derives, it is a dangerous and difficult
ideal, based on an ever-precarious balance of dualistic
forces. Since this balance is dynamic rather than static, it
can only be preserved by the most strenuous and unrelent-
ing effort. Christ said that He came bringing not peace
but the sword. The peculiar violence and instability of
Western history bear witness to the truth of this predic-
tion. During the Middle Ages the dualism of church and
state led to practically incessant warfare. In later times, a
parallel dualism of society and government has led to
parallel disturbances. But if dualism has its obvious
costs, it also has its compensations. Out of the tensions of
an almost impossible ethic, content neither to accept nor
to reject but striving to transform historic reality, West-
ern man has found the energy to make great strides to-
ward the conquest of his physical environment. Stim-
ulated by the nearly hopeless task of achieving order
within a dualistic society, he has created forms of govern-
ment unique in their dynamic capacity to meet changing
needs. For better or for worse, the course of Western civi-
lization has been set by the medicval ideal of legalistic
dualism. This is the ideal in terms of which it is necessary
to judge the achievements of the Western world.



3
The Crisis

of Secularization

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries mark a turning
point in the history of Western civilization. Up to that
time the dualism of Western society had rested on the
institutions of church and state. In a world where a major
part of the energies of men had found expression in re-
ligion, it had been possible for the church to compete with
secular organizations on terms of substantial equality.
With the Renaissance and Reformation the foundations
of this traditional dualism were finally destroyed. In-
creasing numbers of people turned their attention to
secular rather than to religious interests, while those who
remained faithful to Christianity were weakened b
sectatian cleavages. Where the medieval church had
stood, therefore, as the spokesman for all men in their
capacity as Christians, the churches of later times were
able to speak in the name of a limited part of the popula-
tion only. This left the state, which still claimed the al-
legiance of all men in their capacity as subjects, as the
principal representative of society as a whole. Under these
circumstances there could be no hope of relying on the
church as an independent check on the power of secular
authorities. The progressive secularization of Western
civilization made it necessary to reconstruct the bases of
social dualism. Ever since the sixteenth century this work
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of reconstruction has been the primary problem of West-
ern politics.

The first step in the secularization of the West came
with the revival of classical learning at the time of the
Renaissance. During the Middle Ages artistic and schol-
arly activities had been a virtual monopoly of the church,
and had served to enhance the prestige of ecclesiastical
at the expense of secular authorities. Through the efforts
of men like St. Thomas Aquinas, a considerable body of
ancient literature, in spite of its secular and pagan origins,
had been safely incorporated within the Christian tradi-
tion. After the fall of Constantinople, however, refugee
Greek scholars suddenly appeared on the scene, and
brought new treasures of classical learning to the atten-
tion of the West. They were welcomed not only by cul-
tivated churchmen but by the laity as well. As a result of
the urban development and commercial prosperity of the
later Middle Ages, a rich and ambitious middle class
had begun to appear in many parts of Europe. Unlike the
illiterate feudal lords of earlier days, many of them were
highly educated men eager to embrace any opportunity
for social and intellectual advancement. Great banking
families like the Medici were able and willing to patronize
the new learning in rivalry with the church. Ambitious
princes also found it desirable to attract distinguished
visitors to their courts. For the first time since classical
antiquity, therefore, the church ceased to monopolize the
fields of art and scholarship. Much of the best work of the
Renaissance was done by secular scholars and artists
under the encouragement of secular patrons. Widespread
admiration for these works inspired men with a new seuse
of the dignity and inportance of secular life. This sudden
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shift in the balance of spiritual and temporal interests
marks the Renaissance as the true forerunner of the
modern age.

The secularizing tendency of the Renaissance was able
for a time to proceed virtually without opposition from the
ecclesiastical hierarchy. When earlier waves of classical
learning had come to Europe the church had been vigor-
ous enough to dominate the movement and adapt it to its
own ends. During the Renaissance, however, the spiritual
energies of the papacy were at an unusually low ebb.
After the long humiliation of the Babylonian captivity,
from which it had but recently emerged, the church was
sadly conscious of the danger of intervening, even in
spiritual matters, in any part of Europe where territorial
monarchies, like that of France, were firmly established.
The defeat of the Empire had served, on the other hand,
to transform Italy into a sort of political vacuum. As one of
the larger and more stable political units in a land of fan-
tastically small and disunited tyrannies, the papal state
was in a position to put substantial diplomatic and military
pressure on its weaker neighbors. This combination of
circumstances made it natural for Renaissance popes to
concentrate on the temporal power of the papacy, and
to work for territorial aggrandizement at the expense of
wider spiritual duties. Since their problems and preoccu-
pations, in their capacity as secular rulers, were much the
same as those of their secular rivals, it was inevitable that
they should become more or less assimilated to the pre-
vailing secular spirit. When a man like Leo X proceeded
to patronize some of the greatest artists and scholars of
the time, his motives were not essentially different from
those of his Medici relatives in Florence. No special effort
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was made, as in earlier periods, to adapt and reinterpret
the new learning from a Christian point of view.

The traditions of Christianity were still too strong,
however, to be broken by the impact of Renaissance
humanism. It is true that, in the case of certain represent-
atives of the period, the spirit of the Renaissance was al-
most wholly pagan. But for all their eagerness to exploit
the resources of classical art and literature, most of the
leading figures of the time continued to draw much of
their inspiration from Christianity. It is significant that
even in Florence, when the new creative urge was at its
height, the eloquence of Savonarola was capable of pro-
ducing a violent if temporary religious reaction, inspiring
the citizens and artists of that Renaissance city to consign
their pagan paintings and other worldly treasures to the
flames of a public bonfire. Beyond the limits of Italy, where
the new learning was slower in taking root, resistance to
humanistic paganism was even stronger. Insofar as the
achievements of the Renaissance might serve the glory of
God, or enhance the innocent decorum and pleasure of
life, they were generally acceptable. Insofar as they
tended, on the other hand, to distract or alienate men
from the performance of their religious duties, they awak-
ened quick hostility. True to the normal Christian habit
of oscillating between extremes, the sixteenth century
reacted against Renaissance secularism with a fresh out-
burst of other-worldly enthusiasm. The Protestant Refor-
mation and the Catholic Counter Reformation were the
expression of that reaction.

Ordinarily the revival of other-worldly preoccupations
would have served, as in preceding crises of Western
history, to restore the church to its traditional position as
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the equal partner and independent critic of the state. A
few centuries earlier, when the rise of the mendicant
orders led to a comparable outburst of popular religious
enthusiasm, the papacy had managed, after some initial
hesitation, to incorporate the movement within the body
of the church. The fresh religious energy thus generated
was largely responsible for the vigor of Christian civiliza-
tion in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The Protes-
tant Reformation, as the name itself suggests, hoped to
inaugurate a comparable period of purification and re-
newal within the Christian church. After the fashion of
St. Francis and other successful reformers, Luther and his
associates regarded themselves not as rebels against but
as representatives of the established religious tradition.
Although they tended, in their efforts to recapture the
original purity of Christian doctrine, to lay great em-
phasis on the Bible and on the writings of the early fa-
thers, they had no initial desire to repudiate the basic as-
sumptions of medieval Christianity. Their complaint lay
not against the idea of a Catholic church, but against
the accumulated abuses and corruptions which were for
the time being preventing that church from fulfilling its
proper spiritual functions. Their purpose was to restore
the church to its ancient position as the leading force in a
united Christian commonwealth.

The actual effect of the Reformation proved, however,
to be exactly contrary to the reformers’ original intentions.
Because of their preoccupation with the problems of
secular statecraft, the Renaissance popes were slow to
understand the significance of the spiritual crisis impend-
ing in the North. To satisfy the minimum demands of the
reformers it would have been necessary for the papacy to
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sacrifice many profitable abuses, and to exert itself with
the utmost energy for the purification of ecclesiastical
and above all of monastic institutions. The Counter Ref-
ormation subsequently demonstrated that the church of
Rome was still capable of making a powerful reformatory
effort. This demonstration, however, did not take place in
time to preserve the unity of the church. Convinced by
repeated discouragements that they would never be able
to make an impression on the secularized Renaissance
hierarchy, the Protestants finally decided to break away
from Rome. By setting up a reformed ecclesiastical organi-
zation of their own they hoped that they would ultimately
be able to bring men back to the true faith, reéstablishing
the universal church on a newly perfected basis. These
hopes proved illusory. Although the Protestants man-
aged to establish themselves in many regions, the unex-
pected vigor of the Catholic Counter Reformation, led by
the crusading enthusiasm of the recently organized Jes-
uits, prevented a considerable part of the Western world
from joining the Protestant movement. In the absence of
effective central leadership, moreover, the reformers them-
selves were soon divided by irreconcilable schisms. Al-
though the original purpose had been to reéstablish
the authority of a universal church, the actual result was
to weaken ecclesiastical influence by splitting the Chris-
tian world into a number of permanently warring factions.
This led to a number of unexpected changes in the theory
and practice of politics.

In the earlicr stages of the Reformation these changes
were not especially noticeable. On the problem of social
dualism the theoretical position of the leading reformers
was similar to that of the medieval church. In this respect
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there was, to be sure, a certain measure of disagreement
between the two main branches of Protestantism. The
Lutherans, with their bias toward the mystical aspects of
religion, were inclined to upset the Christian balance of
this-worldly and other-worldly factors in favor of the
latter. To a greater extent than most representatives of
Western Christianity, Luther and his followers regarded
secular affairs as intrinsically evil, and emphasized cul-
tivation of the inner life as the proper conduct of Chris-
tians. The Calvinists, on the other hand, in their pre-
occupation with the accidents of historic existence,
tended to upsct the Christian balance in the opposite
direction. With their fierce concentration on the duty of
acting for the fulfillment of God’s kingdom on earth, they
approached the spirit of ancient Judaism for which, as
shown by their abundant references to Old Testament
texts and by their predilection for Hebraic names, they
felt a conscious affinity. Their sense of direct responsi-
bility for the spiritualization of history made them much
more prone than the Lutherans, or even than the Roman
Catholics, to intervene in the conduct of temporal affairs.
Where circumstances permitted, as in Calvinist Geneva or
in Puritan New England, their preferences clearly lay in
the direction of theocratic government. But with all their
deviations from the central Christian position, the main
bodies of Protestantism never abandoned the old con-
ception of a society based on the dualism of church and
state. No matter what institutional relationships might be
adopted, Lutherans and Calvinists alike believed that the
church was a corporate entity distinct from the state. In
its capacity as defender of the all-important spiritual in-
terests of mankind, the church for them, as for medieval
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Christians, was the supreme embodiment of moral au-
thority. When church interests were threatened by the
state even the Lutherans recognized the duty of protest
and, in extreme cases, of resistance. The Calvinists, at least
in their later developments, were even more aggressive in
censuring political authority. With all its changes of
emphasis, therefore, the doctrinal structure of Protestant-
ism envisaged no substantial alteration of the dualistic
traditions of Western Christianity.

The actual circumstances under which the Reformation
took place were such, however, as to render the church
increasingly dependent on the state. Although the mes-
sage of the reformers made no impression on the authori-
ties of Rome, it found immediate favor with a number of
secular princes. Vested ecclesiastical privileges had been
one of the more perplexing obstacles faced by Western
rulers in their attempts to rationalize the administrative
structure of their states. The Reformation, with its prom-
ise of radical changes in the organization of the church,
was welcomed by many secular princes as an occasion for
the elimination of inconvenient ecclesiastical privileges.
This was especially true in regions like England or Ger-
many, where the Roman authorities, through the sale of
indulgences and other means, had been particularly ruth-
less in exploiting the resources of the local population.
From the beginning, therefore, the reformers found some
of their strongest supporters among the territorial princes.
When the church condemned the movement as heresy
and tried to stamp it out, the protection of men like the
Elector of Saxony was all that saved it from extinction. In
order to avoid the danger of being persecuted, and in
order to enjoy the opportunity of persecuting their op-
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ponents, the reformers had no choice but to rely on the
military power of friendly rulers. As the struggle with
Rome increased in bitterness they had to depend more
heavily on the favor of secular authorities, and to make
greater concessions in return for that favor. Theoretically
they might still recognize the necessity of directing the
moral authority of the church against abuses of state
power; actually they could not afford to push resistance
to the point of alienating their princely protectors. The
result was to make the church comparatively ineffective
as a counterbalance to the pretensions of secular au-
thority.

Similar circumstances operated at the same time to
weaken the position of the Catholic church. In their strug-
gle with the Protestants the adherents of Rome did, to be
sure, enjoy a number of real advantages. In the absence of
any well-established organs of legitimate authority, the
newly formed Protestant churches had difficulty in im-
posing unity of doctrine or discipline upon their own
supporters. Among the Catholics, on the other hand, the
disciplinary and doctrinal authority of the papacy was
virtually unchallenged. This made it possible for the
church of Rome, to a greater extent than its rivals, to
mobilize its remaining forces with maximum efficiency.
At a time, however, when several different religions were
competing for the favor of secular princes, the power even
of a revitalized papacy was insufficient to guarantee the
survival of Catholicism. The inhabitants of most countries
were by this time so divided and confused in their re-
ligious sentiments that no single authority could hope to
secure the support of a united Christendom. If a secular
ruler decided to adopt Protestantism and extirpate the
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Catholics, the military power at his disposal, supported
by Protestant elements of the population, was generally
sufficient to accomplish the desired result in the face even
of the strongest protests from Rome. If another ruler
decided to adopt Catholicism and extirpate the Protes-
tants, the chances were that he also would be successful.
Thus the church of Rome was hardly less dependent than
the Protestant churches upon the favor of secular au-
thorities, and like them had to make concessions in order
to secure that favor. Although the reduction of church
power never went quite so far in Catholic as in Protestant
countries, the tendency in both cases was essentially the
same.

The immediate consequence of this uneasy relationship
between religion and politics was to upset the traditional
bases of political order. In regions where a particular
religion was favored by the prince, the adherents of that
religion had every interest in preaching the duty of ab-
solute obedience to the state. The Anglicans and Luther-
ans, who found their chief strength in the support of
certain temporal rulers, went particularly far in this
direction. In most regions there were, on the other hand,
substantial numbers of people who could not share the
official religion, and who were in consequence liable to
persecution. For them the problem of politics was to find
a way to overthrow the existing order and to set up a
prince of their own persuasion. During the Middle Ages
most political theorists had agreed that tyrannical kings,
including those who jeopardized the eternal salvation of
their subjects by supporting heresy, might legitimately
be resisted and even, in extreme cases, put to death by
authority of other magistrates of the realm. During the
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period of religious warfare, these ideas were congenial to
the more radical supporters of those faiths which hap-
pened, at any given time and place, to be suffering perse-
cution. This was especially true of the Jesuits and of the
Calvinists, the most militant exponents respectively of the
Catholic and of the Protestant position. Both groups
played a leading part in the development of a new school
of political theorists known as the Monarchomachs. In
their attempts to overcome the power of hostile rulers,
these writers made more or less drastic assertions of the
proposition that the right to overthrow tyrannical kings
was vested in the people. Although their words have a
somewhat modern ring, and were later to play some part in
the development of modern democratic thought, the peo-
ple to whom the Monarchomachs referred were not the
unorganized masses of the population, but territorial
magnates, local parliaments, and other public authorities,
among whom the adherents of persecuted faiths were
often well-represented. Essentially these theorists were
doing little more than to restate the medieval doctrine
of tyranny. During the Middle Ages, however, secular
rulers had been subject to the discipline of a single church
only, and had been safe from the charge of heresy as long
as they satisfied its requirements. During the period of
the Reformation and Counter Reformation this was no
longer true. In countries where the inhabitants were di-
vided between two or more rival churches, the ruler was
bound to appear as a heretic in the eyes of many of his
subjects. To repeat medieval theories under these condi-
tions was nothing less than an invitation to perpetual
disorder.

The invitation was accepted. For more than a hundred
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years Western Europe was torn by religious warfare un-
exampled in its ferocity. In many countries dissenting
religious groups succeeded in arousing their supporters
to bloody revolution against the established government.
Foreign princes of like persuasion frequently intervened
on behalf of their embattled coreligionists. In the heat of
passion the rules of civilized warfare fell by the wayside.
Assassination and massacre became the accepted weap-
ons of religious controversy. In comparison with the all-
consuming importance of placing state authority in the
hands of true believers, no sacrifice seemed too great to
those who felt that their salvation depended on the tri-
umph of their own religious group. Under the cloak of
religious enthusiasm secular greed and ambition also
enjoyed full play. The result was a period of bloody and
lawless chaos. This chaos reached its culmination in the
disaster of the Thirty Years’ War, which exterminated
approximately half the population of Central Europe,
and brought ruin to many ancient centers of European
culture. The balance of religious forces was so nearly
even that no single group, however great its exertions,
was able to gain the mastery of a reunited Christendom.
The ensuing stalemate jeopardized the existence of West-
ern civilization.

These circumstances finally led to a complete revulsion
against the traditional view of the relations of church and
state. As the horrors of religious warfare grew more shock-
ing, increasing numbers of people began to look upon all
forms of religious fanaticism as an unbearable evil, and
to yeamn for the establishment of state absolutism as the
only means of restoring social order. The belief that reli-
gious differences should be compromised for the sake of
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political harmony was the distinguishing characteristic
of an influential group of French writers known as the
Politiques. Similar convictions were shared by many
responsible citizens of other nations which had experi-
enced the evils of the times. If established churches could
be persuaded to serve as subsidized and subordinate
instruments of state policy, without upsetting the peace
by sectarian controversies or crusading enthusiasms, they
might still be accepted as a useful bulwark of the estab-
lished order. If dissenting churches would be content to
exist as private confessional organizations, serving the
needs of their own communicants without insisting on
the right to dictate public policy, they too might be al-
lowed to go their self-appointed ways. Under no con-
ditions, however, should disputatious churchmen be al-
lowed to bring death and destruction by interfering with
the sovereignty of the state. After more than a century of
disaster the political prestige of the church was bankrupt,
leaving behind it a permanent legacy of distrust and ha-
tred. The extraordinary virulence of the anticlericalism
shown by many leaders of the eighteenth-century En-
lightenment, and their extreme emphasis on the virtues
of religious tolerance, are a tribute to the depth and
persistence of the impression which the wars of religion
had left upon the minds of men. The memory of that pe-
riod gave rise to some of the most bitterly conditioned
responses of modern times. After such an experience,
there could never again be any serious question of allow-
ing the church to stand beside the state as an equal part-
ner in the government of Western society.

The triumph of the new spirit was signalized by the
Treaty of Westphalia, which brought the period of re-
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ligious warfare to a close by confirming the principle of
state sovereignty. The right of secular princes to deter-
mine the official religion of their own territories was offi-
cially reaffirmed. In the interests of social harmony this
right was exercised in an increasingly tolerant spirit, and
dissenting religious groups were for the most part per-
mitted to exist as long as they did not seem to threaten
the maintenance of public order. Although established
churches continued to exercise important public functions,
the authority of the prince was now sufficient to prevent
them from taking an independent line of action. In Prot-
estant countrics the prince himself usually became the
official head of the established church, and played a large
part in the direction of ecclesiastical affairs. The existence
of the papacy made it impossible for Catholic princes to
assume a comparable position, but their control of the
religious hierarchy was hardly less complete. On the basis
of various agrcements extorted from the enfeebled Holy
See, they acquired far-reaching powers with regard to
ecclesiastical appointments and other vital matters of
church government. Even the most sincerely Catholic
sovereigns had no compunction about using their bar-
gaining position to extract concessions of this sort. Al-
though the clergy might still have considerable influence
on the conduct of devout rulers, both Protestant and
Catholic, that influence was largely personal in character,
and could no longer be enforced by effective social sanc-
tions.

The period of religious warfare was accompanied and
followed by an outburst of creative activity in secular
affairs. Although Western civilization in the later Middle
Ages had already begun, in matters like the invention of
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the clock and of double-entry bookkeeping, to show some-
thing of its inherent gift for technological accomplish-
ment, preoccupation with cathedral building and other
religious affairs had diverted many of its energies to
other-worldly matters. In the course of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, however, those energies turned in-
creasingly to secular objectives. The crusading enthusiasm
of Spain and Portugal, developed by centuries of conflict
with the recently defeated Moors, found expression in a
sudden wave of conquest and exploration which brought
the resources of new continents within the grasp of the
West, thus laying the foundations for modern imperialism.
The Protestant Reformation, by its rejection of monasti-
cism and by its insistence on the religious importance of
secular callings, restored thousands of monks and nuns to
the world, and endowed them with a passionate determi-
nation to work for the greater glory of God by mastering
the problems of secular existence. In the period following
the wars of religion this preoccupation became much more
strongly marked. When the church lost its leading posi-
tion in society it also lost much of its power to attract the
services of able and ambitious men. As religious enthu-
siasm gave way to mounting indifference, secular careers
provided the best outlet for the release of tensions and
energies accumulated through centuries of Christian
experience. The result was to reinforce the spirit of Ren-
aissance humanism, and to prepare the ground for spec-
tacular achievements in the fields of science and technol-
ogy. During the Middle Ages Western civilization had
been relatively mean and impoverished, unable to bear
comparison with the material wealth of other contempo-
rary centers of world culture. By the end of the seven-
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teenth century it had already begun to show those pecul-
iar qualities of energy and resourcefulness through which,
without any particular sign of meeckness, it was soon to
inherit the earth.

The spirit of secular enterprise found early expression
in the creation of rationalized state bureaucracies. During
the period of religious warfare, when the survival of em-
battled religious groups depended on the offensive and
defensive power of princely supporters, the problem of
achieving maximum efficiency in the use of military and
other resources became a matter of the highest impor-
tance. Much of the religious energy of the time was ac-
cordingly devoted to improving military technique and
to rationalizing the financial and administrative proce-
dures needed to supply the sinews of war. With their
passionate determination to insure the triumph of God’s
kingdom on earth the Calvinists were particularly success-
ful in this direction, establishing a standard of govern-
mental efficiency which other states could neglect only at
their peril. When the wars of religion came to an end, the
exhaustion of Western society made it necessary that the
resources of the state be applied with no less energy and
determination to the work of reconstruction. Conscien-
tious princes tried to restore and increase the prosperity
of their ravaged territories by doing everything in their
power to encourage commerce and industry. Interest in
these matters led to the development of a new admin-
istrative and economic science, associated with the names
mercantilism and cameralism, which sought to direct the
activities of state officials along rational lines for the
accomplishment of the desired objectives. Ambitious and
able men, attracted by the resulting opportunities, were
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drawn into the administrative service of princes. By the
end of the seventeenth century, therefore, a secure foun-
dation had been laid for the development of those efficient
and well-disciplined bureaucracies which constitute the
peculiar strength of modern government.

But with all the brilliance of its immediate achieve-
ments, the rising power of the state threatened in the long
run to destroy the foundations of Western civilization.
Now that the church was no longer in a position to check
the activity of temporal authorities, the Western world
was once again faced with the ancient problem of main-
taining an effective rule of law in the face of an all-power-
ful state bureaucracy. Influential political theorists like
Bodin might insist that the authority even of sovereign
princes was subject to legal limitation in terms of a tra-
ditional constitution. Legal principles have little value,
however, unless they are enforced in practice, and it was
difficult, under the conditions of contemporary society,
to see who would be able to make effective resistance to
the unconstitutional action of kings. Respect for con-
stitutional traditions did not prevent the Roman Empire
from developing into a full-fledged bureaucratic abso-
lutism. The probability of a similar development was
implicit in the political situation of seventeenth-century
Europe. Because of their interest in administrative ef-
ficiency, energetic monarchs were constantly tempted
to violate the inconvenient and frequently anachronistic
rights of their subjects. Greed and ambition might also
drive them in the same direction. By reference to the
absolutist texts of Roman law, which gave practically
unlimited scope to the prerogative of princes, it was easy
to find legal justification for anything the state might care
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to do. The result was a rapid growth of royal absolutism
which promised for a time to eliminate the rule of law as
one of the constituent elements of Western civilization.
To many people this development was not unwelcome.
After more than a century of catastrophic disorder the
policy of peace at any price was undeniably attractive,
and the only way of securing peace seemed to be to make
the state so powerful that no dissident group would ever
again be strong enough to challenge it. The anarchical
condition of Renaissance Italy, reduced to eternal warfare
by the strife of republican factions and by the rivalry of
petty tyrants, had previously led Machiavelli to adopt a
pagan view of politics. Convinced that the creation and
maintenance of an effective political order was the highest
possible goal of human existence, he was ready to sac-
rifice any principle of law or morality which seemed to
stand in the way of accomplishing that purpose. The
protracted agony of civil warfare in England brought
Hobbes more than a century later to similar conclusions.
In his view, only a sovereign state vested with absolute
and unconditional authority could hope to maintain the
minimum conditions of orderly human existence. In their
outspoken rejection of the idea that political action should
be subject to moral and legal restraints, Hobbes and
Machiavelli were at variance with the traditional view of
Western politics. Since most of their contemporaries were
unprepared in theory to make so radical a break with the
past, both writers were more generally condemned than
praised for their efforts. Many of those who abjured them
in theory were prepared, however, to follow them in prac-
tice. Embarrassing and unwisc as it might be to state the
matter publicly, fear and exhaustion had brought most of
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Europe to the point where it was willing to accept prac-
tically anything from the state in exchange for a bearable
minimum of peace and order. This psychological fact was
the basis of seventeenth-century absolutism.

The tradition of Western dualism was too deeply en-
trenched, however, to die without a struggle. Although
people tacitly or openly agreed that the church could no
longer be relied upon to guarantee the rule of law, the
possibility still remained that a new and purely secular
form of dualism might be found to replace the old order.
The power of the medieval church had rested on its abil-
ity to mobilize the moral consensus of the community
against the military and administrative powers of the
state. Was the community able, on the basis of secular
rather than of religious leadership, to reach an effective
consensus with regard to the conduct of public affairs?
Could that consensus be organized, without reference
to the ecclesiastical hierarchy, in such a way as to control
the conduct of government? These were the questions
raised by the course of seventeenth-century political de-
velopment. In the form of a distinction between the insti-
tutions of church and state Western civilization had
traditionally operated in terms of social dualism. To
preserve that dualism on the basis of purely secular insti-
tutions was the problem of modern politics.

In their efforts to solve this problem, the political theo-
rists of the seventeenth century began to lay great em-
phasis on the concept of natural law. The idea that all
men, in their capacity as rational beings, are capable of
reaching common agreement concerning the methods
and objectives of social life was already well-established
in the tradition of Western politics. Developed in ancient
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times, it had been incorporated, along with the more
specific doctrines of revealed religion, as an important
part of the teachings of the medieval church. When sec-
tarian differences made it impossible to secure substantial
agreement with regard to the content of religious revela-
tion, natural law was left as the only available bond of
social unity. Responsible political theorists had therefore
to rely on it ever more heavily as a means of restraining
the abuses of government. In order to mitigate the grow-
ing ruthlessness and barbarity of interstate warfare, men
like Grotius evolved theories of international law which,
being based on the unifying rational consensus of the
secular world community rather than on the divisive
tenets of revealed religion, could be accepted as equally
binding upon the adherents of all religious persuasions.
Constitutional theorists like Pufendorf used comparable
methods in an attempt to define the internal limits of
state action with reference to the rights of subjects. In this
way it was hoped that the power of modern governments,
though released from the restraints of organized religion,
might still be held within bounds by the moral consensus
of society.

Emphasis on the law of nature was not in itself suffi-
cient, however, to insure the maintenance of Western
dualism. In ancient times the development of similar
doctrines, while exerting a good deal of influence on the
conduct of conscientious emperors like Marcus Aurelius,
had not been able to check the growth of bureaucratic
absolutism. The situation of seventeenth-century Europe
was much the same. Centuries of common Christian faith
had helped to produce a substantial measure of agreement
concerning the moral limits of political behavior. The
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resulting consensus was strong enough to affect the con-
duct of government. The marked improvement in stand-
ards of civilized warfare which took place after the end
of the Thirty Years’ War is proof that contemporary polit-
ical theorists had not been wholly deceived in their reli-
ance on the authority of natural law. But if the moral
consensus of the community was to become effective, it
was necessary that the community itself, as distinct from
the government, should be able to act through legiti-
mately constituted organs. During the Middle Ages the
institutions of the church had given the moral community
a basis for organized action. Now that the church had
ceased to be available, a comparable secular organization
was needed to enable society to mobilize its moral forces
against the power of bureaucratic governments.
Fortunately the first steps toward the creation of such
an organization had already been taken in the later Mid-
dle Ages. Medieval kings, like their modern successors,
were constantly troubled by the need for additional rev-
enues. Since the primitive administrative resources of
medieval states would have been hopelessly strained by
any attempt to collect taxes directly, the only way of
meeting this need was to place responsibility on the shoul-
ders of men rich or influential enough to be able in their
own right to collect money from the property-owning
groups of the community. This led to the custom of peri-
odically assembling representatives of the feudal nobility,
the church, the chartered cities, and other prosperous
classes, and forcing them to consent in the name of those
classes to the imposition of special financial levies. As
the normal operation of the state became increasingly
dependent on these periodic grants, representative as-
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semblies soon found themselves in a position to extort
substantial concessions in return for the promised pay-
ments. It is true that the power of medieval parliaments
was hardly comparable to that of their modern successors;
primary responsibility for the management of public af-
fairs still rested in the hands of the royal administration,
and even the weakest rulers were not disposed to accept
representative bodies as equal partners in the conduct of
government. But with all their limitations, the represent-
ative institutions of the Middle Ages were vigorous
enough to give currency to the conception that the com-
munity as a whole has rights and interests apart from those
of the state, and that those rights and interests should be
defended by a separate form of political organization.
When subsequent religious differences brought men in
conflict with their sovereigns, dissenting groups naturally
hit upon the idea of using the traditional rights of par-
liaments as a basis for organized opposition. The political
theory of the Monarchomachs was largely devoted to the
task of vindicating those rights. As the power of the church
declined, parliamentary institutions became increasingly
importfmt as an alternative means of expressing the or-
ganized will of the community against the pretensions
of princes. The authority of parliaments was the only
secular parallel to the authority of the medieval church.
By strengthening that authority there might still be hope
of maintaining the dualistic traditions of Western society.
Although comparable efforts were made in many West-
ern countries, the most spectacular success in this direc-
tion took place in England. During the sixteenth century,
English parliamentary institutions had been reduced to
a low estate by the rise of Tudor absolutism. They were
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never formally abolished, however, and began in the
subsequent Stuart period to assume a more active role.
Under the leadership of vigorous members of the land-
owning gentry, parliament emerged as an effective organ
of protest against the expansion of royal prerogatives.
When protest alone proved insufficient it set up an army
and a civil administration of its own, and engaged in open
conflict with the forces of the king. Decisive military
victories made it possible for a time to eliminate the king
entirely, and to establish a republican commonwealth.
Although the difficulty of finding an acceptable form of
parliamentary executive soon led to the restoration of
monarchy, the power of the English kingship never re-
covered from this blow. As the price of regaining his
throne, Charles II had to accept parliament as a more
or less equal partner in the conduct of government. When
his successor tried to revive the traditional position of
the monarchy a bloodless revolution quickly transferred
the throne to a new ruler, at the price of still further con-
cessions. The legitimate power of the king, who remained
at the head of the administrative apparatus of the state,
was now checked and balanced by the legitimate power
of parliament, which was recognized as possessing ulti-
mate authority in the fields of legislation and finance. Two
successful revolutions had demonstrated the feasibility
of using parliamentary institutions as a means of mobi-
lizing the secular community against assertions of the
royal prerogative. From that time onward there was no
substantial danger that the dualistic organization of Eng-
lish society would be threatened from the direction of
royal absolutism.
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The experience of England did much to encourage the
development of a new school of political thought. In Eng-
land itself, this school found expression in the writings of
John Locke. According to his classic exposition of the
Whig position, communities are formed for the purpose
of securing the natural rights of men. Royal executives
are created by the will of the community and vested with
such powers only as are necessary to the attainment of
community purposes. Even after the establishment of
royal authority, parliamentary institutions still exist as an
independent agency of community action. The exercise
of legislative and financial power remains directly in their
hands, serving to counterbalance the executive powers
of the monarchy. Whenever the interests of society are
threatened by the abuse of royal authority, parliaments
have a natural and inalienable right to resist and, if nec-
essary, to replace the erring administration. In other
words, the traditional right of the medieval church, as
representative of the highest moral interests of the Chris-
tian community, to check and, in extreme cases, to dis-
solve the authority of secular governments, was here
reasserted in a purely secular form. As representative of
the highest moral interests of the civic community, par-
liament was urged to take over the political functions
formerly exercised by ecclesiastical authorities. The idea
that freedom depends on the separation of powers within
a balanced constitution is simply a new version of the
traditional Western view of freedom as a product of the
distinction between church and state. Amplified and
developed in the writings of Montesquieu, the doctrine
gained currency not only in England but also on the
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continent of Europe. It provided the only available alter-
native to the monistic trend of seventeenth-century pol-
itics. .
Under the conditions prevailing in seventeenth-century
Europe, however, there was seldom any real possibility of
using parliamentary institutions to counterbalance royal
absolutism. The authority of a parliament, like that of the
medieval church, depends on its ability to mobilize the
moral force of a united community. With a few unimpor-
tant exceptions, the parliaments of continental Europe
were less well equipped than the English parliament to
meet this condition. During the Middle Ages few coun-
tries were as centralized as England. Their representative
institutions therefore tended to be provincial rather than
general in character. During the modem period, when
the central agencies of royal power grew increasingly
effective, local parliaments became anachronistic. As rep-
resentatives of declining provincial communities, they
were in no position to offer concerted resistance to the
pretensions of ambitious princes. Even in countries like
France, moreover, where general as well as provincial
parliaments were available, the class structure of those
institutions was ill-adapted to the creation of social unity.
The tradition of medieval England was unique in this
respect. When representatives of the church and of the
chartered cities assembled for the first English parlia-
ments they did not try to organize themselves as separate
estates, but merged with the greater or lesser landowners
in what came to be known respectively as the House of
Lords and the House of Commons. Since their interests
were not wholly at variance, the two houses found it
relatively easy to present a united front in the contest with
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royal authority. On the continent of Europe, on the other
hand, parliaments were regularly organized in three or
more separate estates, each representing the interests of
a distinct social group. To reach an effective working
agreement between the several estates was no easy mat-
ter. Under such conditions the king had a better claim
than parliament to represent the interests of society as a
whole, and the strengthening of royal authority was gen-
erally welcome as a defense against the greed of special
interests. In countries lacking the natural defense of Eng-
land’s insular position, the fact that a strong royal army
was needed for protection against the evils of foreign
invasion also served as a powerful argument in favor of
absolute monarchy. During the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries these factors combined to produce a radical
decline of parliamentary institutions on the continent of
Europe. Sporadic admiration for the English constitution
could not prevent monarchical absolutism from becoming
the most widely popular form of contemporary govern-
ment.

Even in England, moreover, the balance of power be-
tween king and parliament was rapidly upset. The Eng-
lish parliament, though rather more broadly based than
its continental parallels, was primarily representative of
the landed gentry. When revolutionary successes dem-
onstrated the possibility of overcoming the monarchy, this
social group lost no time in securing an effective monopoly
of power. Many functions of local government, which
elsewhere were performed or supervised by agents of the
royal administration, fell directly in the hands of land-
owning justices of the peace. Control over the central
administrative apparatus of the state, originally recog-
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nized as a proper royal prerogative, soon shifted to cab-
inets responsible to parliament rather than to the king.
Against the pretensions of a legislature which jealously
guarded the power of the purse, and was even willing to
change the rules of royal succession, royal authority was
incapable of making effective resistance. Under these
conditions the separation and balance of powers envis-
aged in the theories of Locke and Montesquieu became
illusory. In practice, the form of government moved stead-
ily toward parliamentary absolutism, exercised by a small
and compact oligarchy in the interests of a limited class
of the population. Within the structure of the existing
constitution other social groups were able to find no le-
gitimate means of limiting the power of this oligarchy. In
England, no less than on the continent, political monism
became the order of the day.

As far as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are
concerned, therefore, the collapse of medieval dualism
left a gap which could not be replaced. Under the leader-
ship of a disciplined and united church, which occasion-
ally called on true believers to resist the pretensions of
tyrannical sovereigns, men of the Middle Ages had grown
familiar with the idea that everyone must be prepared to
assume a certain measure of political responsibility for
the welfare of his immortal soul. The idea of assuming
similar responsibility for the defense of secular interests
was less familiar and widespread. Though feudal lords
and chartered cities might rise against the king in defense
of their vested rights, the mass of the population had been
led to believe that government in its secular aspects was
an exclusive concern of the ruling classes, and that the
duty of simple people was to suffer in silence. This point
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of view continued until comparatively recent times to
dominate the political thought of the West. Under these
circumstances there could be no question of mobilizing
the entire force of secular society as a counterbalance to
the power of monarchical or oligarchical governments.
A period of political absolutism was an inevitable con-
comitant of the crisis of secularization.

In the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries, however, the vitality of Western dualism was strik-
ingly reaffirmed. Successive classes of the population in
all Western countries awakened to a sense of political
responsibility. Parliamentary institutions were revitalized
by their efforts, and became increasingly effective as a
counterbalance to the expanding powers of modern bu-
reaucracy. New conceptions of secular morality arose to
replace the political teachings of the medieval church.
In this way the dualism of Western society, originally
based on the Christian dualism of church and state, re-
emerged on the basis of the secular dualism of society and
government. The process was slow and painful, with many
disappointing setbacks, but the ultimate effect was to
overcome the crisis of secularization, restoring and am-
plifying the traditional characteristics of Western civili-
zation. The ideas and institutions through which these
results were accomplished constitute modern liberalism.



4

The Problem
of the General Will

The main issue of modern politics is the problem of
community. In periods when the condition of society is
relatively static, people tend to accept the existing social
order as an immutable fact of nature. Successive genera-
tions perform their traditional functions in the life of the
community without stopping to ask how communities
themselves are brought into existence. Even in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, when the foundations
of government were being severely questioned, the exist-
ence of a community capable of performing complex and
sophisticated acts, such as the negotiation of political
contracts, was taken more or less for granted. Although
men like Locke might postulate a social contract as the
basis of community, they used it primarily as a device to
determine the proper limits of government and made little
effort to investigate the process whereby men actually
acquire the capacity for effective group action. Ever since
that time, however, social conditions in the West have
become increasingly dynamic. The substitution of secular
dualism for the church-state dualism of the Middle Ages
has called for the assumption of active political respon-
sibilities by men previously unacquainted with traditions
of government. Rapid technological changes have repeat-
edly undermined the traditional bases of human relations.
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Under these circumstances, the maintenance of effective
community action has emerged as a major political prob-
lem. Can large numbers of men be brought, on a conscious
rather than on a purely traditional basis, to cooperate for
the attainment of common objectives? Can the resulting
community be organized in such a way as to exert effec-
tive influence on the conduct of government? From the
eighteenth century onward these have appeared ever
more clearly as the crucial questions of politics.

The peculiar importance of Rousseau in the history of
political thought arises from the fact that he was the first
to focus attention squarely on these issues. For all his rep-
utation as a daring innovator, Rousseau was well ac-
quainted with the writings of earlier political theorists,
and much that he did in the field of politics was little more
than a restatement of traditional points of view. The con-
cept of the social contract, which forms the title of his most
famous political work, had long been part of the standard
repertory. Although the concept of the general will was
rather more original, it also owes much to Montesquieu
and other earlier writers who had already emphasized the
importance of the general spirit of the community as a fac-
tor in politics. To a greater extent than his predecessors,
however, Rousseau believed that political life depends on
the willing and active participation of the community as a
whole. He was also fully aware of the difficulties standing
in the way of effective community action. His theory of the
general will was an attempt to solve these difficulties. Even
within its own terms, this attempt was not wholly success-
ful. Since Rousseau’s genius was artistic and intuitive ra-
ther than logical and systematic, the creation of a compre-
hensive and consistent theory was beyond his powers. But
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granted that his exploration of the general will raised
more problems than it solved, it had the supreme merit of
directing attention to basic political issues. Consummate
literary gifts united with passionate personal conviction to
produce an impressive statement of the place of the com-
munity in modern political life. From that time onward,
the problem of the general will has never ceased to be a
major preoccupation of Western politics.

The nature of Rousseau’s political thought can only be
understood with reference to the circumstances of his per-
sonal life. Although most political theorists reflect in some
measure their own private experiences, their work is usu-
ally significant to the extent that those experiences are
themselves typical of the aspirations and needs of the time
in which they are writing. In the middle of the eighteenth
century, however, when Rousseau was at the height of his
career, there was little or nothing in the contemporary
scene to suggest the need for a thoroughgoing analysis of
the problem of community. The political awakening of the
masses, which was to make this the crucial problem of
nineteenth-century politics, did not begin to get under
way until the time of the French Revolution, and even
then was rather slow in developing. For the time being,
social conditions were comparatively stable. Because of
their overwhelming interest in the maintenance of order,
most people were willing to accept absolutism as the
proper form of government, and saw no need to spend
their time examining its foundations. Rousseau’s preoccu-
pation with the problem of community action cannot be
explained, therefore, as a reflection of contemporary needs.
By the peculiarities of his own character and experience,
Rousseau was set apart from the men of his time. Those
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peculiarities are an indispensable clue to the interpreta-
tion of his political thought.

One of the circumstances which separated Rousseau
from most of his associates was the fact that he was Swiss.
Although most of his adult life was spent in France he was
a citizen of Geneva, one of the few remaining republics in
a world of absolute monarchies, and never ceased to be
proud of his republican heritage. As an obscure but en-
franchised member of a sovereign community he had
been brought up in the tradition of a society where active
participation in politics was the right of all free men. It is
true that the power of an ambitious aristocracy had re-
duced that privilege to virtual insignificance. Continuing
movements of popular protest showed, however, that the
democratic spirit of the past was not yet wholly dead. As
the son of an independent member of the lower middle
class, Rousseau fell heir to the democratic tradition. This
did much to color his conception of politics. At a time
when most intellectuals were willing to regard themselves
as the loyal and obedient subjects of absolute monarchs,
Rousseau was never able to accept the idea that men
should be anything less than active and responsible mem-
bers of a sovereign political community. This in itself
would have been enough to keep him hopelessly apart
from the prevailing currents of eighteenth-century
thought.

But the decisive element of Rousseau’s personal history
lay in the fact that he was a complete social misfit. One of
the symptoms of the social disintegration of modern times
has been the emergence of the figure known as the Bohe-
mian, an artist or intellectual who fails to conform to the
conventional pattern of social behavior and withdraws
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into a private environment of his own choosing. Rousseau
was one of the earliest representatives of this modern type.
As the son of a Swiss artisan, he would normally have fol-
lowed the career of a rising young apprentice in one of the
skilled trades for which his native city was notable. Un-
fitted for this by the haphazard and undisciplined up-
bringing of his early years, he abandoned the attempt and
became a vagabond. After many years of irresponsible
wanderings his native talents came to the fore, and won
him a respected place among the intellectual lights of
Paris. But even though Paris brought him success, it never
gave him contentment. The art of getting along with other
people, the rudiments of which are normally learned in
childhood, was too complicated to be mastered in middle
life by a man like Rousseau, whose pathologically nervous
constitution gave way in the end to actual insanity. Al-
though many influential people were genuinely fond of
him, and tried to further his interests, the normal frictions
of social life were more than he could endure. His awk-
wardness and touchiness in personal relations alienated
many of his friends, and made it impossible for him to fol-
low the conventional pattern of a successful literary ca-
reer. The only way for him to find peace was to withdraw
from ordinary social intercourse into a life of rural seclu-
sion. Unlike the majority of his fellow intellectuals, he was
unable to make an acceptable adjustment to the require-
ments of contemporary society. The gulf which separated
him from other leading figures of the Enlightenment was
strikingly expressed by his friend Diderot, when he said
that Rousseau was a lost soul. This personal tragedy did
more than anything else to determine the character of his
writings.
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As a man whose own contacts with social life had been
uniformly troublesome, Rousseau naturally came to con-
ceive of the problem of politics in terms of the relationship
between the individual and society. His attitude on the
matter, like that of most Bohemians, was curiously biva-
lent. Impressed by the absolute need for freedom to ex-
press his personality, he sometimes felt that the proper
course of action was to reject society entirely. This mood
was characteristic of his nonpolitical writings, and forms
the justification for his reputation as a founder of modern
romanticism. The educational theories set forth in his
Emile, for example, were explicitly directed toward the
object of developing an individual personality to the point
where it would be capable of self-expression in isolation
from the corruptions of contemporary society. Like most
people who have been deprived of a basic human satisfac-
tion, Rousseau was strongly aware, on the other hand, of
the value of what he was missing. His unhappy personal
experience had convinced him that the establishment of a
satisfactory relationship between the individual and the
community was impossible under the conditions existing
in contemporary Europe. The possibility still remained,
however, that a different constitution of society might pro-
vide an answer to the problem of securing effective com-
munity action without at the same time frustrating the will
of individuals. Unquenchable yearning for a society in
which he himself might have participated was the motive
of his excursions into the field of politics.

The work which first brought Rousseau to the attention
of the general public was an essay upholding the thesis
that primitive societies are superior to societies with a
higher degree of civilization. This preference for the prim-
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itive, which remained a favorite theme of his subsequent
writings, was largely due to the belief that the problem of
reconciling individual and group action had been solved
in the life of earlier communities. Modern anthropologists
know that the rigid training to which people are subjected
in many primitive communities tends to produce a high
degree of social integration. By favoring the development
of socially acceptable personality traits, this training
makes it possible for most individuals to accept their tradi-
tional roles with a minimum of personal conflict. During
the course of the eighteenth century, Europeans were be-
ginning to have some knowledge of the primitive cultures
then existing in other parts of the world. But even though
this knowledge had some influence on Rousseau, his con-
ception of the primitive, like that of most of his contempo-
raries, was mainly based on the study of classical and bib-
lical history. The city states of classical antiquity, like the
primitive tribes known to modern anthropology, were
small and well-integrated socicties. Educated from earliest
youth in a framework of common traditional values, the
citizens of these communities were able to work together
for the attainment of common objectives without feeling
that their desires were being sacrificed in the process. As a
statement of the conditions actually existing in ancient
times, this picture is oversimplified, and does scant justice
to the elements of coercion and conflict implicit in the life
of the city state. Traditional accounts of ancient history
offered considerable support, however, for the proposition
that the ancient Greeks and Romans had at one time
achieved an unusually harmonious pattern of social adjust-
ment, and that subsequent class conflicts were due to the
decline of earlier and sounder customs. Rousseau wel-
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comed these accounts because he felt that they showed the
way to an ideal solution of the problem of politics. By an-
alyzing ar.d generalizing the principles underlying these
so-called primitive societies, he hoped that it might be pos-
sible to illustrate and perhaps even to overcome the inade-
quacies of contemporary Europe.

Rousseau’s idealization of primitive life was summarized
in his concept of the general will. The idea of considering
politics exclusively in terms of will was a daring innova-
tion. Prior to Rousseau even the severest critics of political
absolutism had generally assumed that governments were
justified if they could be shown, in the light of some ac-
ceptable standard, to be acting for the best interests of so-
ciety. The important thing was not to discover what people
wanted, but to find out what was good for them. For Rous-
seau, however, it was not enough to show that acts of gov-
ernment were objectively correct. The problem for him
was to find a society in which the group could act without
frustrating the will of any individual. This can happen
only if acts commanded by the government are at the
same time willed by every single member of society. Rea-
sonable or not, a command which does not correspond
with a general or all-embracing will is bound to entail
some measure of personal frustration. Since frustration is
the ultimate evil, it follows that no act of government is
legitimate unless it conforms to the general will. In primi-
tive societies, as Rousseau envisaged them, everything is
done on the basis of a shared community of purpose. By
erecting the whole structure of his political theory around
the concept of the general will, he expressed his conviction
that this is the only acceptable basis for social life.

Any such statement of the problem of politics would
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seem to result in a hopeless dilemma. The logical implica-
tions of the concept of the general will lie in the direction
of anarchism. If no government can act unless the will on
which its action is based is shared by the entire commu-
nity, it would apparently follow that there could never be
any legitimate occasion for the coercion of individuals in
the interests of society. There have, indeed, been philo-
sophical or religious anarchists who believed that social
life can be maintained without coercive means, but Rous-
seau was not one of them. Convinced that men can only be
free when governed in accordance with the general will,
he was at the same time willing to admit that no govern-
ment can be effective without the use of force. As he him-
self wrote in a well-known phrase, there are times when
men must be “forced to be free.” But how can a govern-
ment use force against a member of society, and at the
same time claim that its action is based on a general will in
which that self-same member continues to participate?
This paradox lies at the center of Rousseau’s political
thought.

In order to resolve it, Rousseau was forced to undertake
a more extended analysis of the nature of human volition,
How can a man come in conflict with a general will in
which he himself participates? Obviously this can happen
only if he is capable at one and the same time of desiring
two mutually incompatible ends. This state of mind is not
uncommon. The desire to have cake and eat it too is a well-
known aspect of human behavior. Many people would
like, for example, to be defended by a large navy without
at the same time having to pay taxes. When a man in this
position is visited by the tax collector, his state of mind is
complex. As a private person planning his own personal
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budget he would like to evade taxation. As a citizen inter-
ested in the performance of a public function he realizes
that taxes must be paid. If his efforts at tax evasion land
him in jail, his will cannot be said to have been entirely
frustrated. His will as a private person has been thwarted
in order that his will as a citizen may prevail. Since coer-
cion under these circumstances is used for the accomplish-
ment of purposes freely desired by the victim himself, it
is not entirely meaningless to say that the man has been
forced to be free.

Rousseau’s distinction between the “general will” and
the “particular will,” which plays such an important part
in the development of his political thought, is an elabora-
tion of these ideas. According to his statement of the prob-
lem, a man is free as long as he lives under a government
which conforms to the general will. A government which
seeks to accomplish results desired by the entire commu-
nity serves to increase rather than to decrease the range of
individual satisfactions. But the accomplishment of these
results frequently comes in conflict with other interests of
the individual. Though they may desire the same end re-
sult, people often differ as to the means whereby it ought
to be accomplished. Even when they are agreed on means
as well as on ends, they may try to avoid their proper share
of the costs of social action. Under these circumstances
there is a conflict between the general and the particular
will which can be resolved only by forcing the particular
will to give way to the general. This may involve a certain
frustration of individual desires. But as long as it is done
for purposes desired by the individual himself, the sense
of frustration is never quite complete. A patriotic Amer-
ican may try for personal reasons to keep out of the army



100 Political Tradition of the West

as long as he can, and still have the satisfaction, once he is
caught in the draft, of knowing that he is contributing to
the defense of a community he would like to see preserved.
Certainly he is less severely frustrated than a Polish na-
tionalist who, as a member of a racial minority, has been
similarly forced to serve in the army of a nation he would
like to see destroyed. Although some sacrifice of individ-
ual freedom is implicit in any form of social action, that
sacrifice is reduced to a minimum when it is demanded
only for the accomplishment of purposes desired by the
entire community. This was the measure of freedom de-
manded by Rousseau when he said that the only legiti-
mate form of coercion is coercion dictated by the general
will.

This theory deserves the closest attention, for it lies at
the basis of most subsequent developments in the theory
and practice of liberalism. Modern constitutional democ-
racy believes with Rousseau that all men have the right to
express themselves in the ficld of politics. But if people de-
velop points of view radically at variance with those of the
rest of the community, society will fail to maintain the co-
hesiveness necessary for effective action. Under the condi-
tions of free government it is impossible to cope with the
resistance of any considerable minority which fails to
share in the general interests of the community. Before the
creation of the Irish Free State, for example, Irish nation-
alists were able to use their democratic rights to hamper
the operation of the British parliamentary system. Thus
modern liberal theorists, like Rousseau, are faced with the
problem of maintaining a government which will be capa-
ble of acting without at the same time arousing an impor-
tant number of citizens to a feeling of irreconcilable frus-
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tration. When the general will is strong, people are able to
accept a good deal of coercion without becoming seriously
embittered. But this is true only if the government confines
itself within the limits of action set by the existing level of
community agreement. The experiment of national prohi-
bition in America had, in the end, to be abandoned be-
cause a substantial number of people, feeling that the
regulation of diet was not one of the functions required of
the national government, disobeyed the law so freely as to
create a hopeless problem of law enforcement. Unless it is
willing to abandon the methods of constitutional democ-
racy and apply the coercive measures of a totalitarian
state, no government can act unless the purposes of that
action are in some measure shared by all members of the
community. When he said that political freedom depends
on the general will, Rousseau was stating the basic princi-
ple of modern liberalism.

Once the importance of the general will is granted, the
question arises as to how it can be brought into existence.
On this point there is an element of confusion in Rous-
seau’s thought which reflects in a curiously prophetic way
the central conflict of twentieth-century politics. The
problem centers on the interpretation of his famous
phrase, “The general will is always right.” This can be
taken on the one hand to mean that will is not general un-
less it is also right. Belief in the rational process as the only
enduring source of agreement among men has been a per-
sistent factor in the history of Western civilization. The
idea of natural law is an expression of this belief. Modern
liberalism, with its emphasis on freedom of opinion and
discussion, rests on a similar conviction that any enforced
unity, no matter how complete, is objectively inferior to
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the unity which emerges from the rational negotiation of
opposing points of view. On the other hand it is possible to
say that rational standards are irrelevant to the formation
of will, and that will becomes right simply by reason of the
fact that it is widely shared. This is the point of view
adopted by modern totalitarians, who regard all differ-
ences of opinion as a fatal impairment of social unity and
feel that all necessary measures of propaganda and coer-
cion should be used to prevent such differences from
emerging. In Rousseau’s own writings the ambiguity of
the phrase, “The general will is always right,” was never
clearly resolved. His concept of the general will has there-
fore served as the starting point for endless controversies.

Although Rousseau himself never faced the issue
squarely, the moralistic quality of his thought tended on
the whole to lead him in the direction of objective ration-
alism. Profoundly influenced by Plato and other rational-
istic philosophers, he believed that the nature of man is
inherently good, and that the proper function of politics is
to find means for the expression of that natural goodness.
His preference for the primitive was largely a moral judg-
ment. Like many other moralists, he felt that the arts and
luxuries of civilization tend to corrupt the moral nature of
man. In the reckless pursuit of wealth and power, men lose
those traits of sympathy and mutual understanding which
constitute the natural basis of social life. Rousseau be-
lieved that the social harmony of primitive communities
was due to the fact that simple conditions gave unlimited
scope to the inherent goodness of human nature. The gen-
eral will emerging in such communities was not a substi-
tute for but an expression of the innate moral capacity of
men. When Rousseau said, therefore, that the general will
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is always right, he was implying not that generality is the
sole criterion of rightness, but that rightness is the true
basis of generality. To say, as some interpreters have done,
that he regarded mere will as the highest value of human
existence, is to do scant justice to the moral preoccupations
which underlie the structure of his political thought.

The rationalistic element in Rousseau’s concept of the
general will appears most clearly in his attitude toward the
problem of law. If he had felt that the mere fact of com-
mon agreement was in itself a sufficient basis for political
life, he could hardly have failed to recognize the legiti-
macy of any act desired by society as a whole. He always
insisted, however, that the general will was not the same
thing as the will of -all, and that it could only express itself
in the form of general legislation. Although a specific act
of government, such as the popular election of a magis-
trate, might represent the unanimous agreement of every
member of the community, he regarded it as a manifesta-
tion of the particular rather than of the general will. This
point of view is an extreme but characteristic reflection of
the normal Western tendency to legal rationalism. The
idea that the process of legislation, which forces men to
think in general rather than in specific terms, is intrinsi-
cally more rational than the process of administration, was
well-known even in the time of Aristotle. Though a man
might be influenced in his own choice of secretaries by a
personal and instinctive preference for blondes, it would
be hard for him to find rational justification, even in his
own mind, for a general rule excluding all brunettes from
secretarial employment. The typically Western belief that
the best government is a government of laws rather than
of men is based upon this simple psychological experience.
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This belief was thoroughly shared by Rousseau. Con-
vinced that the general will is always right, he at the same
time held to the traditional view that all specific decisions,
even when they are the decisions of a unanimous commu-
nity, are apt to be wrong. True rationality is possible only
when men transcend their particular interests and preju-
dices and devote themselves to a consideration of general
problems. Legislation is the only form of community action
which offers full expression to the rational element in hu-
man nature. It is therefore the only form of action which
can properly be ascribed to the general will.

Although Rousseau has often been described as a
prophet of absolute democracy, his concept of the general
will leads to an uncompromisingly dualistic view of poli-
tics. The proponents of absolute democracy, confident in
the unlimited political capacity of the people, believe that
responsibility for the conduct of government should lie
directly in their hands. For Rousseau, on the other hand,
the maintenance of a rigorous distinction between society
and government was a matter of the highest importance.
The function of the community as a whole, as expressed by
the general will, is purely normative. Its task is to formu-
late the moral consensus in acts of legislation, and to sec
that that legislation is enforced by the government. When-
ever it is dissatisfied by the way in which an existing gov-
ernment is executing its mandate, it has the right to dis-
miss that government and replace it by another. Under no
conceivable circumstances is it possible, however, for the
general will itself to perform the functions of government.
An act of administration, even in those rare cases where it
is performed by the entire citizen body rather than by spe-
cially selected magistrates, can never be anything more
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than an act of particular will. In Rousseau’s political
thought the general will, as the supreme representative of
the moral interests of the community, occupies a position
similar to that which the church, as the supreme represen-
tative of the spiritual interests of mankind, had occupied
in the political thought of the Middle Ages. Like the medi-
eval church it has the right to instruct and if necessary to
change the administrative organs of government. Just as
the spiritual quality of the church was always endangered
whenever it tried to take over the functions of the state, the
general will ceases to be general as soon as it tries to take
over the functions of government. Rousseau believed that
a proper conception of politics depends on the mainte-
nance of an absolute dualism of society and government.
His distinction between the general and the particular will
could hardly have led to any other conclusion.

The value of Rousseau’s analysis has been confirmed by
the experience of modern liberalism. From the eighteenth
century onward, responsibility for the administration of
society has become increasingly the province of state bu-
reaucracies staffed by trained civil servants. With the ad-
vance of modern technology, the idea of direct govern-
ment by society as a whole has become even more fantastic
than it would have been in the time of Rousseau. The con-
current development of public opinion has made it possi-
ble, however, to place limits on the exercise of bureau-
cratic power. As representatives of the moral consensus
of the community, many parliaments have succeeded in
establishing authority over the agencies of government,
holding them to the execution of commonly acceptable
legislative standards. Like the church-state dualism of the
Middle Ages, the resulting dualism of society and govern-
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ment has given rise to extremely difficult problems. On the
one hand there has been a tendency for the representa-
tives of society to invade the field of government by dic-
tating not only the general objectives but also the specific
methods of administrative action. Pressure politics and the
spoils system are characteristic examples of the way in
which constitutional democracies have sometimes inter-
fered with the conduct of government. On the other hand
there has been a tendency for civil servants, by exploiting
the weakness and inexperience of popular representatives,
to pursue their own lines of policy in defiance of popular
control. Thus the problem of maintaining an effective bal-
ance between popular and bureaucratic forces has been
no less difficult than the corresponding medieval problem
of maintaining an effective balance between church and
state. But in spite of all difficulties, the lines laid down in
Rousseau’s distinction between the general and the par-
ticular will have pointed the way to a viable form of polit-
ical dualism. The result has been to give a new lease of life
to Western civilization.

The significance of Rousseau’s theory is not confined,
however, to the light it throws on constitutional democ-
racy. To a greater extent than any other writer of his day

e was aware of the obstacles to effective group action.
This led him to adopt many positions which are curiously
prophetic of modern totalitarianism. The theory and prac-
tice of constitutional democracy rest on the assumption
that people are able by a process of rational negotia-
tion to reach a degree of common agrecment sufficient for
the maintenance of social life. In the course of the nine-
teenth century this assumption was justified by the experi-
ence of many Western countries. In other times and places
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the attempt to produce such agreement has proved more
difficult, and has encouraged different views with regard
to the rational nature of man. Although Plato believed in
the supreme importance of reason in the conduct of hu-
man affairs, his discouragement with the current state of
Athenian politics brought him to the conclusion that the
number of people capable of true knowledge was ex-
tremely limited, and that society could be unified only if
an intellectual aristocracy, by the use of myths and other
irrational devices, was able to impose its ideas on the rest
of the community. Similar discouragements in recent times
have stimulated the growth of totalitarian doctrines which
go even further in their acceptance of force and fraud
as instruments of social integration. Rousseau himself,
though unacquainted with modern totalitarianism, was
thoroughly conversant with the writings of Plato, and the
social situation in which he found himself was no less dis-
couraging than that faced by his illustrious predecessor.
None of the peoples of eighteenth-century Europe was as
yet prepared to assume the burdens of free government.
From Rousseau’s standpoint the current scene was a spec-
tacle of hopeless corruption. In spite of his faith in the nat-
ural goodness of man, he was accordingly forced to take a
rather pessimistic view of the political capacity of men.
This made him not only one of the earliest exponents but
also one of the earliest critics of modern liberalism.
Rousseau’s ultimate disbelief in the power of reason is
shown in his exaggeratedly monistic conception of the
general will. If an effective public opinion is to emerge
from the processes of rational discussion it is necessary
that society itself be organized on a pluralistic basis. Vari-
ous groups within the community must be allowed to de-
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velop and clarify their own views, and then given the op-
portunity to negotiate with other groups for the discovery
of a mutually acceptable compromise. Under the condi-
tions of modern constitutional democracy, political parties
and representative parliaments have provided an essential
part of the machinery needed for this purpose. The de-
struction of that machinery has been one of the key objec-
tives of the totalitarian attack on liberalism. This lends pe-
culiar interest to the fact that Rousseau was if anything
even more firmly opposed than modern dictators to the
pluralistic organization of society. Like all totalitarian the-
orists, he was unable to share the liberal belief that a gen-
eral will can emerge from the mutual intercourse of organ-
ized particular wills. For him every particular will was a
threat to the purity of the general will, a threat to be erad-
icated as rapidly as possible. His fear of political parties
was especially violent. As one of the traditional devices of
aristocratic government, representative bodies might be
tolerated. Rousseau regarded them, however, purely and
simply as organs of government, and denied them any sig-
nificance whatsoever as instruments for the expression of
the general will. Like all other governmental agencies,
parliaments were magistrates with a private will of their
own, a private will essentially dangerous and antagonistic
to the general will of the community. The general will it-
self can never be delegated, but must always be exercised
by the unorganized mass of the population. These beliefs,
which lie at the center of Rousseau’s political thought, rep-
resent a totalitarian ideal of social integration. Nothing
could be further from the theory and practice of constitu-
tional government.
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Having rejected all other means for the organization of
public opinion, Rousseau was forced, like the modern to-
talitarians, to fall back on the phenomenon of leadership.
Leadership is necessary, of course, to any form of political
life. Under the conditions of constitutional democracy, it
appears in the guise of an outstanding capacity for ne-
gotiation, clarifying and modifying the spontaneous im-
pulses which emerge from the experience of various parts
of the community. To Rousseau, however, the leader ap-
peared not merely as a collaborator with but as the actual
creator of society. This conception, like so many other ele-
ments of his political thought, was based on the study of
ancient history. The traditional accounts of early days are
filled with the exploits of men like Moses or Lycurgus or
Numa, who were supposed to have founded the greatness
of their respective peoples by uniting them under wise and
enduring systems of legislation. Although modern histor-
ical scholarship has thrown more than a little doubt on the
validity of this tradition, it was still accepted at face value
in the time of Rousseau. He seized upon it as the only pos-
sible answer to difficulty in which he, like the totalitarians
of our own day, had been placed by reason of his doubts as
to the political capacity of ordinary men. Even though
people were not able to achieve social integration by their
own efforts, they might still be brought together through
common devotion to the personality of a single outstand-
ing leader. In ancient times there had been great legisla-
tors who, by inducing previously disunited men to follow
the same laws, had made it possible for subsequent gener-
ations to live under the rule of an effective general will. An
equally wise legislator might be able to perform the same



110 Political Tradition of the West

service for the men of Rousseau’s time. This was the only
answer he could see to the problem of making the general
will an operative factor in the life of modern Europe.
With the concept of the legislator, a powerful strain of
irrationalism incorporated itself in Rousseau’s political
thought. He was not, to be sure, prepared to go as far as
the modem fascists in believing that the necessity of social
integration justifies the leader in using every available
means for the attainment of his ends. Rousseau’s personal
hatred of coercion was so overwhelming that he could not
imagine any circumstances in which it would be proper to
use force against any individual who did not already share
the purposes toward which that force was being directed.
He therefore insisted that the legislator should act by per-
suasion only, without the slightest admixture of coercive
power. But the fact that the legislator’s relations with other
men were persuasive did not prevent them from being ir-
rational. Although his legislative measures, like those of
the Platonic philosopher king, were in themselves based
on a rational perception of what was best for society, Rous-
seau’s legislator could not hope to win the consent of ordi-
nary men by a process of rational demonstration. His hold
over society was based in part on the magnetic attraction
of his own personality, and in part on conscious fraud. In
order to secure initial acceptance for his proposals, the
legislator should play on the superstitious prejudices of the
masses, telling them that his message came from heaven
and that any infraction of the new legislative system would
be punished by the gods. Respect for the law should be
perpetuated, moreover, by a host of impressive ceremonies
and customs which, however meaningless in themselves,
would give the people an unquestioning devotion to the
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way of life laid down for them. For all his belief in the natu-
ral goodness of man, Rousseau did not think that ordinary
people could be trusted to recognize the truth when it was
shown to them, or to continue following it thereafter on
a purely rational basis. This curiously bivalent conception
of human nature does more than anything else to explain
the ultimate confusion and inadequacy of his political
thought.

Because of his surrender to irrationalism, Rousseau was
unable, for the same reasons which later operated in the
case of fascism, to find an acceptable answer to the prob-
lems of modern politics. Modern conditions call for the
creation of political units which are increasingly large and
complex. In Rousseau’s time the tiny city state of Geneva
had already been reduced to an anachronism by the rise of
states like France. Since that time these states in turn have
been rendered obsolete by the emergence of continental
powers. The task of modern politics has been to keep pace
with this development by providing the basis for ever-
widening forms of social integration. The tendency of irra-
tionalism, on the other hand, is restrictive. Although fas-
cist dictatorships, by demagogic appeals to national or
race prejudice, have been able to bring particular commu-
nities to a high degree of totalitarian unity, the exclusive
nature of their ideology has made it impossible for them to
extend the limits of those communities by any means less
exhausting or more reliable than absolute coercion. Simi-
lar limitations were characteristic of Rousseau’s political
thought. Although the cosmopolitan spirit of the eight-
eenth century was helping to draw the various peoples of
Europe to closer social unity, he regarded this as a symp-
tom of corruption. The ideal political unit for him was a
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small self-contained community, about the size of Geneva,
united by an exclusive devotion to its own particular tradi-
tions. He believed that the general will could never be
operative until all the other states of Europe had been re-
duced to comparable dimensions.

Recognizing the need for larger units of political inte-
gration Rousseau did, to be sure, suggest that many small
states ought to be reassembled in the form of federal asso-
ciations. This idea was incompatible, however, with his
totalitarian conception of society. The intrinsic difficulty
of solving the problem in his own terms probably explains
the fact that, although he made an attempt to write a book
on the theory of federalism, the work was never completed.
Federalism demands that local communities transcend
their particular interests in a comprehensive community of
purpose. Since Rousseau believed that the general will can
operate only when men give absolute and undivided loy-
alty to the traditions of their own particular community,
the possibility of any wider form of sociability was logi-
cally excluded. The result was to give his idea of the state,
like the parallel doctrines of modern fascism, a hopelessly
anachronistic appearance.

As far as Rousseau himself was concerned, the result of
his excursions in the field of political theory was to pro-
duce a mood of unmitigated pessimism. Though he be-
lieved that a legislator was needed to make the general
will effective, he had to admit that legislators, in his sense
of the term, were the rarest of phenomena. A personality
strong and wise enough to create a state by a process of
pure persuasion was nothing less than a miracle. Even on
those rare occasions when such a miracle took place, more-
over, Rousseau believed that it would usually be ineffec-
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tive. Most peoples, especially in modern times, are too
deeply sunk in corruption, too firmly set in their own per-
verse habits, to be willing to change their way of life in
response even to the wisest and most persuasive of ap-
peals. With the possible exception of Calvin of Geneva, the
only successful legislators known to Rousseau were figures
of the remotest period of antiquity, living among people
whose social conditions were still simple and whose habits
were as yet relatively unformed. In the Europe of his
own day, Rousseau felt that Corsica alone was sufficiently
primitive to offer any real prospect for the creation of an
effective general will.

It is true that he recognized one small ray of hope for a
wider reformation of contemporary politics. Even in highly
corrupt societies there may be revolutionary crises which,
like some illnesses in the life of the human organism, pro-
duce a sort of amnesia, shaking men out of their habitual
ways and preparing them for the acceptance of new views.
If a genuine legislator should happen to appear at such a
time, he might be able to produce results.

Rousseau felt, however, that revolutions of this sort were
hardly less rare than legislators. Since the possibility of
reformation rested on the highly improbable coincidence
of two separate miracles, the chances were that Europe
would never escape from the fetters of corruption. Rous-
seau’s view of history was consequently dominated by a
profound sense of pessimism. The general tendency of
mankind is not to progress but rather to decline from ear-
lier levels of perfection. If men cleave to their ancient
usages they may continue to enjoy some of the virtues of
an earlier and purer stage of human society. If they break
away from the past the chances are that they will become
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increasingly corrupt. Pessimistic conservatism, in the last
analysis, was Rousseau’s own answer to the problem of
politics.

But in spite of the conclusions he himself drew from it,
his concept of the general will actually served as an inspi-
ration to the liberal position in politics. Like many other
writers who are weak in the capacity for systematic expo-
sition, Rousseau was in the habit of clothing his momen-
tary enthusiasms in bold and striking phrases, leaving
doubts and qualifications to emerge in the course of subse-
quent discussion. This made it easy for his readers to re-
member the phrases and to forget the qualifications. When
the French Revolution made it necessary to reconsider the
foundations of political order, the proposition that men are
born free, yet are everywhere in chains, became the rally-
ing cry of popular discontent. Reminded that sovereignty
rests in the general will, people everywhere were encour-
aged to rise against established governments, without giv-
ing a second thought to the fact that Rousseau himself
had regarded Corsica as the only place still potentially ca-
pable of freedom. Belief in the natural goodness of man en-
couraged new classes of society to break the bonds of tra-
dition and to assume the responsibilities of political action,
untroubled by Rousseau’s own pessimistic doubts as to the
political capacity of ordinary men. When Marx, in a later
revolutionary crisis, told the workers of the world that
they had nothing to lose but their chains, he was echoing
the familiar words of the Social Contract. Even to this day
the writings of Rousseau, the conservative pessimist, serve
as an inspiration to democratic optimism. This is his pri-
mary significance in the history of political thought.

The nature of Rousseau’s contribution to the develop-
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ment of modern liberalism is nowhere more clearly visible
than in the social philosophy of Kant. At the beginning of
his career Kant was an aristocratic rationalist, convinced
that the highest gifts of reason are bestowed upon a few
men only, and that ordinary people are incapable of mak-
ing significant contributions to the more important phases
of human existence. Acquaintance with the writings of
Rousseau changed his point of view and gave him new
respect for the dignity and capacity of average men. This
feeling dominated his later writings in the field of moral
and political philosophy. His talent for systematic exposi-
tion was devoted to the task of amplifying and refining the
fugitive flashes of Rousseau’s imaginative insight. In his
hands the concept of the general will became the weapon
for a searching analysis of the essence of liberal politics.
The main feature of Kant’s reinterpretation lay in his
reévaluation of the place of reason in society. In line with
the general tradition of Western rationalism, he believed
that reason is largely concerned with the making of gen-
eral rules. The categorical imperative, which asserts that
a man should act in such a way that his behavior could be
conceived as a universal rule of action, is allied to Rous-
seau’s principle that the general will can only be expressed
in the form of general legislation. But instead of confining
this principle, as Rousseau did, to acts of the community as
a whole, Kant regarded it as a universal standard of moral
action, applicable to individuals and lesser groups as well
as to the state. This made it possible for him to overcome
the artificially rigid distinction between the general and
the particular will which did so much to vitiate the polit-
ical thought of his predecessor. In all human activities, in-
cluding the activity of sovereign states, men have a tend-
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ency to extend the limits of sociability by allowing the
assertion of their own rights to be modified in the light of
a growing appreciation of the comparable rights of others.
Although Kant no less than Rousseau was aware of the
fact that expressions of the moral consciousness are modi-
fied in practice by endless imperfections and corruptions,
he differed from his predecessor in believing that the urge
to social integration is strengthened rather than weakened
by the experience of conflict. Through contact with the
alien and hostile will of other individuals, men gradually
awaken to the necessitv of discovering some mutually ac-
ceptable basis for common action. Through similar con-
tacts, groups also learn to get along with other groups for
the accomplishment of mutual objectives. For Kant, there-
fore, the conflict of particular wills was not the enemy but
the instrument of social integration. Law is not a miracu-
lous gift handed down in perfection by a god-like legisla-
tor, but the gradually evolving product of the accumu-
lated experience of ordinary men. All forms of individual
and group action are capable of contributing to that ex-
perience. Because of his belief in the gradual evolution of
the general will, Kant took a pluralistic view of society.
This made it possible for him to escape the difficulties and
disappointments which accompanied the totalitarian mon-
ism of Rousseau.

Above all, it enabled Kant to express the theory of the
general will in a form compatible with the expanding re-
quirements of modern civilization. As long as the problem
of social integration was conceived in terms of the main-
tenance of an exclusive community tradition, there could
be no hope of reconciling popular government with the
growth of cosmopolitan consciousness. In the Middle Ages
the church owed its moral authority to the fact that it rep-
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resented in a real and special sense the unity of Western
civilization. The power of modern liberalism has likewise
been derived in large measure from its position as a cos-
mopolitan movement, mobilizing the conscience of West-
ern peoples in a concerted attempt to master the forces of
bureaucratic absolutism. If Rousscau’s totalitarian view of
society had been the only valid interpretation of the prob-
lem of the general will, no such development would have
been conceivable. Reinterpretation along the lines laid
down by Kant has enabled modern liberalism to overcome
these difficultics. By conceiving of social integration as the
function of indefinitely evolving social experience, free
play can be given to the socially creative faculties of men.
In his essay on Perpetual Peace, Kant offered the hope that
human reason, slowly awakened to the need for common
action, would one day lead to the creation of a general will
sufficiently strong and comprehensive to bring all peoples
within the framework of a federal world state. Although
this hope has yet to be realized, it represents the ultimate
aspiration and forms the ultimate strength of the liberal
conception of politics.

But for all its inadequacy as an analysis of the methods
of constitutional democracy, Rousseau’s theory of the gen-
eral will is valuable as a statement of the underlying ob-
jective of modern liberalism. Although parliaments and
other organizational devices may be necessary instru-
ments for the expression of public opinion, they are mean-
ingful only insofar as they bring the moral consensus of
the community to bear on the conduct of government. Pre-
occupation with the mechanics of political action is likely
to make men lose sight of this all-important fact. In the
Middle Ages the moral authority of the church, which
alone gave it the capacity to limit the power of the state,
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was constantly endangered by institutional inertia. Peri-
odic waves of revolutionary enthusiasm, as in the time of
St. Francis, were needed to purify the hierarchy of abuses
and to revitalize the spiritual unity of Christendom. Under
modern conditions similar problems emerge in connection
with the organization of secular society. Constitutional
machinery set up for the purpose of mobilizing public
opinion tends to become an end in itself for the people who
have a vested interest in its operations. As Rousseau put it,
any particular group of men, including parliamentarians
and party bosses, tends to develop a particular will of its
own, distinct from the general will of the community. If
society is to maintain the moral authority needed to en-
able it to act as a check on government, institutional iner-
tia must from time to time be overcome by movements of
drastic reform. The history of liberalism consists, therefore,
in a series of revolutionary crises. In response to a newly
awakened political consciousness, previously inert groups
of the population have repeatedly succeeded in revitaliz-
ing and enlarging the area of effective community by
breaking through the bonds of established constitutional
legitimacy. Although Rousseau’s dislike of representative
machinery, and his insistence that the general will cannot
be delegated, cannot be taken as a suflicient guide to the
problem of modern politics, they serve at least as a useful
corrective to the opposite error of regarding mere machin-
ery as the essence of constitutional democracy. The basic
problem is to keep the institutions of government in line
with the expanding moral consensus of the community.
The concept of the absolute and inalienable sovereignty
of the general will still stands as a valid statement of the
objective of liberal politics.
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The Awakening
of the Middle Classes

The first stage in the development of modern liberalism
came with the rise of the middle classes. Ever since the
later Middle Ages, well-organized groups of merchants
and craftsmen had dominated the life of European cities.
For a time they had been able, through institutions like
the Hanseatic League, to play an independent role in poli-
tics, contending with kings and feudal lords on terms of
substantial equality. Although the triumph of absolute
monarchy deprived most cities of their onetime freedom of
action, the urban middle classes remained an important
factor in the life of society. As the allies of territorial
princes in their struggle with the feudal nobility, individ-
ual members of this group took a leading part in the crea-
tion of modern state bureaucracy, and won a correspond-
ing share of public prestige and profit. The rise of material
prosperity which followed the period of religious warfare
offered still further opportunities for advancement. By the
end of the seventeenth century, therefore, the middle
classes of Western Europe were firmly entrenched as an
influential and self-respecting group, conscious of their
own importance, and determined to maintain their inter-
ests in the face of hostile pressures. When the policies of
absolute monarchs proved in the course of the eighteenth
century to be incompatible with their purposes, their atti-
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tude grew critical and ultimately revolutionary in charac-
ter. Inspired by a new faith in the value and potentialities
of secular society, they subjected the state to organized
social pressures comparable to those once exerted by the
medieval church. Their energy and devotion were respon-
sible for the first successful attempt to restore the dualistic
tradition of Western civilization on a purely secular basis.
Although the ideas and institutions which guided them in
this cnterprise, being based on the experience of a rather
narrow social group, were insufficient to create an all-em-
bracing general will, they formed the starting-point for
later democratic developments. Thus the awakening of
the middle classes stands as the first great milestone in the
history of modern liberalism.

Although the revolutionary culmination of the eight-
eenth century appeared at the time as a sudden and un-
predictable outburst, it was the product of forces which
had long been maturing in the body of Western civiliza-
tion. Ever since the end of the period of religious warfare,
Europe had been moving rapidly in the direction of a
thorough technological revolution. Modern science, estab-
lished on firm foundations through the efforts of men like
Newton, was beginning to show its promise as a weapon for
the understanding and control of man’s natural environ-
ment. New methods of commercial and colonial exploita-
tion, which had already reduced many parts of the world
to the condition of European tributaries, were providing
new opportunities for the accumulation of wealth. The
productive capacity of Western industry was being en-
hanced by a series of technological inventions which
marked the first stages of what later came to be known as
the industrial revolution. For people capable of partici-
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pating in these developments, the time offered unlimited
prospects of advancement and profit. Sooner or later, how-
ever, every attempt to make use of novel opportunities
came in conflict with the existing social order. Religious
and political censorship, inherited from the days when the
church was the authoritative center of intellectual life,
was a constant threat to the growth and dissemination of
scientific learning. Commercial enterprise was hampered
by a complex maze of local and international trading
restrictions, relics of the days when economic intercourse
had for the most part been confined to narrow local areas.
The rights of guilds and other monopolistic organizations,
acquired at a time when the transmission of traditional
skills had been the basis of production, stood as a constant
barrier to the adoption of progressive industrial tech-
niques. Institutions which had been adequate to the needs
of a relatively static society could hardly meet the require-
ments of a more dynamic age. The result was friction
which in the end could be resolved by nothing less than a
revolutionary crisis.

Consciousness of the emerging conflict was restricted,
however, to a comparatively narrow group. Participation
in the more advanced forms of intellectual and economic
activity was possible only to people who had a fair degree
of intelligence and education, and who at the same time
were willing to break away from the routine of established
tradition. This meant that the possibility of profiting by
revolutionary change was largely confined to members of
the urban middle classes. In most of the countries of eight-
eenth-century Europe the mass of the population consisted
of an illiterate peasantry devoted to the time-honored
traditions of an ancient way of life. At the other end of the
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social scale the landowning nobility and gentry, while
enjoying the advantages of a more ample education, were
similarly absorbed in the performance of traditional rul-
ing-class functions, and showed little interest in exploring
novel opportunities. Outside of England and a few other
exceptional communities, law and custom generally for-
bade them to participate in any form of commercial or
industrial enterprise. Scientific and literary activities were
less completely tabu, and individual noblemen employed
their advantages of wealth and education to play a dis-
tinguished role in the intellectual life of the period. This
was especially true of France, where the overwhelming
boredom of court life, to which great landowners had been
drawn by a deliberate royal policy of keeping them away
from their estates, led many weary courtiers to find solace
in intellectual pursuits. On the whole, however, the more
ambitious members of the middle classes were the people
best prepared to exploit both the intellectual and the
economic possibilities of the new era. Long acquaintance
with the problems of commercial and industrial life, and
the possession of relatively abundant resources of liquid
capital, gave them a marked advantage in the more ex-
perimental forms of economic enterprise. Good education
combined with an inquiring habit of mind made it possi-
ble for them to take an active part in the exploration of
new fields of learning. Thus the eighteenth century was an
age of peculiar opportunity for the middle classes. Insofar
as the existing order prevented the full exploitation of that
opportunity, they above all were the people to feel the
need for drastic reformation.

As a small minority more or less excluded from the re-
sponsibilities of government, the middle classes were in
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no immediate position to express their grievances through
direct political action. By the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury, however, they were beginning to acquire a fair
amount of independent power. In the earlier phases of
modern capitalism, merchants and manufacturers had
been dependent on state assistance for the inauguration
of large-scale business ventures. Public or semipublic
trading corporations, like the British and Dutch East India
companies, and publicly owned and operated manufac-
turies, like the porcelain factory at Sévres in France, were
typical agencies of economic progress in the early modern
period. In the intellectual realm, the need for royal or
aristocratic patronage condemned middle-class writers
and artists to a similarly dependent position. As long as
these conditions continued, the middle classes could
hardly aspire to genuine freedom of action. By the end of
the seventeenth century, however, the situation was be-
ginning to change. Through institutions like the Bank of
England, ample resources of capital and credit became
available for the support of private as well as of public
enterprise. By controlling these resources, already greater
than the limited revenues of states, outstanding merchants
and financiers, operating from such international centers
as London or Amsterdam, were able to draw the threads
of economic lcadership into their own hands. Intellectual
leadership tended at the same time to shift from the chill-
ing atmosphere of etiquette-ridden courts to the freer and
more vivacious air of private salons, which rose to their
highest peak of international influence in eighteenth-
century Paris. Many successful members of the middle
classes used their newly acquired wealth and leisure to
patronize and participate in this exciting world of art and



124 Political Tradition of the West

letters, associating on terms of equality with like-minded
recruits from the landowning nobility. With the growth of
a sizable reading-public for books and periodicals, gifted
authors like Voltaire and Dr. Johnson were even able to
support themselves by their writing, without depending
on the favor of wealthy patrons. In intellectual as well as
in economic matters, the middle classes of the eighteenth
century had already gone a long way toward acquiring
independent forms of social organization. This made them
an increasingly powerful factor in the life of the time.

To produce significant results in the face of an en-
trenched absolutism something more than this was
needed, however. If the Roman Empire had previously
been forced to share its power with the Christian church,
it was due to the fact that the Christians, with all their
institutional weaknesses, were united by a passionate
devotion to a common faith. Convinced that their gospel
of other-worldly salvation was the only possible answer
to the needs of humanity, this small minority was able to
impose its own terms on the masters of the world. The
salons and banking communities of the eighteenth cen-
tury, though operating on a purely secular plane, were in
much the same position as the congregations of early
Christianity. As the agencies of a scattered and unre-
spected minority, they could never hope to make their
views prevail until they had succeeded in inspiring the
middle classes as a whole with an cffective fighting faith.
To provide the bases for such a faith was the objective of
eighteenth-century thought.

This need was filled by the intellectual movement
known as the Enlightenment. It derived not from the work
of any single man, but from the cotperative endeavors of
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several generations of political and social thinkers. Al-
though writing in many different times and places, all
were concerned with the problem of releasing the creative
forces of the period from the restraints of an outworn
social system. Since this problem had many different as-
pects, there was room for a considerable range of interests
and opinions among the several individuals who con-
tributed to the movement. Adam Smith, the Scottish econ-
omist, was mainly concerned with the issue of free trade.
Voltaire struck telling blows against the stupidities of
literary and intellectual censorship, while Beccaria con-
fined himself to the question of criminal-law reform.
Regional variations, corresponding in many cases with
peculiarities of the local situation, were also characteristic
of the schools of thought which prevailed in particular
countries. Since the economy of France was overwhelm-
ingly rural, the leading group of early French economists,
known as the physiocrats, were primarily interested in the
rationalization of agriculture, while the English utilitar-
ians, in a land of wide-ranging commercial interests,
tended to concentrate on the rationalization of interna-
tional trade. But with all their variations, the proponents
of the Enlightenment are less notable for their differences
than for their similarities. The needs and aspirations of the
middle classes in all countries were more or less the same.
Common experience gave rise to common doctrines which
in their totality constitute the philosophy of the Enlight-
enment.

The faith which united the members of this school of
thought was a belief in the possibility of terrestrial hap-
piness. Although orthodox Christianity had never been
wholly indifferent to the problem of relieving the lot of
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men on earth, it had taught that suffering is an inesca-
pable consequence of the fall of man, and that the final
hope of happiness lies in the promise of a heavenly after-
life. The philosophy of the Enlightenment was a direct
challenge to this conception. It is true that the philoso-
phers did not necessarily deny the possibility of a blissful
life after death, and some of them continued to practice
the Christian religion. Because of their confidence in
modern science and technology, however, their attitude
toward the problem of terrestrial existence was remark-
ably optimistic. Although modern medicine was still in its
infancy it was beginning to show something of its capacity
to overcome the ancient curse of disease and suffering.
New techniques of commerce and manufacture had al-
ready done so much to raise the living-standards of the
West that the ultimate elimination of poverty seemed a
reasonable expectation. The result of such experiences was
a new conception of the nature and destiny of man. Ac-
cording to the faith of the Enlightenment, the earth was
designed by a benevolent God not as a place of penitential
suffering, but as a scene of human happiness. Although an
event like the Lisbon earthquake might lead the caustic
wit of Voltaire to satirize the extreme optimism of those
who asserted that this was the best of all possible worlds,
all were agreed that the terrestrial life of man was capable
of becoming far more pleasant and prosperous in the fu-
ture than it had ever been in the past. To minimize pain
and suffering, and to maximize happiness, was the proper
goal of human existence. This was the humanitarian faith
which inspired the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.
But if happiness was the divinely appointed end of
secular life, why was it not yet being attained in practice?
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Christianity had explained the evils of the world as a con-
sequence of sin, and had taught that the conquest of sin
through grace was the only way of overcoming those evils.
The philosophers of the Enlightenment offered a parallel
solution to this perplexing problem. According to them,
the failure of past generations to realize their potential
happiness was due not so much to sin as to ignorance, and
reason rather than grace was the appointed instrument
of their salvation. Through the gift of reason, God had
made it possible for men to understand the laws of the
universe, and to accommodate their behavior to the be-
nevolent requirements of the divine plan. In the earlier
stages of history men had experienced great happiness by
living in accordance with the simple laws of nature. Most
eighteenth-century thinkers, like Rousseau, were attracted
by the picture of a highly idealized primitive society peo-
pled by “noble savages,” for they saw it as the promise of
what life could be in a world stripped free of corruption.
In the course of time men had had the misfortune, through
the operation of causes never fully explained, of falling
away from the guidance of reason. Powerful individuals
found that they could increase their own apparent hap-
piness at the expense of the general welfare by keeping
other people in ignorance. Kings and priests waxed fat
by coercing their followers into the payment of tribute.
Bigotry and superstition became a vested interest, de-
fended with all the united resources of church and state.
Centuries of suffering were the consequence of this un-
natural situation. Reason still remained, however, as a
force capable of restoring humanity to the conditions of
that happier life which was its natural birthright. To over-
come ignorance through the liberation of reason was the
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eighteenth-century solution to the problem of human
existence.

The philosophers of the Enlightenment were not con-
tent, however, to set up the goal of a humanitarian heaven
on earth, and to assert the eflicacy of human reason as a
means of reaching that goal. If the middle classes were to
generate the kind of energy required for a thoroughgoing
attack on absolutism, it was necessary to inspire them with
the conviction that the triumph of their cause was not only
possible and desirable, but also inevitable. In this respect
the men of the eighteenth century betrayed a habit of
mind which had long been enshrined in the traditions of
Western civilization. The reformers of other cultures have
generally been willing to work without being assured in
advance that their efforts will meet with complete or last-
ing success. In ancient China, for example, successive
generations of Confucian sages have been content to
labor for the restoration of lost ancestral virtues, unde-
terred by their clear-sighted and realistic conviction that
all human achievements, including their own, are imper-
fect and subject to decay. For men brought up in the
Judaeo-Christian tradition, however, resignation to the
fatalities of historical existence is a matter of extreme re-
pugnance. The idea that history is not a meaningless series
of recurring cycles, but a drama with a unique and happy
ending, is implicit in the story of creation, redemption,
and resurrection. Through the influence of Christianity,
the Western world had grown used to the idea that all
secular miseries would end with the second coming of
Christ and the establishment of an eternally perfect king-
dom. When the men of the Enlightenment directed their
attention from religious to secular activities, their apoca-
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lyptic hopes were bodily transferred from the spiritual to
the secular realm. Although an occasional unhappy ec-
centric, like Rousseau, might deviate from the normal
optimism of the period, people generally continued to take
it for granted that perfection was the predestined end of
history. To formulate this religious belief in secular terms
was one of the characteristic problems of the Enlight-
enment.

The idea of progress was the eighteenth-century an-
swer to the problem. Before that time most people had
assumed that the facts of decay and death were just as
much a part of secular lifc as the facts of birth and growth.
The bases, however, for a more optimistic conception had
been gradually accumulating in the course of Western
history. Ever since the Dark Ages, European society had
been trying to relearn the arts of classical civilization. By
the eighteenth century this development had gone so far
that men began, for the first time in more than a thousand
years, to be conscious of the fact that they were more
accomplished than the ancients. In natural science, in
medicine, in the military arts, and in various other fields,
modern discoveries made the writings of classic author-
ities increasingly obsolete. In literature and art, where
questions of relative excellence are less open to empirical
demonstration, the prestige of antiquity was more endur-
ing. Toward the end of the seventeenth century, however,
people finally found the courage to challenge the suprem-
acy of the ancients even in this field. The extraordinary
interest aroused by the so-called war of the ancients and
the moderns is due to the fact that this celebrated literary
controversy represented the final stage in the liberation of
the Western mind from an age-old sense of inferiority.
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Secular history no longer appeared as a painful effort to
recapture the lost glories of Greece and Rome, but as a
triumphant progress toward ever-rising levels of perfec-
tion. The idea was so novel and exciting that it took
powerful hold on the imagination of the West. One of the
most triumphant statements of this doctrine, Condorcet’s
Outline of the Progress of the Human Spirit, was written
at a time when the author was himself a fugitive from the
guillotine of the French Revolution. Although the results
of the movement he had helped to create were, from an
immediate personal standpoint, somewhat discouraging,
nothing could shake his confidence in the inevitability of
human progress. His attitude was typical of the spirit of
the Enlightenment.

The doctrine of progress was valuable not only as a
means of raising the morale of the middle classes, but also
as a means of undermining the self-confidence of their op-
ponents. Of all the obstacles met by reformers, none is
more troublesome than the human tendency to cling to
long-established habits. The fact that a given custom or
institution has been in existence for a long time raises a
certain presupposition in its favor, leaving the burden of
proof on those who wish to see it altered. The normal rela-
tionship between old and new is reversed, however, for
anyone who believes in the progressive character of his-
tory. If the tendency of human affairs lies in the direction
of constant improvement, it follows that new ideas and in-
stitutions ought on the whole to be better than those which
stem from an earlier stage of historical development. This
does not mean, of course, that every harebrained scheme
is necessarily worthy of adoption. Even the men of the En-
lightenment, with their passion for modernity, never went
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so far as to deny that the present as well as the past is a
proper subject for rational criticism. What the idea of prog-
ress did was to shift the burden of proof. Whereas the
tendency formerly had been to assume that old things
were good until new ones had been shown to be better,
the presumption now was that old things were bad unless
it could be proved that new proposals were worse. This
justified unusual freedom in the criticism of established
habits. In England this attitude found typical expression
in the writings of the utilitarians, who asserted that all
ideas and institutions, no matter how ancient and respect-
able, should be judged in terms of their demonstrable abil-
ity to satisfy current needs. The position of other revolu-
tionary thinkers, even when expressed in different words,
was substantially the same.

In view of the fact that modern science and technology,
for all their promise, were still in a fairly primitive stage
of development, such confidence in the possibility of im-
mediate reformation would seem to have been a trifle
premature. It should be remembered, however, that the
eighteenth-century view of progress was based not on
the nineteenth-century conception of historical evolution,
but on the timeless mathematical premises of seventeenth-
century science. Of all the current achievements of mod-
ern learning, Newtonian physics was the discovery which
most thoroughly captivated the imagination of the En-
lightenment. By applying certain mathematical hypoth-
eses to the observed movements of heavenly bodies, New-
ton had succeeded in explaining a large range of terrestrial
and celestial phenomena in terms of a few extremely
simple laws of motion. This outstanding accomplishment
gave rise to an exaggerated view of the rational simplicity
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of the universe. The average supporter of the Enlighten-
ment assumed that the whole of creation was a perfectly
economical mechanism constructed in accordance with a
limited number of rationally comprehensible laws. For
men of intelligence and good will, the discovery and
application of those laws should be a fairly easy matter.
Once this had been done, the problems of human exist-
ence would be solved for all time. Unlike the scientists of
later generations, who conceived of progress in terms of
the slow and patient accumulation of empirical data, the
more influential thinkers of the eighteenth century be-
lieved in the possibility of achieving final perfection
through the sudden introduction of rationally intuited
hypotheses. This gave their revolutionary optimism an
uncommonly persuasive basis.

The intellectual atmosphere of the eighteenth century
produced a distinctive type of personality. The extraor-
dinary popularity enjoyed by Benjamin Franklin, both at
home and abroad, owed much to the fact that he im-
pressed his contemporaries as the ideal embodiment of
what men ought to be. As an enterprising writer, printer,
and publisher, he had raised himself from poverty to
affluence by his own unaided efforts. Endowed with an
insatiable curiosity and an untiring zest for living, he had
participated actively in the intellectual life of the time,
and was known as the author of several important dis-
coveries and inventions. Born and raised in a country
where the older traditions of European society were com-
paratively weak, he was able to view religious and politi-
cal questions with a fresh and critical eye. It is true that
his mind in many respects was characterized by a degrec
of superficial practicality which prevented him from ap-
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preciating some of the more complex aspects of human
experience. In this, too, he was a true representative of the
age in which he lived. In a period of impending revolution,
the great need is for men whose capacity for energetic and
self-confident action is uninhibited by the endless per-
plexities and qualifications which attend the more subtle
manifestations of philosophic thought. The capacity of the
Enlightenment to inspire people with this particuar type
of enthusiasm is a true measure of its success as a revo-
lutionary doctrine.

In onc important respect, however, the thought of the
eighteenth century was less clear-cut and simple than it
seemed. This was due to the persistence, in a newly
secular form, of one of the characteristic dilemmas of
Western religion. Christianity, particularly in its Western
version, is the resultant of a rather unstable balance be-
tween self-regarding and other-regarding motives. With
its emphasis on the supreme importance of individual
salvation, it has tended, on the one hand, to heighten the
moral consciousness of the individual at the expense of
the community. Christ’s injunction to His disciples that
they must abandon their families and follow Him is an
illustration of the ruthless moral egoism implicit in the
Christian message. The respect accorded to monks and
hermits, and the attempt to encourage the introspective
tendencies of ordinary men through institutions like the
confessional, are manifestations of a deep-seated convic-
tion that the true source of religious vitality lies in the
development of the individual conscience. Along with
this individualistic tendency, however, the Christian re-
ligion contained a powerful social element. One of its
loftiest aspirations was the desire to unite all men within
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an all-embracing community of love and charity. To
maintain an effective balance between these opposing
forces has been the critical problem of practical Chris-
tianity. With the rise of the Enlightenment this problem,
far from being resolved, was carried over from the reli-
gious to the secular plane of action. This accounts for
many of the real complexities which underlie the apparent
simplicity of eighteenth-century thought.

Perhaps the most obvious characteristic of the period
was its exaggerated individualism. At a time when emerg-
ing intellectual and economic forces were coming into
conflict with the 'traditions of an older society, it was
natural for supporters of the new movement to lay great
emphasis on the need for individual freedom. Just as the
creative vitality of Christianity had resided in the religious
energy of its individual saints, the hope of the Enlighten-
ment rested in the rationalizing energy of its individual
scientists and enterprisers. This led to a radical assertion
of the right of the individual to pursue his own rational
interests without regard for the restraints traditionally
imposed by society. The sensationalist school of psychol-
ogy, then at the height of its influence, rested on the
assumption that men are born without moral or social
ideas of any sort, and that all subsequent developments of
the human personality are the product of purely self-
regarding attempts to minimize the painful and to max-
imize the pleasurable sensations of the individual human
organism. According to this theory, society is a mechan-
ical aggregate of sentient individuals all of whose actions
are motivated by the pursuit of rational self-interest.
With the advance of secularization, therefore, the Chris-
tian doctrine of the supreme value of the individual soul
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was transformed into an equally uncompromising doctrine
of the value of the individual sentient body. The result
was a marked heightening of the individualistic tendency
which had always been one of the characteristic features
of Western civilization.

In accordance, however, with the dualistic habit of
Western thought, this emphasis on self-regarding motives
was counterbalanced by an equally drastic reassertion of
the other-regarding aspects of human life. Although
modern scholars, in their reaction against the abuses of
nineteenth-century individualism, have sometimes tended
to lose sight of the fact, this was one of the all-pervasive
phases of the Enlightenment. The leaders of the move-
ment were inspired by the belief that their principles
would increase the happiness not only of peculiarly gifted
individuals, but also of society as a whole. Just as the
Christians had previously dreamed of a day when all
mankind would be united by a universal law of love and
charity, the men of the eighteenth century were captivated
by the vision of an age when all humanity would enjoy the
common blessings of freedom from want and pain. That
this was no pious platitude, but a passionate conviction,
was demonstrated by innumerable acts of humanitarian
devotion. When admiring contemporaries paid tribute to
Franklin as an ideal representative of the age they were
mindful of the fact that he was a well-known philanthro-
pist, whose time and money had been given to the creation
of an amazing number of welfare organizations. This
attitude of social responsibility was widely shared. Ap-
palled by the spectacle of human suffering, many men
and women cheerfully descended into the hell of hospitals
and prisons to devote their lives to the mitigation of such
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horrors. Disturbed by the prevalence of ignorance, others
gave themselves with equal selflessness to the cause of
popular education. Although the more extreme forms
of humanitarian heroism, like the more extreme forms of
saintly devotion, were beyond the capacity of ordinary
men, they were widely admired as an expression of the
contemporary moral sense. Without due recognition of
the other-regarding motives which gave rise to these
developments, the nature of the eighteenth-century En-
lightenment can never be understood.

The humanitarian element was so strong, indeed, that
it sometimes threatened to destroy the meaning of in-
dividualism itself. This threat to the balance of Western
dualism is nowhere more clearly visible than in the writ-
ings of Jeremy Bentham. Inspired by the analogy of New-
tonian mechanics, the English utilitarian believed that
the pleasures and pains of meu, like the mass and velocity
of physical objects, are capable of quantitative measure-
ment in terms of a single, universally applicable standard.
This led to a conception of human welfare which had the
effect of subordinating individuals to the operation of an
imaginary science of social statistics. According to the
Principles of Morals and Legislation, the supreme end of
life is to secure “the greatest good of the greatest num-
ber,” setting off the pains of one individual against the
pleasures of another in such a way as to produce the larg-
est possible net quantity of human happiness. The natural
tendency of men is to maximize their own particular
pleasures by all available means, even when those means
involve a net loss to the happiness of the community as a
whole. Under these circumstances, the community has a
right to introduce a new element into the calculations of
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individual self-interest. By estimating the precise amount
of pleasure to be derived from the various forms of anti-
social action, and by imposing legal penalties exactly
painful enough to outweigh that pleasure, the enlightened
legislator has it in his power to make the hedonistic calcu-
lus of selfish men coincide with the higher interests of
society. But if penal law is the only force capable of
preserving the general welfare against individual selfish-
ness, it would seem to follow that the state rather than the
individual is the ultimate source of moral authority. A
similar view of human nature led Hobbes, in an earlier
crisis of English history, to develop a theory of uncom-
promising state absolutism. The logical implications of
utilitarianism, as expounded in the juristic writings of
Bentham, are essentially Hobbesian.

Fortunately the individualistic element of eighteenth-
century thought was rather stronger than these utilitar-
ian formulas would suggest. Although the men of the
Enlightenment were fond of describing human nature
in terms of virtually unqualified egoism, their view of the
individual was at the same time marked by a degree of
rationalistic idealism which made it unnecessary for them
to appeal to the state as the sole defender of human values.
Most of them believed that benevolence and sympathy
were normal expressions of the rational nature of man.
Any really enlightened person, according to this view,
will take pleasure in doing good to others, and will find it
painful to cause pain. In a rational attempt to maximize
his own happiness, therefore, the individual will generally
behave in a socially acceptable fashion. Although this
strand of rationalist idealism was particularly strong in
thinkers who, like Godwin or Kant, had been in contact
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with pietist and other Christian circles, it played a part in
the thought of most eighteenth-century rationalists. Ben-
tham himself, while tending to minimize the pleasures of
benevolence, was never committed to the position that
fear of legal penalties is the only motive for decent be-
havior. Altogether, the leaders of the Enlightenment were
disposed, in much the same fashion as their Christian
predecessors, to take a rather balanced view of the self-
regarding and other-regarding factors in human nature.
This made it possible for their political thought to develop
along the traditional lines of Western dualism.

In order to reconcile these opposing elements, however,
it was necessary to discover a form of social organization
in which individualistic and humanitarian values could
find simultaneous expression. Medieval Christianity had
solved the corresponding religious problem through the
institution of the church. The purpose of that institution
was to provide a framework within which the religious
genius of spiritually gifted individuals could be made to
contribute to the salvation of all mankind. After an elab-
orate process of selection and training, men with a special
religious vocation were entrusted with functions of pas-
toral leadership. Others were encouraged, in a monastic
life of prayer and contemplation, to acquire spiritual
merits which, according to the prevailing view, would
redound not only to their own credit, but also to the credit
of the society which supported them. Under the protec-
tion of the Holy Ghost, the religious efficacy of these in-
stitutions was divinely guaranteed. The search for a cor-
respondingly efficacious form of secular organization was
one of the most important features of the eighteenth-
century Enlightenment.
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The answer to this need was found in the concept of the
free market, a secular institution guaranteed not by the
Holy Ghost but by the equally divine and immutable
principle of the natural harmony of interests. The market
itself was an ancient institution which had long played a
central part in the life of the middle classes. Most of the
cities of Europe grew up in localities where traders and
craftsmen had found it convenient to congregate for the
purpose of offering their wares to the surrounding rural
population. From the beginning the power of the urban
middle classes had depended not, like that of the feudal
lords, on their ability to force subjects to pay tribute, but
on their capacity to meet the requirements of customers
on a basis of voluntary negotiation. When the eighteenth
century brought the middle classes to a new peak of social
aspiration, it was natural for them to look upon the market
as the likeliest instrument for the satisfaction of their
ambitions. Now the peculiarity of market relations, insofar
as they are not tainted by extraneous coercive factors, is
that they occur only when both parties to the agreement
feel that they have something to gain thereby. In other
words, they represent a field of action within which the
individual enterpriser is able to succeed only on the con-
dition that his efforts are beneficial to others as well as to
himself. The philosophers of the Enlightenment seized
upon this fact as a clue to the solution of their problem.
Under the conditions of absolutely free negotiation it
would be possible for rational men, without ceasing to
pursue their own individual purposes, to develop a system
of social relations which would tend to maximize the wel-
fare of society as a whole. Newtonian science had fa-
miliarized people with the conception of a vast aggrega-
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tion of heavenly bodies which, by responding to the

attractive and repulsive powers of mass and motion, were
able to move in perfect harmony according to the math-
ematically simple plan of the Divine Maker. This made it
easy to suppose that a vast aggregation of individual men,
known as humanity, by responding to the attractive and
repulsive powers of rational self-interest, was likewise
intended by a benevolent Creator to live in perfect har-
mony according to the simple rules of the free market.
Like the Christian church in the field of religion, the
market was the institution which seemed to have been
divinely ordained for the reconciliation of self-regarding
and other-regarding elements in the secular life of man.
The purpose of the church militant had been to insure
the benevolent operation of the Holy Ghost within the
terrestrial city of God. The function of the free market was
to insure the operation of the equally benevolent prin-
ciple of the natural harmony of interests within the realm
of secular history.

As an instrument for the satisfaction of middle-class
needs, this conception was nowhere more useful than in
the field of economics. Progressive enterprisers of the
eighteenth century, as masters of the most efficient com-
mercial and productive techniques of the period, were
intrinsically in a favorable competitive position. When-
ever they tried to offer their goods and services, however,
they were frustrated by the fact that craft guilds, public
and semi-public corporations, local tariff units, and other
established institutions possessed a wide range of monop-
olistic powers which made it impossible to enter many
potentially profitable fields of competition. The principle
of the free market allowed middle-class enterprisers to
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attack these restrictions not merely as defenders of their
own class interest, but as supporters of the welfare of
humanity at large. According to the more influential
schools of eighteenth-century economics, the supreme
economic goal of man, considered in his capacity as a
consumer, is to buy the best possible goods and services
at the lowest possible price. Legal restrictions, insofar as
they have any effect at all, can only serve to limit freedom
of choice, compelling purchasers to pay higher prices for
inferior merchandise. Thus the establishment of a free
market coincides with the economic interest of consumers.
In his capacity as a producer, on the other hand, the
supreme economic goal of man is to produce the largest
possible quantity of pleasurable goods and services with
the least possible expenditure of painful effort. Unre-
stricted competition, by insuring the ultimate disappear-
ance of high-cost producers, bestows the highest rewards
of economic life on those who are relatively efficient in the
use of labor and material. A free market serves, therefore,
to create a natural harmony of interests between producers
and consumers. Through the operation of unrestricted
competition, the desire of consumers to minimize the cost
of their purchases, and the desire of producers to max-
imize the efliciency of their labor, are simultaneously and
automatically achieved. This was the eighteenth-century
solution to the problem of economic welfare. By applying
the concept of the natural harmony of interests, economic
theorists were able to satisfy the individualistic aspirations
of the middle classes without doing violence to the hu-
manitarian tendencies of contemporary thought.

A corresponding line of argument was also used to
support those members and associates of the middle class
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whose primary interests lay in the direction of intellectual
rather than of economic action. Like the merchants and
manufacturers with whom they were associated, the sci-
entists and publicists of the Enlightenment were confident
of their ability to stand the test of competition with the
proponents of rival doctrines. Unfortunately the absolute
monarchs of the period, as heirs to the heresy-hunting
traditions of the medieval church, still claimed the right
to prevent the propagation of ideas inimical to the estab-
lished order. Although these claims were not on the whole
particularly well-enforced, prison and exile had been the
lot of many eighteenth-century authors, and all had suf-
fered more or less from the dangers and inconveniences
of official censorship. Revulsion against these experiences
encouraged the development of an intellectual version of
the economic doctrine of free trade. During the religious
controversies of the seventeenth century, exceptional men
like John Milton and Roger Williams had already come
forward with the proposition that the religious interests
of mankind would prosper best by allowing every variety
of religious opinion to circulate freely, submitting rival
doctrines to the conscientious judgment of men. This con-
cept of religious toleration was adopted by the Enlight-
enment, and used as the basis for a more comprehensive
theory of intellectual freedom. According to this theory,
the goal of intellectual life is to maximize the discove

and diffusion of rationally verifiable truth. If all forms of
opinion are allowed to compete freely, the rational judg-
ment of individuals will ultimately suffice to distinguish
truth from error. The imposition of legal restraints, by
excluding potentially useful ideas from the scope of ra-
tional discussion, forces the public to accept an inferior in-
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tellectual product, and deprives the producers of an inval-
uable chance to improve the quality of their work. In the
intellectual as well as in the economic realm, the men of
the Enlightenment believed that the maintenance of free-
market conditions was indispensable not only from the
standpoint of their own particular interests, but also from
the standpoint of the general welfare. Belief in the exist-
ence of an ultimate rational harmony enabled them in
both cases to reconcile the opposing claims of self-regard-
ing and other-regarding action.

Confidence in the divinely appointed efficacy of the
free market served, in much the same way as medieval
confidence in the efficacy of the church, to encourage a
radically dualistic conception of society. According to the
eighteenth-century view, all the really significant values
of human life, both economic and intellectual, are the
products of individual initiative. Under the benevolent
operation of the natural harmony of interests these values
become available to humanity through the automatic
operations of the free market. Governmental action, inso-
far as it attempts to interfere with these operations, can
have no other effect than to decrease the sum of human
happiness. This estimate of the relationship between
society and government is equivalent, on the secular
plane, to the medieval estimate of the relationship be-
tween church and state. Secular society, like the church, is
an autonomous organization capable of acting through
institutions of its own. The ends of humanity can only be
defined and achieved through the agency of these insti-
tutions. Modern governments, like the medieval state,
have no legitimate concern with, and no capacity for the
creation of positive values, and must be content to accept
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those values as a gift from the sister organization. This
aspect of the Enlightenment is nowhere more clearly ex-
pressed than in the writings of Thomas Paine. Flatly as-
serting that all human welfare is the product of society,
and all human misery the product of governments, he
believed that the powers of government, in the interests of
humanity, should be constantly checked and controlled
by the superior moral authority of society. Even in the
heyday of the medieval papacy, the dualistic aspiration
of Western civilization had never been more drastically
revealed.

But with all their emphasis on the moral supremacy of
society, the leaders of eighteenth-century thought were
not disposed to deny the necessity of government. Al-
though an occasional enthusiast like Godwin, inspired by
overwhelming faith in the possibilities of rational nego-
tiation, might be willing to adopt a strictly anarchist posi-
tion, the great majority agreed that a certain amount of
coercive power was indispensable. Medieval churchmen
had preached. the duty of obedience to secular authority
on the ground that the power of the state was necessary
to protect the sacred work of the church against the dan-
gers of lawless violence. The philosophers of the Enlight-
enment ascribed a similar value to the state as a guardian
of the free market. The concept of a free market involves
the idea of a place where men can negotiate on a voluntary
basis, undeterred by fear of coercion. During the Middle
Ages, market towns generally grew up in the shadow of
castles, since military strongholds then offered the only
available areas of security against the depredations of
robber bands. When subsequent advances in political and
military technique made it possible to organize defense on
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a national and even on an international scale, national
and international markets arose in their turn. Without
the protection afforded by an appropriate type of political
organization, no system of markets could long continue
to endure. This fact was appreciated by political theorists
of the eighteenth century. Confident though businessmen
and intellectuals might be regarding their ability to hold
their own in peaceful competition with others, they had
no reason to suppose that their talents would serve them
equally well in a free-for-all contest with gangsters. The
protection of markets against force and fraud, including
the enforcement of contractual obligations, had long been
recognized as a function of organized government. As long
as governments were willing to confine themselves to the
performance of this function, the men of the Enlighten-
ment were no less disposed than medieval churchmen to
preach the duty of obedience.

At this late date it is hardly necessary to emphasize the
fact that this narrow conception of the functions of gov-
ernment is an oversimplification of the problem of politics.
The eighteenth-century view of society was based on the
idea that all the creative encrgies of man were capable of
being absorbed in a rationalized and individualistic pur-
suit of wealth and learning. Within the external frame-
work of a politically guaranteed free market, enlightened
self-interest was cxpected to induce self-seeking individ-
uals to participate in a mutually advantageous course of
voluntary negotiation, and thereby to create the condi-
tions of an effective general will. This confidence in the
spontancous social efficacy of individual reason was un-
realistic, and soon broke down under the impact of prac-
tical experience. In the period of the Enlightenment itself,
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occasional warnings had been voiced against the inad-
equacy of the prevailing conception. The difficulty of
achieving social harmony by rational demonstration was
recognized not only by the artistic intuition of Rousseau,
but also by the critical intelligence of Hume. By the end
of the eighteenth century this early skepticism had already
found classic expression in the restrained and realistic
rationalism of Kant. But as far as the average run of the
Enlightenment was concerned, these were voices crying
in the wilderness. Once the state had been reduced to its
proper function as guardian of the free market, most peo-
ple believed that all the problems of social existence would
be spontaneously resolved. To rescue men from the con-
sequences of this illusion has been one of the important
functions of modern political thought.

The historic function of the Enlightenment, however,
was not to create a ready-made solution to the problem of
liberalism, but to furnish the initial impetus for further
liberal experiments. The limitations of eighteenth-century
philosophy made it all the more suitable for the perform-
ance of its appointed role. To most people the idea
that man is an animated calculating machine, rationally
weighing the advantages of every possible line of action,
would seem unrealistic to the point of grotesqueness. Man
is too much a creature of impulse and habit ever to act
exclusively in this fashion. To progressive members of the
middle class, on the other hand, this conception of human
nature was by no means unappealing. The writers who
developed these theories were themselves professional
intellectuals, a group of men particularly apt to exag-
gerate the importance of rational inquiry as a function of
human life. The audience to which they addressed their
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work was composed of intelligent merchants and manu-
facturers, whose daily business was governed by shrewd
calculations of profit and loss. To such people there was
nothing intrinsically improbable about the notion that
man is a rational machine operating in terms of the he-
donistic calculus. The limitations of their own personal
experience corresponded exactly with the limitations of
the prevailing view of human nature. This made it pos-
sible, at a time when the middle classes were the only
people in a position to challenge the power of the absolute
state, for the philosophy of the Enlightenment to serve as
the basis for an effective revolution.

With all its inadequacies, moreover, the conception of
the free market had the virtue of pointing the way to more
satisfactory lines of future development. Originally cre-
ated in response to the needs of a rather narrow class, the
elements of this conception were so broadly formulated
that they were also capable of stimulating the desire for
wider forms of community action. The idea that all men
have equal rights, although originally conceived in rather
negative terms of legal equality, was a powerful incentive
to the growth of democratic aspirations in other fields of
expericnce. The idea that institutions must be subject at
all times to criticism in the light of their continuing utility,
an idea originally developed to meet the revolutionary
aspirations of the middle classes, was a powerful weapon
in the hands of those who later sought to satisfy the needs
of other social groups. Above all, the idea that human
welfare is to be sought not by methods of force and
repression but by a process of voluntary and mutually
profitable negotiation, an idea implicit in the eighteenth-
century preference for social as contrasted with govern-
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mental action, was admirably suited to the encouragement
of future attempts to integrate rival class interests within
the structure of an all-embracing general will. All these
were lasting contributions to the development of modern

liberal thought.



6

The Emergence

of Liberal Constitutionalism

The ultimate consequence of the middle-class awaken-
ing was to create a secular basis for the revival of Western
constitutionalism. This result did not appear, however,
until the end of a long and painful period of political
experimentation. At its inception, the philosophy of the
Enlightenment was distinctly apolitical in character. Like
their Christian forebears, the leaders of early eighteenth-
century thought were concerned with the welfare of a
society independent of and superior to political institu-
tions. This made them regard the organization of the state
itself as a matter of relative indifference. As long as a state,
however constituted, was willing to guarantee society
in the performance of its supremely important functions,
they were ready to give it their unquestioning allegiance.
Repeated disillusionment alone could teach the enlight-
ened middle classes that suitable political institutions are
necessary to keep the state within its appointed limits.
Modern constitutionalism is the product of that hard-won
experience.

If the middle classes had been powerful enough to fol-
low their own inclinations, the history of Western politics
would never have moved in the direction of constitutional
democracy. During the later Middle Ages, when merchant
and craft guilds had controlled the politics of independent
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cities, absolute aristocracy had been the normal instru-
ment of government. Political power in most of these cities
fell into the hands of a limited circle of patrician families,
who exercised it to the exclusion of other elements in the
community. When the eighteenth century brought the
middle classes a new opportunity for self-assertion, their
political attitude remained similarly aristocratic. It is true
that the philosophers of the Enlightenment believed in
the equal enjoyment of legal rights by all men. In response
to the claims of the hereditary nobility that some men are
naturally superior by birth, they also laid emphasis on the
proposition that superiority is primarily a matter of edu-
cation, and that all men are equally capable of improve-
ment by proper educational methods. This faith in edu-
cation, which led to the establishment of libraries, schools,
mutual improvement societies, and other institutions of
popular education, did much to foster the ultimate spread
of democratic feeling. For the time being, however, it was
almost as aristocratic in its political implications as the
earlier belief in superiority by birth. Whatever the pos-
sibilities of future development might be, the immediate
fact was that only a limited number of people enjoyed the
advantages of an ample education. The ability even to
read and write was still the privilege of a minority. Under
these circumstances it was easy to conclude that the ex-
ercise of political power, though directed toward the
welfare of all mankind, should remain in the hands of the
educated few. If the men of the Enlightenment had been
free in their choice of political means, the chances are
that aristocratic absolutism would have become the pre-
dominant form of government.

Fortunately the conditions of eighteenth-century Eu-
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rope were such that there was no serious possibility of in-
augurating purely aristocratic experiments. Although the
middle classes were strong enough to make themselves
felt, they were by no means capable of assuming sole re-
sponsibility for the direction of society. The maintenance
of social order depended on the existence of an elaborate
civil and military bureaucracy, and on the functioning of
a predominantly agrarian economy. With the latter the
urban middle classes had little or no contact, and their
hold on the former, above all on the army, was much less
than that of the traditional ruling classes. As a relatively
small minority enjoying no great social prestige, they
could hardly hope, as in the more favorable environment
of the medieval city state, to lay formal claim to a monop-
oly of political functions. In their own chosen field of mar-
ket competition, their skill and energy were unrivaled.
Outside of that field they could not act without the co-
operation of other social groups. This made it impossible
for them to dream of founding an exclusively middle-class
absolutism.

The relative weakness of the middle classes did not im-
mediately lead them, however, in the direction of constitu-
tional government. Their position was such, indeed, that
their interest for the time being was rather to increase than
to decrease state authority. As far as they were concerned,
the all-important problem was to liberate intellectual and
economic markets, as rapidly and as thoroughly as possi-
ble, from the restraining influence of traditional institu-
tions. So radical an attack on vested rights called for an
uncommonly drastic and uninhibited assertion of the
power of the sovereign state. Ever since the end of the
Middle Ages, the theory of sovereignty had been the main
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ideological weapon of those who sought to rationalize the
life of society in the face of ecclesiastical, feudal, and
other traditional forces of resistance, while constitution-
alism had been the defense of those who wanted to pre-
serve the traditional order. Hatred of the traditional order
was the mainspring of the Enlightenment. During the
greater part of the eighteenth century, therefore, the most
extreme supporters of state absolutism were to be found in
the ranks of enlightened philosophers.

In view of the fact that the middle classes themselves
were not strong enough to control the exercise of political
authority, their eagerness to exalt the power of the state
might seem at first to be rather surprising. Their confi-
dence in the power of reason was so great, however, that
they had no doubt of their ultimate ability to direct the
use of sovereign authority along lines of their own choos-
ing. Their attitude was much the same, indeed, as that
previously adopted by the Jesuits, whom the eighteenth-
century philosophers rightly regarded as their own most
dangerous rivals. After a few tentative experiments in the
direction of constitutionalism, the Jesuits had decided
that their interest was to support absolute monarchy. Con-
fident in their capacity, as agents of the Holy Ghost, to
appeal to the religious conscience of sovereigns, they ex-
alted the power of princes in the expectation that they
would be able to use that power as an instrument for the
advancement of the true faith. The men of the Enlighten-
ment, supported by a comparable confidence in the power
of human reason, reached similar conclusions. Sincerely
believing that no rational man could fail in the long run to
recognize the validity of their arguments, they felt that
any sovereign authority, however constituted, would ulti-
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mately use its power for the furtherance of enlightened
interests. This made it possible for them to encourage the
growth of absolutism without fearing that the powers thus
created would operate to their disadvantage.

Up to the time of the American and French revolu-
tions, enlightened despotism was the form of govern-
ment most widely favored by the leaders of eighteenth-
century thought. In England, where power rested in the
hands of a parliamentary oligarchy, it was possible for a
man like Bentham, at the beginning of his career, to hope
that the oligarchy itself would prove strong and enlight-
ened enough to accomplish the task of radical reforma-
tion. In most countries, however, monarchs were the effec-
tive centers of state authority, and it was to them that the
reformers generally turned for help. Their preference for
monarchy may also have owed something to the fact that,
for all their confidence in the possibilities of rational
persuasion, the work of converting a single strategically
placed individual to the cause of the Enlightenment
looked easier than any corresponding attempt to convert
a larger number of less well-educated men. The English
philosopher-statesman Bolingbroke, toward the beginning
of the century, had expressed a preference for enlightened
despotism in his Idea of a Patriot King, which maintained
that the factional strife and corruption of the British oli-
garchy called for a vigorous reassertion of royal power by
a wise and benevolent monarch. This attitude was charac-
teristic of the philosophers of the Enlightenment. Although
Voltaire and his contemporaries admired the religious tol-
eration and intellectual freedom of England, they felt no
urge to follow Montesquieu in regarding the British con-
stitution as a model of progressive government. Like Rous-
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seau, they were interested not in the establishment of a
system of checks and balances, but in the creation of a
homogeneous society responsive to the dictates of a single
sovereign will. They differed from Rousseau, however, in
believing that the will of an individual monarch rather
than the corporate will of a larger community was the
force most likely to serve reformatory needs. Enlightened
despotism was their solution to the problem of contem-
porary politics. )

For a time the wisdom of this conclusion was apparently
justified by the event. This was due to the fact that the in-
terests of eighteenth-century monarchs coincided, up to a
certain point, with the interests of the middle class. Realiz-
ing that the military strength and peacetime revenues of
their kingdoms largely depended on the prosperity of in-
dustry and commerce, intelligent and successful rulers
tried to support the more progressive elements of the busi-
ness community in their struggle against the vested rights
of communes, guilds, and other traditional organizations,
and used their sovereign prerogatives rather freely to cur-
tail or destroy those rights. In an age, moreover, when in-
tellectual life was largely dominated by the forces of the
Enlightenment, ambitious monarchs like Frederick the
Great of Prussia and Catherine the Great of Russia, found
that they could enhance their prestige considerably by
appearing as the friends and patrons of philosophers. With
princes brought up in a long-established tradition of social
responsibility, the humanitarian spirit of the age was often
capable of generating a good deal of genuine reformatory
enthusiasm. All this led to the simultaneous appearance,
in most of the major dynasties of Europe, of sovereigns
who seemed well qualified to answer to the name of en-
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lightened despot. In addition to Frederick and Catherine,
rulers in Austria, Spain, and other unlikely countries be-
came known as vigorously progressive reformers, ruth-
lessly rationalizing the economic and administrative struc-
ture of their kingdoms. It is true that some of their reforms
were less than satisfactory from the middle-class point of
view. In the face of stubborn conservative opposition,
moreover, apparent victories often proved to be more or
less ephemeral, the work of many an enlightened despot
being undone by his less enlightened successors. On the
whole it can be said, however, that the trend of events at
this time was distinctly favorable to middle-class interests.
In the light of what had already been accomplished, there
seemed to be no reason to believe that the ideals of the En-
lightenment could not be realized through the agency of
enlightened despotism.

The American Revolution was the event which first sug-
gested the need for a different approach to the problem of
politics. Throughout the eighteenth century the British
colonies in North America had been growing increasingly
dissatisfied with the hindrances to commercial and indus-
trial development imposed upon them by the mercantilist
policies of the mother country. In their attempts to secure
greater freedom of action, the disaffected groups tended
to ignore the authority of parliament, appealing directly
to the king for the relief of their grievances. This was not,
however, an expression of the contemporary faith in en-
lightened despotism. The political ideas of the American
colonists were a product of their English constitutional
heritage, and had little relation to the absolutist concep-
tions of the Enlightenment. Although they rejected the
claims of the British parliament to rule over them, their
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own claims rested on the traditional right of Englishmen
to enjoy the protection of a parliament of their own choos-
ing. Unfortunately, the parliamentary oligarchy of Brit-
ain showed little inclination to abandon its power in fa-
vor of a local American parliament, and appeals to the
king brought reformatory proposals no nearer to fruition.
George III was too far away, and too deeply engrossed in
his attempts to dominate the political life of England to
have either the capacity or the inclination to meet the
needs of his colonial subjects. The resulting tension finally
led to a revolutionary crisis. This crisis opened the way to
a radical reorientation of eighteenth-century politics.
The immediate effect of the American Revolution was to
stimulate the growth of absolute democracy. It is true that
the older constitutional tradition, with its marked aversion
to the concentration of power in the hands of any single
authority, never disappeared from the American scene.
The circumstances of the struggle with England were
such, however, as to require a sudden increase of popular
participation in politics. Although many of the objectives
of the revolution, particularly the abolition of mercantilist
restrictions, were calculated to serve the commercial inter-
ests of merchants and plantation owners, the propertied
classes were by no means unanimous in accepting the ad-
visability of revolutionary action. Weakened by Tory dis-
affection, middle-class revolutionists were in no position to
overcome their opponents without the support of other ele-
ments of the community. This necessitated an appeal to
the principle of popular sovereignty. Proclaiming the right
of the people to take political affairs in their own hands,
skillful democratic agitators like Samuel Adams were able
to stir up a vigorous revolutionary movement among the
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lower orders. At a time when king and parliament, and
many even of the prosperous middle classes, had proved
deaf to the most persuasive reformatory arguments, simple
artisans and farmers had responded freely. This suggested
that the common people were the real repositories of rea-
son and virtue, and that the cause of rational reform in-
volved placing the largest possible measure of authority in
their hands. In the writings of men like Jefferson, this dem-
ocratic point of view found ardent and persuasive spokes-
men. For leaders of the revolutionary persuasion, absolute
democracy rather than absolute monarchy appeared as
the most effective agency of enlightened government. This
belief has remained down to the present time as one of the
persistent strains of American political thought.

The course of events soon served, however, to rid many
middle-class revolutionaries of the belief that rational per-
suasion would insure popular acceptance of enlightened
principles. In most of the American states, which enjoyed
virtually unlimited powers of self-determination under the
original articles of confederation, authority fell in the
hands of more or less popularly elected legislatures. But
the conduct of thesc legislatures, both during and after
the revolution, left much to be desired from the middle-
class standpoint. The Enlightenment taught that the wel-
fare of society depends on the elimination of all trade bar-
riers. And yet, though the revolution itself had been in
large measure a protest against British mercantilism, state
legislatures promptly set up tariffs and other hindrances to
interstate and foreign trade. The Enlightenment taught
that the maintenance of a stable circulating medium, and
the enforcement of contractual obligations, were indispen-
sable to the functioning of a rational market economy. In
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response to the desires of a large debtor class, however,
most of the states proceeded to enact measures for the re-
duction or cancellation of debts, partly through the reor-
ganization of judicial personnel and procedure, and partly
through the encouragement of currency inflation. Al-
though the power of the majority was not yet complete, it
was effective enough to express many needs and aspira-
tions unknown to the enlightened view of government and
society. Short and tentative as the experiment had been,
the incompatibility between absolute democracy and
middle-class interests was already quite apparent.

The result was to alicnate most leaders of middle-class
opinion from the idea of political absolutism, and to revive
their traditional faith in constitutional government. Al-
though many prosperous people were convinced, with
Hamilton, that the people were “a great beast,” the beast
was too strong to be overcome by an exclusive assertion of
middle-class authority. The only hope was to limit the
powers of democracy in such a way that popular majorities
could not act without some regard for the interests of a
middle-class minority. Under the circumstances then pre-
vailing, this hope, though slender, was by no means des-
perate. As heirs to the tradition of English politics, most
Americans had always thought of liberty in terms of
the legal limitation of government. Separation from the
mother country had served to enhance rather than to de-
tract from the strength of that tradition. As colonists res-
tive under the exactions of a foreign parliament, and as
pioneers eager to create a new world without official inter-
ference, Americans had never had a chance to forget the
dangers of political authority. The doctrines of Locke and
Montesquieu, antiquated as they might seem in terms of
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British and continental experience, still formed the basis
of American political thought. At the time of the revolu-
tion, the traditions of constitutional government had prob-
ably retained more vitality in America than in any other
part of the Western world. This gave the middle classes of
that country a unique opportunity to counteract the dan-
gers of absolute democracy by inaugurating constitu-
tional experiments.

The capacity of American statesmen to make use of this
opportunity was demonstrated in the constitutional con-
vention of 1787. Although the proposals which emerged
from the Philadelphia deliberations were the product of
many compromises, the general purpose of the gathering
is clearly visible in the provisions of the final document. In
order to repress the harmful activities of existing state gov-
ernments, it was necessary to provide a central authority
strong enough to guarantee the conditions of free enter-
prise throughout the country. This meant the transfer
from state to federal agencies of the ultimate power to deal
with questions of military defensc, to regulate commerce,
and to establish those weights and measures, especially the
monetary standard, necessary for the operation of a stable
market cconomy. The right of states to impair contractual
obligations was also restricted by specific constitutional
prohibition. But even though the need for strong federal
authority was clear, the danger that such an authority
might fall into unsuitable hands was also recognized.
Without daring to exclude people already in possession of
the franchise from voting in federal matters, the framers
sought to weaken the impact of democratic forces by mak-
ing senatorial and presidential elections indirect rather
than direct in character. If all else failed, a strict separa-
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tion of executive, legislative, and judicial powers, com-
bined with the presidential veto and other applications of
the principle of checks and balances, was relied upon to
prevent the federal government from following certain
state governments along the road to absolute majority rule.
Thus the principles of earlier constitutionalists, skillfully
adapted to the requirements of the local scene, served to
protect the middle classes against the more pressing dan-
gers of absolute majority rule.

Once the constitutional document had been drawn up,
the next problem was to secure its adoption by constitu-
tional conventions meeting in each of the several states.
Since the proceedings in Philadelphia occurred behind
closed doors, the general public had had no way of know-
ing the theoretical and practical arguments in favor of the
new proposals. The task of winning public acceptance ac-
cordingly fell to a number of political writers, by far the
most important of whom were the authors of The Federal-
ist. Designed for the special purpose of encouraging ratifi-
cation in the doubtful and indispensable state of New
York, this work soon gained recognition as the classic state-
ment of early American constitutionalism. It is true that
the theories there propounded were not particularly orig-
inal. In setting forth the need for strong central authority
to combat the dangers of national disintegration, the au-
thors were able to draw upon the thought and experience
of earlier federal systems, particularly significant exam-
ples of which appeared in the pages of ancient and medi-
eval history. In justifying the advantages of checks and
balances and the separation of powers, the American writ-
ers were doing little more than to appeal to a tradition
which went back through Montesquieu and Locke to the
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ancient historian Polybius. But the fact that these ideas
were already familiar served rather to increase than to
decrease their persuasiveness. The main task of political
pamphleteers is to mobilize familiar notions in support of
desired objectives. In the complex process of political and
ideological manoeuvering which preceded the adoption of
the American constitution, the authors of The Federalist
were able, by the forceful marshalling of familiar argu-
ments, to play a substantial role.

The result of these efforts was to establish one of the
most enduring constitutional structures of modern times.
It is true that the American constitution was not in all re-
spects as successful in resisting majority pressures as the
framers themselves had hoped. The growth of political
parties, for example, soon had the unexpected effect of
nullifying the aristocratic institution of indirect presiden-
tial elections. This development was counterbalanced, on
the other hand, by the no less unexpected development of
the supreme court, under the leadership of Chief Justice
Marshall, into a powerful organ for the control of popu-
larly elected presidents and congresses. In devising a con-
stitutional system for the future it is impossible to expect
absolute accuracy of prediction. But the men of the Phila-
delphia convention were an unusually capable and level-
headed lot, soundly grounded in the theory and practice
of politics, and most of their guesses were shrewd guesses.
Few people have ever been more successful in devising a
system which would manage both to satisfy contemporary
needs and to provide a basis for future growth. When sub-
sequent social developments, as in the time of President
Jackson, led to the emergence of new political forces, the
constitution proved flexible enough to allow these forces
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to express themselves without producing a revolutionary
crisis. The fact that America is still living under this, the
oldest of all written constitutions, is the highest possible
tribute to the wisdom of its creators. Their work is one of
the outstanding political achievements of eighteenth-cen-
tury politics.

The outcome of the American Revolution was a matter
of more than local significance. Intrinsically the event was
not, to be sure, an affair of great moment. The American
colonies were as yet no more than a small and unconsid-
ered outpost on the frontier of Western civilization. The
problems faced by the American revolutionists were a
good deal simpler, moreover, than the corresponding prob-
lems of Europe. Except for the external restraints imposed
upon it by the mercantilist policies of England, the new
world was still too young and too fluid in its social relation-
ships to suffer as much as the older continent from out-
worn institutions. This made it possible for the American
Revolution, once the initial difficulty of separation from
England had been met, to develop along comparatively
peaceful lines. But even though the analogy between
American and European conditions was far from complete,
the news from across the sea could hardly fail to have
widespread repercussions. After a century of tranquillity,
during which the power of established governments had
nowhere been significantly challenged, a revolutionary
population had arisen and won reforms denied by legiti-
mate authorities. This example was a standing invitation
to revolutionary action in other parts of the world.

France was the first country to feel the impact of these
developments. In some measure this was due to the fact
that the French, as allies of the colonists in the later phases



Emergence of Liberal Constitutionalism 163

of the revolutionary war, had come in direct contact with
American experience. Unusual dissatisfaction with the
possibilities of reform within the existing political order
was the real consideration, however, which made the
American example particularly appealing to the French
middle classes. Although enlightened despotism elsewhere
had proved to be a reasonably useful ally of the Enlight-
enment, special conditions had made it practically useless
in France. Ever since the time of Louis XIV, the policy of
the French monarchy had been to curb the rebellious
tendencies of the upper nobility by incorporating them in
the royal administration. As a result of this policy, the
holders of hereditary privilege had become so firmly en-
trenched in the royal court and in the public services that
they were able, to a greater extent than in most countries,
to stifle the expression of reformatory impulses on the part
of the monarchy. Even when the pressure of accumulated
abuses brought the nation to the verge of bankruptcy, the
inertia of a privilege-dominated administration was strong
enough to frustrate the efforts even of so well-meaning a
minister as Turgot. Experiences like this made it clear that
enlightened despotism could never become an effective in-
strument of middle-class action in France. This encour-
aged Frenchmen to look with ever-increasing favor on the
American alternative of reform by revolution.

In France even more than in America, however, it was
necessary to carry out the revolution on a broadly demo-
cratic rather than on a purely middle-class basis. The
French middle classes did not have the advantage of liv-
ing in a fluid commercial and pioneering community with
a well-established tradition of political freedom. They
were part of an ancient and comparatively stable society
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consisting mainly of peasant agriculturists, and dominated
by the relics of an entrenched feudal nobility. Their only
hope of success lay in their ability, as spokesmen for the
people as a whole, to mobilize the forces of popular, and
above all of agrarian discontent which had been slowly
accumulating against the exactions of the ancien régime.
From the beginning, therefore, middle-class proponents of
revolution had to think in democratic terms.

This found expression in the history. of the third estate.
In 1789 the estates general, the French counterpart of the
English parliament, was summoned by the king, for the
first time in more than a century, to deal with the problem
of national bankruptcy. Since the third estate in France, as
in most continental parliaments, represented the interests
of urban communities, the hopes of middle-class reformers
centered in that particular branch of the assembly. Under
the traditional system of procedure, however, the third
estate would have been powerless to accomplish anything
against the opposition of the other two estates. This diffi-
culty was overcome by ascribing superior rights to the
third estate, not as representatives of the middle class
alone, but as representatives of the entire nation. This
claim proved to be so convincing that the third estate was
allowed on this occasion to elect twice as many delegates
as either of the others. When the estates assembled, the
third estate then proceeded to demand that the old system
of having each estate meet and vote separately, like the
two houses of an American congress, be abandoned in
favor of joint meetings in a single national assembly. Since
the aspirations of the Enlightenment were shared not only
by the whole of the third estate, but also by a substantial
minority of nobles and clerics, the effect of these changes
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was to place the assembly in the hands of a clear reformist
majority. Thus the enlightened middle classes succeeded,
through the adoption of a democratic ideology, in acquir-
ing a powerful revolutionary weapon for the accomplish-
ment of their purposes.

The resulting opportunity was exploited to the full. On
August 4, in a single session of wild enthusiasm, the whole
traditional complex of class privileges was abolished, mak-
ing all Frenchmen equal in the sight of the law. Shortly
thereafter the special privileges of various localities were
handled in an equally drastic fashion with the abolition of
all historic units of regional government, and the establish-
ment of a uniform system of departmental administration.
Old and inconvenient weights and measures, many of
them local in scope, were replaced by a simple and uni-
form metric system. Through the efforts of the national
assembly and its successors, the spirit of enlightened ra-
tionalism was able, in these and in many other fields, to
effect a thoroughgoing reform of social and political life.
Within a remarkably short space of time a vast array of
traditional abuses and inconveniences disappeared for
good. The most optimistic hopes of eighteenth-century
rationalism scemed to be in process of fulfillment.

This experience called for a reorientation of the political
thought of the Enlightenment. At a time when absolute
monarchy had remained unresponsive to middle-class per-
suasion, an assembly which spoke in the name of the peo-
ple had proved to be singularly ardent in the cause of re-
form. This led most progressive thinkers to conclude that
popular majorities rather than kings were the authorities
most amenable to rational argument, and that absolute
democracy was preferable to enlightened despotism as a
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solution to the problem of government. In the writings of
men like Paine and Bentham, a democratic interpretation
of history became the order of the day. According to this
theory, the evils of society derive from the fact that kings
and other members of the ruling classes have a natural in-
terest in maintaining their own privileges at the expense of
the community as a whole. Against this interest, humani-
tarian arguments can never hope to make a deep or lasting
impression. The mass of society, on the other hand, has
everything to gain and nothing to lose by following the
dictates of right reason. The possibility that majorities
themselves might be intcrested in gaining a privileged
position through the political exploitation of minorities,
a possibility fully recognized in Rousseau’s theory of the
general will, was generally disregarded. Although their
onetime trust in enlightened despotism had collapsed, the
philosophers of the Enlightenment had as vet lost little of
their confidence in the persuasive powers of reason. Con-
vinced that a properly instructed people could not fail to
support the middle-class conception of human welfare,
they now felt that the solution of all political problems lay
in the establishment of absolute majority rule. Like the
preceding theory of enlightened despotism, this was a typ-
ical expression of eighteenth-century rationalism.

In France as in America, however, the course of events
soon cast a chill on the hopes of the Enlightenment. As
time went on it became evident that the middle classes
could not long control the revolutionary forces which they
themselves had evoked. Emphasis on majority rights was
safe enough in the early days, when the lower and middle
classes were still at one in their desire to escape the bur-

dens imposed by the privileges of the nobility and of the
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clergy. Once the bulk of these privileges had been swept
away, however, the situation of the middle classes became
increasingly difficult. Many people, having gained their
main objectives, turned conservative and lost interest in
the prosecution of further reforms. This was especially
true of the peasantry, which was delighted to escape the
exactions of feudal landlords but preferred in other re-
spects to abide by traditional ways. Other groups became
excessively radical, and demanded changes which were no
longer in harmony with the ideas of the middle-class En-
lightenment. Extremists like Buonarroti and Babeuf began
appealing to the unpropertied urban masses by asserting
that equality of property was no less important than equal-
ity of legal status as a basis for human liberty. Although
voices of this sort were few, they were significant as an in-
dication that the revolution was moving beyond the point
where it could be dominated by strictly middle-class con-
ceptions. As time went on, the right of enlightened reform-
ers to speak in the name of the sovereign people became
increasingly dubious.

In America, as we have seen, the effect of similar diffi-
culties was to turn the current of middle-class thought in
the direction of constitutional government. In France this
same conclusion, though ultimately reached, was delayed
for a time by the circumstance that the political tradition
of that country offered little encouragement to the adop-
tion of constitutional methods. Frenchmen for generations
had been accustomed to the rule of absolute kings. When
the revolutionary experience with majority rule proved
disappointing, their immediate tendency was to look for
an alternative form of personal absolutism. The turning
point came in 1795, when the unpopular revolutionary
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authorities extricated themselves from an awkward posi-
tion by ordering a rising young general named Bonaparte
to turn his guns on a mob of angry Parisians. From that
time onward it was obvious that no reformist government,
in the face of domestic insurrection and foreign invasion,
could hope to survive without the support of the armed
forces. In 1800 the situation reached its logical conclusion
in the coronation of Bonaparte as emperor. A single indi-
vidual had once again been entrusted with absolute au-
thority to determine the destinies of France.

The Napoleonic experiment in enlightened despotism
proved hardly more successful than its predecessor in
meeting the requirements of the Enlightenment. It is true
that the process of rationalizing social and governmental
procedure, a process so notably begun in the revolutionary
period, continued with marked success under the leader-
ship of the emperor. Administrative organization reached
a hitherto undreamed of stage of perfection. A single ad-
mirably developed code of law, the Napoleonic code, took
the place of an outworn and chaotic legal system. The Na-
poleonic conquest of Europe had the effect, moreover, of
encouraging the adoption of French reforms throughout
the greater part of the continent, thus bringing the
achievements of the Enlightenment within the reach of all.
The only trouble was that Napoleon’s preoccupation with
military exploits involved costs which could not be justi-
fied from the utilitarian standpoint of the prosperous mid-
dle classes. The peasants of France, whose sons were dying
by the thousands to satisfy the needs of an insatiable mili-
tary machine, were willing to support Napoleon as long as
they could share in the glory of his victories. Even after his
defeat the magic of the Napoleonic legend continued for
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generations to exercise a remarkable hold on the imagina-
tion of the French masses. But the idea of military glory
had no place in the hedonistic calculus of eighteenth-cen-
tury rationalism. Once the obstacles to free enterprise had
disappeared, the middle classes asked nothing more of gov-
ernment than that it should leave them to the enjoyment
of their economic and intellectual opportunities. The Na-
poleonic system of military expansion called for an ever-
increasing degree of taxation, trade regulation, and cen-
sorship. Although Napoleon was more energetic than the
Bourbon kings, his energy found expression in ways which
could not be reconciled with rationalistic humanism. Once
again the method of enlightened despotism had shown its
inadequacy for the accomplishment of middle-class pur-
poses.

The result was to force French liberals, in much the
same fashion as the Americans of a preceding generation,
to take refuge in the principles of constitutional govern-
ment. It is true that the ideal of democratic absolutism was
not abandoned by all supporters of the Enlightenment. In
England, which had not experienced the evils of revolu-
tionary and Napoleonic despotism, it was possible for a
man like Bentham to place his hopes in absolute majority
rule. For most of the middle classes, however, all forms of
absolutism were discredited. When the power of Napoleon
was broken by England and her allies, the more prosper-
ous members of this group were generally willing to accept
a Bourbon restoration. Since the new regime was unable to
command any considerable measure of popular enthusi-
asm, this in itself was calculated to reduce the power of
the French state. But the middle classes by this time were
so deeply suspicious of despotism in general that they
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were unwilling to rely on Bourbon weakness as the sole de-
fense of their interests. Only a constitutional monarchy
was now acceptable. Although the constitutional tradition
of France itself, as of most continental countries, had been
pretty well destroyed by centuries of absolutism, a model
of limited kingship was available in England. This model
was promptly adopted by middle-class thinkers as an an-
swer to their needs. When Louis XVIII came to the throne
he had to issue a charter guaranteeing all citizens in the
possession of certain important rights, and sharing his
power with a two-chamber parliament after the English
fashion. When his reactionary successor, Charles X, tried
to disregard these limitations and return to the practice of
absolute kingship, the outcome was the revolution of 1830
and the selection of a new monarch who was willing to
rule under constitutional conditions of an even more
stringent sort. Constitutionalism by this time had become
so much a standard part of middle-class doctrine that men
were willing to fight rather than to see it destroyed. After
many painful adventures, the philosophy of the Enlighten-
ment had reached its final solution to the problem of poli-
tics.

To an even greater extent than in the case of America,
the adoption of constitutional government in France
meant the abandonment of exclusive pretensions on the
part of the middle classes. When confidence in the power
of reason had been at its height, it had been possible to
dream of a world in which the views of the Enlightenment
would be universally triumphant. Constitutionalism, on
the other hand, involved the acceptance, on terms of equal
partnership, of other groups with other points of view. The
lower classes could, to be sure, be rather more easily disre-
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garded in peasant Europe than in pioneer America. This
made it expedient, in the earlier stages of French constitu-
tionalism, to restrict the franchise to a comparatively nar-
row group of electors with high property qualifications.
The resulting middle-class advantage was more than coun-
terbalanced, however, by the fact that France, unlike
America, was the home of a landed aristocracy still too
rich and powerful to be challenged with impunity. The
restoration could take place only on the basis of an uneasy
compromise between middle-class and upper-class inter-
ests. To provide the political framework for such a com-
promise was the first great task of French constitution-
alism.

The classic theoretical expression of this particular
phase of French history appears in the writings of Benja-
min Constant, whose Course on Constitutional Politics is
the best systematic exposition of the argument for consti-
tutional monarchy. In its underlying principles this work
was quite traditional. Like the Americans of The Federal-
ist, Constant based his conception of political liberty on
a theory of the separation of powers already thoroughly
popularized by English revolutionists of the seventeenth
century. His importance lay in the skill with which he was
able to adapt that theory to the circumstances of contem-
porary politics.

According to his doctrine any properly constructed gov-
ernment should have not three but five separate and mutu-
ally balancing parts. By the early nineteenth century the
development of the British cabinet system had made it
obvious, as it had not been in the time of Locke, that re-
sponsibility for the administration of a modern state rests
in the hands of cabinet ministers rather than those of the
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king himself. Constant accordingly made room for king-
ship by recognizing, in addition to the familiar executive
power, a so-called royal or neutral power, vested with the
task of overseeing the maintenance of constitutional gov-
ernment as a whole. The position of a modern English
king, who is expected to assume active responsibility only
in times of political or constitutional crisis, but remains as
a lasting symbol of constitutional morality, is a fair exam-
ple of what Constant conceived the neutral power to be.
The realities of contemporary political life were also re-
flected in his treatment of the legislative branch of govern-
ment. Recognizing the necessity of safeguarding the inter-
ests of rival social classes, he defended the proposition that
the work of legislation ought to be entrusted to two equal
chambers, the one representing hereditary position, the
other property. In view of the fact that no legislation
could pass without the consent of both chambers, this
meant that the aristocracy and the wealthy middle classes
were both protected against the adoption of legislative
policies on any other basis than mutual consent. This,
together with the familiar judicial power, gave Constant
a grand total of five separate organs of government. Al-
though the general principle was not new, the unusual
elaborateness of this particular application is evidence of
the fear with which French liberals were now disposed to
regard the possibility of absolute government.

Under a political system which gave so much power to
the aristocracy, the middle classes did not feel, however,
that the possession of a virtual legislative veto would suf-
fice to guarantee their position. Nothing less than the
absolute exclusion of government from certain forms of
activity would satisfy their minimum demand for eco-
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nomic and intellectual freedom. Although many civil lib-
erties were incorporated in the charter of the restored
monarchy, the fact that this charter had been issued as an
act of royal authority, and might conceivably be with-
drawn in the same way, tended to make the legal situa-
tion somewhat precarious. Constant met this situation by
a fresh appeal to the principle of natural law. A large part
of his work went to show that there are certain types of
action which no government, constitutional or otherwise,
can legitimately undertake. According to this theory, the
purpose of government itself is to guarantee men in the
possession of such basic rights as freedom of speech,
freedom of contract, and the right of private property.
Any government which attempts to interfere with these
rights is acting beyond its legitimate competence, and
need not be obeyed. Although it may be convenient and
desirable, as in the bill-of-rights amendments to the Amer-
ican constitution, or in the French declaration of the rights
of man, to embody these principles in the form of a
specific legal enactment, right reason is sufficient to sup-
port the validity of such limitations even when they are
not expressly guaranteed in a constitutional document.
The attitude of the American supreme court in voidin
legislation under the due-process clause has frequently
been close to Constant’s point of view. By the early
nineteenth century the political consciousness of middle-
class liberals was so strongly developed that they were
unwilling to abide by the result of any political process
which failed to reflect their basic aspirations. Constant is
the classic exponent of this particular stage in the evolu-
tion of modern liberalism.

This trend was characteristic not only of France and
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America, where it first made its appearance, but also of the
Western world in general. On the continent of Europe
the hope of the middle classes everywhere centered in
the establishment of constitutional systems, usually mon-
archies after the French pattern. After many discourag-
ing setbacks this hope was generally realized. In England,
where the power of the monarch had already been limited
to the verge of extinction, the problem was to gain control
of a parliament long dominated, on the basis of narrowly
limited voting rights and the rotten-borough system, by
the great landowners of the nation. This objective was won
in 1832, when the threat of revolution induced the aris-
tocratic parliament to pass a drastic reform act abolishing
the rotten-borough system and admitting persons with
middle-class property qualifications to the exercise of the
parliamentary franchise. When the resistance of the aris-
tocracy seemed too great to be overcome in any other way,
the middle classes often followed in the footsteps of the
French and American revolutions by appealing to the
power of the masses. Fear of the rapidly growing demo-
cratic movement, which enjoyed the support of leading
utilitarians, had much to do with the passage of the British
reform act. What the middle classes really wanted, how-
ever, was not the triumph of majority rule but the estab-
lishment of limited constitutions in which they themselves,
if not actually dominant, would at least have the power
to veto undesirable acts. This was the basis of their devo-
tion to the principles of constitutional government.
Adequate as these arrangements may have been from
the standpoint of the Enlightenment, they provided no
final answer to the problem of modern politics. The ulti-
mate object of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
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thought, like that of the medieval churchmen, was to place
institutional limits upon the exercise of state power. The
effectiveness of the medieval solution depended on the
fact that the church was an all-embracing organization
capable of mobilizing the total moral force of the Christian
community against the abuses of kingship. If parliaments
were to become similarly effective in controlling the ac-
tivities of modern bureaucracies, it was necessary that they
should acquire a comparable position as spokesmen for the
entire secular community. Even in its final constitutional
form, the political thought of the Enlightenment provided
no sufficient basis for the attainment of that end. Although
the middle classes might be content with an arrangement
which limited government to the task of guaranteeing free
markets, experience had shown that this negative con-
ception had no strong appeal for other potentially impor-
tant groups. People less well equipped to prosper under
the conditions of individual competition could hardly be
expected to sacrifice themselves in defense of such a
system. The rapidity with which the bourgeois monarchy
of France was overthrown in 1848, and the ease with
which Napoleon III was able to gain popular support for
the establishment of a second empire, was in itself an
indication of the fact that the whole structure of middle-
class liberalism rested on dangerously narrow foundations.
Fundamentally the ideas of the Enlightenment, though
proclaimed in the name of all humanity, were an expres-
sion not of the general will but of a specific class interest.
As long as the practice of constitutional government was
bound up with these ideas, there could never be any hope
of making parliaments an effective check on bureaucratic
power.
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With all their limitations, however, these early experi-
ments had the value of creating an institutional basis for
the evolution of modern democracy. Although Rousseau
had been in advance of most men of his time in recogniz-
ing the need for an all-embracing general will, he had been
unable to think of a practicable way to bring it into exist-
ence. The constitutional theorists who succeeded him, for
all their unawareness of the problem itself, unconsciously
pointed the way to a solution. Rousseau had seen that a
general will cannot operate if minorities, like the slaves
in ancient Athens, are coerced by majorities. In their de-
sire, under the conditions of monarchical restoration, to
protect themselves against the possible preponderance of
aristocratic power, the middle classes had to take the lead
in defining those areas of governmental action, such as the
protection of private property, which they and the aris-
tocracy both considered desirable, and in imposing spe-
cific constitutional prohibitions against any attempt to act
outside the area of common agreement. Conscious of the
fact that the general will must conform to the common
interests of the entire community, Rousseau had insisted
on the active and equal participation of all men in the
direction of political life. The necessity of codperating with
landowning aristocrats forced the middle classes to en-
courage the formation of bicameral parliamentary bhodies
in which both groups were represented, and in which
everything had to be done through a process of mutually
satisfactory negotiation. Through party leadership, par-
liamentary committees, and other empirically discovered
devices, people gradually learned the art of welding dis-
cordant interests into effective parliamentary majorities,
and of using those majorities, through budgetary and
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other procedures, as a check on the power of bureauc-
racies. Since their parliamentary position depended on
electoral victories, party leaders also found it necessary
to use their conciliatory arts on the electorate, uniting
diverse elements in support of mutually acceptable per-
sonalities and programs. Although the attempt at first was
not to create a general will embracing the whole of society,
the necessity of finding a basis for common agreement
between aristocratic and middle-class elements of the
community provided an occasion for the development of
ideas and institutions which later could be used in a wider
social context. When the pressure of subsequently awak-
ened social groups made it necessary to extend the fran-
chise beyond its original limits, accumulated experience
in the arts of negotiation and compromise was available
to facilitate the work of bringing these groups within the
framework of parliamentary government. Thus the insti-
tutions of early nineteenth-century constitutionalism,
though designed for the comparatively limited purpose
of reconciling the interests of a divided ruling class, actu-
ally became the basis for the creation of a comprehensive
general will. The social and political developments which
led to this result are the history of modern liberalism.



7

The Conservative Reaction

The awakening of the agricultural classes was the sec-
ond great stage in the evolution of modern liberalism. We
have already seen that the vigor of aristocratic resistance
to middle-class pretensions had much to do with the emer-
gence of liberal constitutionalism. That resistance was the
product of a political movement known as the conservative
reaction. Like the philosophers of the Enlightenment, the
theorists of conservatism had no original desire to institute
constitutional government. Their purpose was to defend
the traditional structure of rural society against the impact
of the middle-class revolution. Convinced that the needs
and interests of that society were identical with the wel-
fare of humanity, they sought, in much the same way as
the exponents of enlightened despotism, to impose their
views on the rest of the population through the use of
absolute power. Their ultimate acceptance of parliamen-
tary government was due not to any love of constitution-
alism but to the failure of their original pretensions. But if
their contribution to modern liberalism was involuntary,
it was none the less substantial. By inspiring the rural
classes to resist the forces of the Enlightenment, they
aroused an important section of the population to political
self-consciousness. Following on the heels of the middle-
class awakening, the conservative reaction made it nec-
essary to face the problem of creating a secular society
based not on the particular will of a single social group,
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but on the general will of a complex community. This was
its contribution to the development of modern liberal
politics.

The history of modern conservatism begins in the years
immediately following the outbreak of the French Rev-
olution. Up to that time the landowning aristocracy, ab-
sorbed in the privileges and duties of a hereditary ruling
class, had felt so sure of their position that they had
allowed the philosophers of the Enlightenment to dom-
inate the world of letters by default. As long as no one
interfered with their accustomed way of life, most of them
were too busy and self-assured to think of entering the
field of political controversy. When the revolution was
upon them, however, many able members of this group
began to apply their talents to theoretical questions. It is
characteristic that Maistre and Bonald, the two leading
exponents of early French conservatism, were both men in
their early forties who had never written anything for
publication until the revolution abruptly tore them from
their place as minor members of the hereditary public
service. A revolutionary crisis was likewise needed to in-
duce Edmund Burke, at the age of sixty-one, to take time
off from his labors as a member of the British parliamen-
tary oligarchy and compose his first comprehensive work
on political philosophy. As soon as they began to devote
their attention to the matter, these men had little difficulty
in challenging the philosophy of the Enlightenment. Their
efforts soon laid the foundations for a vigorous reassertion
of the conservative position in politics.

Although the leaders of the conservative reaction came
from the aristocracy, they were able to speak for a social
group more numerous and important than the hereditary
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ruling class. As the product of an urban environment, the
philosophers of the Enlightenment had never had any real
appreciation of the needs and aspirations of the rural
population. The aristocracy, on the other hand, was pri-
marily a rural landowning group, sharing many interests
and experiences with other members of the agricultural
community. It is true that some aristocrats, through the
practice of absentee ownership, had lost contact with the
peasantry. In regions where the evils of absenteeism were
particularly prevalent, hostility to the privileges of noble
landlords provided the basis for an alliance between the
peasants and the revolutionary middle classes. But most
aristocrats were still active agriculturists with an unim-
paired tradition of leadership in their local communities.
Even in France, where royal policy had forced great
noblemen to live away from their estates, there were
certain districts, like the Vendée, where the local gentry
were able to lead the peasantry in stubborn rebellion
against the revolutionary republic. In other countries far
larger sections of the aristocracy were in a position to
exercise local influence. Since the peasantry at this time
formed a majority of the total population of Europe,
substantial power lay within the grasp of anyone who
could organize them as an active political force. This was
the challenge and the opportunity of the conservative
reaction.

From the standpoint of other members of the commu-
nity, the great defect of the middle-class revolution was
its tendency to upset the habitual bases of social life.
Habit rather than choice is the normal basis of human
action. Learning to do new things in a new way is such
hard work that no one has energy enough to do very much
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of it at any given time. To the extent that it involves the
abandonment of settled habits, therefore, innovation is
painful. This particular element of cost was neglected in
the hedonistic calculus of the Enlightenment. Impressed,
for example, by the rational simplicity of the decimal
system, revolutionary legislators had no qualms about
disrupting the routine of daily life by forcing people to
cope simultaneously with a new set of metric weights and
measures, with a decimal currency, and with an unfamiliar
republican calendar. Preoccupied with the advantages of
technological progress, enlightened economists were will-
ing to allow the discoverer of new methods of production
to deprive less efficient producers of their traditional live-
lihood, immediately and without compensation, through
the operation of free competitive markets. For intelligent
and adaptable members of the middle class, the costs of
change were not excessive in comparison with the profits.
For those who had to bear the brunt of innovation, the
situation was disastrous. Absolute adaptability to the re-
quirements of a constantly changing society is an impos-
sible standard of behavior for ordinary men. Failure to
recognize this fact was the essential weakness of the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment.

Of all the members of contemporary society, the agri-
cultural classes were the ones who stood to suffer most
from the ruthless progressivism of early liberal thought.
In its emphasis on rational calculation and social mobility,
the Enlightenment was a reflection of urban rather than
of rural experience. Life in an environment of cosmopol-
itan intercourse and changing fashion teaches men to
adjust their minds to novel currents of thought, and to
adapt their labor to the demands of fluctuating markets.
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In a world where social contacts are loose and casual,
people are relatively free to determine their movements in
accord with the dictates of individual self-interest. As far
as the urban population was concerned, therefore, the idea
of a society based on calculating individualism was not
entirely false. As applied to the conditions of rural society,
however, the presuppositions of early liberalism were gro-
tesquely unrealistic. Generations of quiet village life had
done nothing to prepare eighteenth-century peasants for
the task of understanding and dealing with unfamiliar
problems. Devoted to the cultivation of traditional crops
by traditional methods, they were incapable of adjusting
their labor to a fluctuating economy. Intimately wrapped
up in the social life of a specific community, and owing
their livelihood to the productivity of a specific piece of
land, they were less free than other people to move about
in search of favorable employment. All this made it im-
possible for them to profit by the opportunities, and ex-
posed them to all the disadvantages, of a dynamic social
order. Under conditions of free competition, new manu-
facturing processes might appear at any moment to de-
stroy their village handicrafts. Imports from outside re-
gions might suddenly arrive to undersell their agricultural
products. To compensate for such losses within the frame-
work of a traditional peasant economy was impossible.
Thus the philosophy of the Enlightenment, for all its value
as an expression of urban interests, was hopelessly at
variance with the needs and experience of the agricultural
classes.

The task of the conservative reaction was to defend the
traditional values of rural life against the forces of urban
progressivism. This could be done only by denying the



Conservative Reaction 183

validity of the early liberal concept of progress, and by
asserting the value of social stability as a factor in human
welfare. The writer who went farthest in this direction was
the Vicomte de Bonald, whose Theory of Power is notable
as one of the more radical statements of the conservative
position. In its abstract and pseudomathematical method
of argumentation, this curious work was closer to the spirit
of the Enlightenment than to the historical empiricism of
most contemporary conservatives. But the premises to
which this method was applied were different from those
adopted by the eighteenth-century philosophers, and led
to different results.

Accepting the hedonistic assumption that happiness is
the proper goal of secular existence, Bonald attempted to
show that happiness itself is a function of social stability.
He then proceeded, with all the rationalistic self-confi-
dence of a Newtonian social scientist, to prescribe the
conditions necessary for the creation of a static society.
Although the resulting picture bore a suspicious resem-
blance to the ancien régime of France, it was an ancien
régime purged of all the dynamic features of its historic
prototype. A rigid and all-embracing caste system, de-
signed to insure the hereditary transmission of every pos-
sible function, was to form the basis for all social and
political relations. Because of their inherently dynamic
character, commerce and industry were to be discouraged
in favor of peasant agriculture. Calculated social policies
were to maintain the level of population at an unvarying
optimum. Balance of power principles were to provide
a permanent guarantee against changes in the world of
international affairs. By applying the methods of a fully
rationalized political and social science, Bonald believed
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that it would be possible to maintain society forever in an
absolutely static condition. This was his answer to the
problem of maximizing the happiness of men.

Although Bonald’s work is interesting as an indication
of the conservative emphasis on stability, it was too ex-
treme to be influential. People generally tend, even in the
face of rapidly changing circumstances, to cling to the
ideas and preconceptions of the age in which they were
born. In order to gain a hearing for new conceptions,
therefore, it is necessarv to present those conceptions in
a form which does the least possible violence to estab-
lished modes of thought. The success of the Enlightenment
was due to the fact that most of its theories were a rein-
terpretation of familiar Christian doctrines. Subsequent
theorists could not hope to succeed unless they made a
similar attempt to reinterpret the doctrines of the Enlight-
enment.

By the time of the French Revolution, the idea of prog-
ress had been dominating the minds of men for several
generations. Few educated people were entirely imper-
vious to its influence. Continuing achievements in the field
of science and learning made it unlikely, moreover, that
it would lose its appeal for many generations to come.
Although some might reject the extreme revolutionary
optimism of the Enlightenment, and deplore the disrup-
tive consequences of excessive change, the promise of new
triumphs in the conquest of man’s natural environment
was too attractive to be lightly abandoned. The only hope
for conservatives under these circumstances was to adopt
the idea of progress as their own, and then to reinterpret
it in a conservative direction. Because of his failure to do
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this, Bonald was unable to found an effective school of
modern conservative thought.

For anyone acquainted with country life, the easiest
way to conceive of progress is in terms of organic growth.
In the artificial environment of a great city, where apples
grow on grocery shelves and most things can be bought or
made according to human specifications, it is natural to
believe that nothing is beyond the capacity of skillful
and inventive men. The idea of progress in its original
form was an expression of this urban point of view. In the
natural environment of the countryside, however, the
potentialities of human action are more limited. A shoe-
maker can start making shoes whenever he finds a cus-
tomer, and if he is in a hurry there is nothing to prevent
him from working overtime. An agriculturist must wait
for the proper moment before he begins planting, and
nothing he can do thereafter will make the crop ripen
ahead of its appointed season. Inventors, once they have
completed the designs for a new machine, can have it built
immediately. Breeders must work for generations to carry
out their ideas for the improvement of a particular strain
of cattle. Far from being entirely free to create his own
conditions, the farmer must be content to help things grow
in accordance with their own inherent laws of develop-
ment. Gathering the produce of vineyards and orchards
planted by his fathers, and planting new trees which will
never bear in his own lifetime, he learns to think of human
welfare in terms of the codperative effort of successive
generations. Progress for him is a matter not of sudden
innovation but of gradual accumulation. Rural experience
leads, therefore, to a concept of organic growth which is
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poles apart from the mechanistic rationalism of the eight-
eenth-century philosophers.

The function of conservative theory was to use this
organic conception as the basis for a fundamental rein-
terpretation of the early liberal idea of progress. The theo-
rists who most clearly recognized this fact were Joseph de
Maistre and Edmund Burke. Unlike Bonald, both of these
men had a certain measure of sympathy for the progres-
sive spirit of the age in which they lived. Before the out-
break of the French Revolution, Burke’s career as a leg-
islator had been that of a cautious but persistent reformer.
By his speeches on the conciliation of the North American
colonies, he had identified himself with the cause of the
American Revolution. He had also played a leading part
in the trial of Warren Hastings, the first of a long series of
attempts to overcome the abuses of British administration
in India. Although Maistre’s previous career had been less
notable, an atmosphere of mild reformism is likewise
characteristic of his works. Appalled, however, by the
revolutionary extremism of the Enlightenment, both men
became early and vigorous opponents of the French Rev-
olution. In the same year, and under practically identical
titles, each published a book expressing his concern about
the current trend of developments in France. The point of
view of these two books was not in all respects identical.
Maistre was a deeply religious thinker with an orthodox
Catholic conception of the nature and destiny of man,
while Burke, without being impervious to religious in-
fluences, was content to rest his case on a more purely
secular basis. But in their common attempts to counter-
act the spirit of the Enlightenment both men relied on
an eloquent and persuasive statement of the organic con-
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ception of progress. This made them the most widely
influential spokesmen of the early conservative reaction.
The starting point of their argument was a radical rejec-
tion of abstract, pseudomathematical reason. The philos-
ophers of the Enlightenment had assumed, on the anal-
ogy of Newtonian physics, that the application of a few
rationally intuited laws would suffice to solve the problems
of human existence. A peasant subject to the unpredictable
vagaries of wind and flood, and forced to cope with the
individual idiosyncrasies of living organisms, is in a better
position than the average city man to recognize the over-
simplification implicit in this point of view. Thus Maistre
and Burke were appealing to an important range of hu-
man experience when they challenged the rationalistic
assumptions of eighteenth-century thought. According to
them, man and nature alike are so complex that no mortal
mind can hope to understand the full consequences of any
given action. Christian theology had always taught that
man is a weak and imperfect creature, incapable by his
own efforts of comprehending the divine order of the
universe. The conservative reaction, whether explicitly
as in the case of Maistre, or implicitly as in the case of
Burke, was a reversion to the Christian conception of
human nature. Both theorists felt it wise, however, to rest
their case on empirical as well as on dogmatic grounds.
Denying the practical possibility of basing reformatory
action on abstract general principles, they ventured to
predict that the revolutionary movement would have con-
sequences entirely unforeseen by its own self-confident
supporters. These predictions were by no means uniformly
fortunate. On the ground that there was “too much delib-
eration, too much humanity” in the idea of planning a
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national capital, Maistre offered to bet a thousand to one
that the currently projected city of Washington would
never become the seat of government in the United States
of America. But if the conservatives went too far in deny-
ing the possibility of rational calculation, their position
was a useful corrective to the opposing exaggerations of
revolutionary optimism. The philosophy of the Enlight-
enment grossly overestimated the power of abstract rea-
son. To deflate its pretensions was the initial task of mod-
ern conservative thought.

This attack on eighteenth-century rationalism did not
go so far, however, as to deny the possibility or importance
of progressive achievement. Although Burke and Maistre
were sure that the mind of man could never reduce the
universe to a comprehensible system, they were strong
believers in the value of empirical action. The fact that
they, unlike the general run of enlightened philosophers,
had had a good deal of direct political experience may
well have had something to do with their empirical and
anti-theoretical point of view. According to their analysis
of human nature, practical responses to practical problems
are the basis of human achievement. An individual in the
course of his daily life encounters a number of specific
difficulties. Guided by intimate experience of his own im-
mediate environment, he proceeds by a process of trial
and error to look for a solution. If the solution stands the
test of time, he adopts it as a general rule of conduct.
Imitated by his neighbors and handed down to his de-
scendents, the rule crystallizes in the form of tradition.
Tradition, by providing men with a ready-made solution
to certain problems, leaves them free to apply their
energies to the solution of new difficulties. Since man is
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a weak and imperfectly rational creature, with no real
knowledge of the causes and consequences of any action,
each separate step is slow and tentative. Transmitted in
unbroken succession from person to person and from
generation to generation, modest discoveries nevertheless
mount up to an impressive total. By experiencing the social
inconveniences of unregulated passion, men gradually
evolve usages of etiquette and morality. By adding in-
vention to invention, they develop the arts of civilization.
Maistre and Burke were largely in agreement with the
eighteenth-century proposition that progress is the normal
tendency of history. Where they differed from the En-
lightenment was in insisting that empirical experience
rather than abstract reason is the instrument of progressive
accomplishment.

This emphasis on tradition made it possible to use the
idea of progress itself as the basis for an attack on the spirit
of the Enlightenment. As long as people continued to think
of society in mechanistic terms there was no logical limit to
the possible extremes of revolutionary action. If a watch-
maker has the inventiveness to design and the skill to
execute a superior timepiece, there is no reason why he
should not immediately scrap his old models. The reform-
atory optimism of the early liberals was due to the fact that
they regarded society, like a watch, as an inert mechanism
susceptible to instantaneous revision by the rational will of
men. But if civilization is a product of gradually accumu-
lating tradition, organic rather than mechanistic analogies
immediately suggest themselves as a clue to the proper
understanding of history. The progress of humanity is a
process extending over many generations. Like a plant or
animal it can be fostered and encouraged, but never
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forced beyond the limits of its own nature. Since the skill
and intelligence of living men are insufficient to replace
the achievement of past generations, progress depends on
the continuity of tradition. A social reformer, like a con-
scientious farmer, will always try to improve the organism
under his care. Maistre and Burke were willing to admit
that there were imperfections and abuses in the existing
state of society, and recognized the need of patient efforts
to eliminate those abuses. Where the French Revolution
went wrong, in their opinion, was in trying to force the
tempo of social change to a point incompatible with tra-
ditional continuity. An experienced cattle breeder knows
that it would be disastrous to trcat his animals in such a
way as to jeopardize the life of the herd. Impatient inter-
ference with the traditional structure of society is equally
dangerous to the welfare of humanity. All living things
enjoy at best a precarious existence. A few minutes will
suffice to fell a tree which represents a century of growth.
Deluded by an unrealistic faith in the possibility of ra-
tional reconstruction, the philosophers of the revolution
were preparing to lay the axe to the traditional roots of
civilization. By destroying rather than developing the
achicvements of the past, they threatened not merely to
retard the rate of human progress but to cause a regression
from which it would take long centuries to recover. This
was the conservative answer to the revolutionary optimism
of the Enlightenment.

Although the concept of organic growth, like the earlier
concept of mechanistic rationalism, had its roots in the
experience of a particular class, its appeal extended be-
yond the limits of that class. The excesses of the French
Revolution gave rise to a mood of doubt and revulsion on
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the part not only of the agricultural population but also
of most other members of the community. Ugly manifes-
tations of mob violence and terrorism made thoughtful
spirits everywhere begin to fear the consequences of re-
laxing the restraints of traditional morality. As the dream
of an immediate heaven on carth gave way to the harsh
realities of Napoleonic warfare, the limitations of ration-
alistic calculation became increasingly apparent. New
doubts as to the intellectual and moral capacities of men
made it necessary to formulate a new conception of hu-
man nature. As an answer to that need, the conservative
doctrine of progress was able to effect a rapid and lasting
revolution in the presuppositions of Western thought.

The romantic movement, which began to dominate the
world of letters at this time, was a characteristic reflection,
among other things, of the conservative revolution. Clas-
sical literature had proceeded on the Newtonian principle
that art is an exemplification of universal laws. According
to classical critics, the function of the artist was to select
and formulate the raw material of experience in such a
way as to produce works exemplifying the abstract and
rationally verifiable rules of artistic perfection. The ro-
mantics, on the other hand, insisted on the right of cvery
living organism to express itself in accordance with the
laws of its own particular nature. Where their predecessors
had tried to discover universal truths, and to analyze
typical forms of behavior, they stressed the unique and
personal aspects of human character. Unlike the classical
tragedians, who used history as a convenient means of
illustrating ageless problems such as the conflict of love
and duty, they cherished the past for its own sake,
attempting to recapture the individual flavor of exotic
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times and peoples. The novels of Sir Walter Scott, with
their loving re-creation of the days when knighthood was
in flower, were a typical romantic product. As a reaction
against the rationalistic uniformity of the classical world,
the romantics yearned for the color and multiplicity of a
universe teeming with the endless variety of organic life.
In some cases this attitude led to immediately conservative
conclusions. Thus Chateaubriand justified the Bourbon
restoration by recalling the romantic association of royalty
with the historic glories of France. But even when the
romantics were not politically conservative, their em-
phasis on personal and historic individuality helped to
reinforce the conservative attack on eighteenth-century
rationalism. Thus the triumph of romanticism served as an
indirect but powerful confirmation of the conservative
position.

The rise of historicism, which took place at the same
time, had much the same effect. In their attitude toward
history the philosophers of the Enlightenment had been
closely akin to the classical tragedians. Confident in the
possession of universally valid laws, they had regarded the
past not as something to be understood and appreciated
for its own sake, but as a convenient storehouse of ex-
amples and warnings for the benefit of those who might
stray from the path of right reason. Periods like the Eu-
ropean Middle Ages, which had persisted in religious big-
otry and other forms of unenlightened conduct, were either
neglected or condemned. Toward the beginning of the
nineteenth century, however, a different attitude toward
history, and above all toward the Middle Ages, began to
make its appearance. Newly impressed with the impor-
tance of traditional continuity, students in various fields
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found that they could increase their understanding of
many problems by a sympathetic investigation of his-
torical origins. The German jurist Savigny, distressed by
the revolutionary rationalism of the Napoleonic code,
devoted his life to a study of the historical development
of modern civil law. Following his lead innumerable schol-
ars, in an attempt to justify the peculiarities and explain
the needs of particular institutions, began tracing the
historical antecedents of nations, classes, ideas, and other
social forces, thus laying the foundations of modern his-
torical science. Through the use of comparable historical
methods, students also succeeded in raising disciplines
like linguistics and geology to the status of exact sciences.
The movement reached its culmination in 1859, when the
publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species showed that
even the forms of animal life, previously regarded as fixed
creations, were a product of historical evolution. By the
middle of the nincteenth century, historical empiricism
had definitely replaced mechanistic rationalism as the
prevailing mode of Western thought. From that day to
this, the evolutionary view of progress has never ceased
to play a leading part in the intellectual life of the West.
Intrinsically, the conservative theory of progress was
not a political doctrine. Like the philosophy of the En-
lightenment, it was an attempt to define the inalienable
rights of society in a form which would be equally appli-
cable against the encroachments of any type of govern-
ment. It is true that the conservatives, with their tradi-
tionalist view of society, differed from the early liberals
in their opinion as to the proper scope of state action.
Regarding the individual as the true source of progress,
the Enlightenment had believed that the free market,
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which gives the widest possible range to individual ini-
tiative, was the only institution necessary for the organi-
zation of society, and urged that the state confine its
activities to the defense of that institution. The conserv-
atives, on the other hand, believed that tradition-bearing
groups rather than isolated individuals are the primary
agents of progress. For them the organization of a truly
progressive society depended not merely on the existence
of a single institution, the free market, but on the main-
tenance of a wide variety of traditional associations. To
defend and foster all these associations was the function
of properly conservative states. But even though this might
involve a relatively large range of positive state action,
traditionalism agreed with the philosophy of the Enlight-
enment in regarding society rather than the state as the
primary source of human welfare. Like the exponents of
medieval dualism, the conservatives were supporters of
an autonomous social order whose interests took pre-
cedence over the interests of any political authority. As
long as those interests received due consideration, specific
questions of political organization were logically a matter
of indifference.

But if the logic of conservative theory lay in the direc-
tion of social dualism, political contingencies led its sup-
porters to place an extremely one-sided emphasis on the
power and importance of the state. We have already seen
that the philosophers of the Enlightenment, in their desire
to use political power for the purpose of establishing a free
market, were initially inclined to support absolute mon-
archy. Since the long-run power of the rural population,
in a world of expanding commerce and industry, was
substantially less than that of the middle classes, the
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conservatives were even more painfully aware of the need
for state support. Deprived of the protection of the mon-
archy, the French aristocracy had been unable to maintain
itself against the forces of the revolution. Only the restora-
tion of the Bourbons, supported by the united armies of
Europe, made it possible for them to return from penniless
exile to a position of importance. Under these circum-
stances it was natural for them to exaggerate the role of
political authority in the maintenance of social order. One
of the most curious and unsatisfactory features of Burke’s
writings is his tendency to assume that none of the arts
and graces of civilization could possibly survive the death
of Marie Antoinette. Other conservatives were more cx-
treme in supporting the view that an all-powerful mon-
archy is indispensable to the maintenance of traditional
values. To an even greater extent, therefore, than in the
case of early liberalism, the initial tendency of conserva-
tism was to upset the balance of Western dualism in the
direction of state absolutism.

At the present time, the idea of an alliance betwecen
aristocracy and monarchy is not especially surprising.
Actually the attempt to form such an alliance was a rad-
ical departure from the tradition of European politics.
Ever since the end of the Middle Ages, the authority of
kings had been a force operating in the direction of
radical innovation. In the interest of an ever-increasing
rationalization of political and social life, ambitious mon-
archs had never hesitated, within the limits of their power,
to upset the traditional bases of society. The development
of modern state bureaucracies was a centuries-long assault
on the traditional independence of manors, guilds, par-
liaments, and other ancient institutions. Since the middle
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classes, as the leading exponents of technological effi-
ciency, had generally supported and contributed to the
royal war against tradition, the eighteenth-century idea
of enlightened monarchy was compatible with middle-
class habits of thought. The aristocracy, on the other hand,
was the hereditary enemy of monarchy. As the chief
beneficiaries of a waning social order, they had always
opposed the attempts of upstart royal servants to reduce
the traditional privileges of landowners and parliaments.
Accustomed to running their own localities in their own
way, they resented the centralizing power of the modern
state, frequently resisting it with acts of open rebellion.
One of these rebellions, known as the Fronde, had taken
place in France itself as recently as the seventeenth cen-
tury. Although the authority of the monarch had pre-
vailed, the Frondist spirit was not dead. Suspicion of and
hostility to the power of kings was one of the inveterate
elements of the aristocratic tradition. When conservative
theorists spoke in favor of absolute monarchy they were
flying in the face of all the past experience of the class
whose interests they were trying to defend.

Under the conditions then prevailing, however, the idea
of a tradition-defending monarchy was by no means fan-
tastic. Although the institution of kingship had tended in
the past to be revolutionary rather than conservative in
character, the French Revolution had deprived most Eu-
ropean kings of the opportunity to play their accustomed
role. Their traditional allies, the revolutionary middle
classes, had become permanently disillusioned with the
potentialities of enlightened despotism, and were now un-
willing to support anything more than a narrowly circum-
scribed form of constitutional monarchy. Although some
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rulers might be content to reign on these terms, it went
against the grain of men long used to absolute authority.
This left them with nc alternative but to join the conserva-
tive camp. Many monarchs and aristocrats had recently
been fellow sufferers in exile. The fact that kings, like no-
blemen, owed their position to hereditary right also served
as a common bond in a period when hereditary claims were
subject to rational criticism. All this made it relatively easy
for monarchs, now that the possibility of revolutionary
initiative had slipped from their hands, to forget the
revolutionary exploits of their ancestors, and to regard
themselves as the divinely appointed defenders of an
unchanging traditional order. Granted the impossibility
of gaining middle-class support, no absolute ruler could
hope to maintain his throne without satisfying the de-
mands of the aristocracy. This made it possible for aris-
tocratic theorists to accept absolute monarchy without
jeopardizing their position.

In their acceptance of royal absolutism, the aristocracy
never succeeded, however, in shaking off their deep-
seated distrust of kings. This gave a curiously ambiguous
character to their theory of monarchy. In order to counter-
act the danger of popular revolution, conservative theorists
like Maistre and Bonald found it necessary, on the one
hand, to proclaim the duty of absolute and unconditional
obedience. Apart from Maistre’s half-hearted suggestion
that an appeal to the pope might provide an acceptable
way of deposing particularly outrageous rulers, they were
unwilling to admit the legitimacy of any attempt to curtail
the sovereign authority of kings. In order to counteract the
dangers of royal unreliability it was necessary, on the
other hand, to discourage sovereigns from acting on their
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own responsibility. Conservative theorists accordingly
took great pains to point out that monarchs have little or
nothing to do with the actual conduct of government.
Since no one man can run a country unaided, all states,
whatever their legal form, are aristocracies in fact. The
function of kingship is to lend authority to the aristocratic
administration. By impressing common people with the
duty of obedience, and by inspiring aristocrats to devote
their united efforts to the state, the traditional prestige of
monarchy provides a unique basis for political stability.
“The word KiNG,” said Muistre, “is a talisman, a magic
power which gives to all taleuts and forces a central direc-
tion.” A similar emphasis on the psychological importance
and practical impotence of kingship is also characteristic
of Bonald’s political writings. The history of the ancien
régime in France had shown that legally omnipotent mon-
archs are incapable of overcoming the will of a well-en-
trenched aristocratic administration. To revive and per-
petuate this curiously qualified form of absolutism was the
object of conservative politics.

The theories of Maistre and Bonald were reasonably ac-
ceptable to the aristocracy. As the basis for an appeal to
other elements of the community they were less satisfac-
tory. Although the name “king” had not yet lost all its
traditional magic, the attempt to use it as a cover for abso-
lutism ran counter to the prevailing trend. The French Rev-
olution had acquainted Europe with the idea of freedom.
For the middle classes, the removal of external restraints
on individual action was the hallmark of social progress.
The abolition of aristocratic privileges had given the peas-
antry also a certain sense of the value of liberty. Like the
desire for progress, the desire for freedom by this time was
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so powerful that political theorists could hardly afford to
neglect it. In order to be effective, conservative theorists
had to face the necessity of incorporating the idea of free-
dom within the structurc of their political thought. Be-
cause of their failure to accomplish this, men like Maistre
and Bonald were incapable of providing the basis for a
widely influential statement of the conservative position.

The man who finally undertook this task was the Ger-
man philosopher Hegel. Unlike the majority of the earlier
conservative theorists, Hegel was not a member of the aris-
tocracy. In his earlier years, moreover, he was strongly at-
tracted by the philosophy of the Enlightenment. Traces of
this early liberal influence remained throughout his work.
His emphasis on legal rights was at variance, for example,
with the patriarchal ideas of most German conscrvatives,
and made him persona non grata to the more hidebound
representatives of the Prussian Junker class. In his ultimate
capacity as a university professor, on the other hand, he
had a share in the official responsibility of training candi-
dates for the Prussian civil service, and rapidly assimilated
the conservative point of view. This varied experience
found expression in his later political writings. Although
the purpose of these writings was to provide a philosoph-
ical justification for the conservative Prussian monarchy,
Hegel’s firsthand acquaintance with the philosophy of the
Enlightenment made him genuinely aware of the power of
its leading ideas. To incorporate those ideas as far as possi-
ble within the framework of conservative thought was the
guiding principle of his later work. This enabled him to
present the theory of modern conservatism in an uncom-
monly sophisticated light.

The need for a conservative reinterpretation of eight-
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eenth-century liberalism was particularly urgent in post-
Napoleonic Prussia. It is true that Germany, as the region
which had suffered most from the religious wars of the
seventeenth century, had generally tended to go further
than other countries in welcoming royal absolutism as a
defense against disorder. Because of this tradition, the
German princes had been able, in the period of conserva-
tive reaction, to assume a leading place in the attack on
constitutional monarchy. Even in Germany, however, the
course of royal absolutism was not easy. Educated Ger-
mans had always been susceptible to the intellectual in-
fluence of France. As the favorite battleground of revolu-
tionary and Napoleonic armies, many regions had also
come in direct contact with the ideas of the French Revo-
lution. In Prussia, where the recent patriotic revival had
led, under the direction of men like Baron Stein, to the
adoption of many enlightened reforms, the influence of
middle-class liberalism was particularly strong. During
the first decades of the nineteenth century, when Hegel
was doing his work, liberal ideas were continuing to win
many converts among the middle and upper classes. Uni-
versity students and faculties were especially prone to lib-
eral infection. As a professional academician, Hegel was
fully aware of the fact that the concept of freedom pos-
sessed great powers of attraction for the educated youth of
Germany. To capture this idea for the benefit of conserva-
tism was the underlying purpose of his later political writ-
ings.

In response to the challenge of the Enlightenment,
Hegel boldly attempted to demonstrate that loyalty to an
absolute state is in itself the highest form of freedom. His
most important political work, The Philosophy of Law
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and Right, is an argument in support of that proposition.
As insistently as any product of early liberalism, the book
starts from the premise that freedom is the most important
thing in the world. History, indeed, is nothing more than a
succession of steps leading toward the progressive realiza-
tion of that idea. But freedom is not, as the men of the
French Revolution believed, a mere question of liberating
men from negative legal restrictions. The right not to be
prevented from entering a butcher shop adds nothing to
the liberty of those who have no money to lay on the coua-
ter. No man is truly free unless he has power to accomplish
his purposes. Positive freedom depends on positive power.
Since no one man can ever be as powerful as a group, it fol-
lows that the positive freedom of the individual is great in
proportion to the power of the group with which he is asso-
ciated. Under modern conditions, the most powerful form
of association is the absolute state, as represented by such
institutions as the Prussian monarchy. To enhance the
power and authority of political absolutism is, therefore,
the only course for anyone who is genuinely interested in
the progress of human freedom.

Like the philosophy of the Enlightenment, the concept
of positive freedom was an attempt to rationalize the
needs of a particular social class. The proposition that
positive state action is indispensable to the accomplish-
ment of individual purposes ought logically to have led
Hegel to adopt a constitutionalist position. If the power of
a group, as Rousseau had already pointed out, is to serve
rather than to thwart the purposes of its members, that
power must be used in accordance with the general will of
the group. In adopting the idea of freedom as a primary
consideration, Hegel logically committed himself, to the
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necessity of finding ways and means for the establishment
of popular control in politics. The conservative classes
knew, however, that they could direct the powers of an
absolute monarchy more easily than they could direct the
powers of any other type of government. As far as they
themselves were concerned, freedom and absolutism were
not incompatible. This social fact was the tacit premise of
Hegel's political thought. The middle classes, knowing
that their economic power was sufficient to enable them to
work their will under competitive conditions, had been
willing to argue that the institution of the free market was
the necessary and sufficient basis of freedom for all men.
The conservatives, realizing that their main strength lay in
the control of royal adnnmstratlon made similar claims
for the institution of absolute monarchy. In both cases, the
needs of a particular class took on the guise of a universal
theory of politics.

One further step was needed, however, before conserva-
tism could become an effective answer to the philosophy of
the Enlightenment. The Western mind, long nourished on
the apocalyptic hopes of Christianity, has a deep-seated
repugnance to any theory which neglects to crown the his-
tory of mankind with a promise of ultimate triumph. Fail-
ure to recognize and provide for this sentiment was one of
the major weaknesses of early conservative thought. At a
time when the middle classes were strong in the faith of
progress, conservative writers had been able to offer their
followers no comparable inspiration. Although men like
Maistre and Burke might demonstrate that progress
within a traditional framework was possible, they did not
claim that it was inevitable. The fear that visionary re-
formers might succeed in undoing the work of civilization
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haunts every page of their writings. But hope rather than
fear is the normal legacy of Christian civilization. Unless
the conservatives could learn to face the future in a more
hopeful spirit, there was no prospect that they would be
able to match the vigor of their revolutionary opponents.

In this respect also, Hegel was the man who succeeded
in remedying the defects of the earlier conservative posi-
tion. This was the ultimate significance of the Philosophy
of History which was written in the period when Hegel
was still a liberal, but acquired new meaning in the light of
his later political thought. The idea that the course of hu-
man events follows a definite and predictable pattern has
always had a considerable power of attraction for the
Western mind. In the first centuries of the Christian era,
Western Christianity had already produced one monu-
mental work along these lines in Augustine’s City of God.
During the later Middle Ages, this tendency bore fruit in
the writings of men like Joachim of Floris, who justified
the hopes of contemporary reformers and mystics by ex-
plaining that terrestrial history was about to enter the last
of three divinely predestined and progressively improving
stages, the age of the Father, the age of the Son, and the
age of the Holy Ghost. Hegel justified the conservative po-
sition by a similar appeal to the inalterable laws of history.
By demonstrating that the most advanced form of the
modern state, identified in his later writings with the Prus-
sian monarchy, was the last of three predestined stages in
the evolution of mankind, he showed the triumph of con-
servatism to be not only desirable but also inevitable. This
made it possible for him, unlike the majority of earlier con-
servatives, to face the challenge of the Enlightenment in a
mood of inspiring self-assurance.
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The Hegelian interpretation of history rests on a philo-
sophic principle known as the dialectic, a term derived
from the Greek word for conversation or debate. The basic
principle of the idealist school of philosophy, to which
Hegel belonged, is that the visible world is a reflection or
embodiment of eternal and unchanging ideas. Accordin
to the theory of the dialectic, the process by which those
ideas become manifest in reality is not accidental or capri-
cious, but follows fixed laws of development analogous to
the process of intellectual debate. When a man starts an
argument, he begins by stating a proposition, or thesis.
Since no one is likely to be entirely correct in his initial
formulation of a problem, the chances are that this thesis
will be partly right and partly wrong. This encourages an
opponent to make a contradictory statement, or antithesis,
which likewise contains no more than a partial element of
truth. This sets the stage for a debate which tests the
strength and weakness of both positions. As a result of this
experience, both protagonists abandon the more unten-
able features of their original statements. This makes it
possible for them to agree in the end on a revised state-
ment, or synthesis which includes the valid and excludes
the invalid features of the two initial propositions. But
even though the synthesis is more nearly true than its
predecessors, it is also likely to contain an element of error.
It therefore becomes the thesis of a new debate, inviting
the opposition of a new antithesis, and contributing to the
formulation of a still more adequate synthesis. Thus the
dialectical process, endlessly repeated, serves as the instru-
ment for progressively closer approximations to the realiza-
tion of ideal truth.

Hegel’s confidence in the inevitable triumph of conserv-
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atism rested on the proposition that modern absolutism
represents the final stage in the dialectical realization of
the idea of freedom in history. It is true that the dialectical
process, with its endless succession of progressively higher
syntheses, is logically incompatible with any sort of his-
torical finality. The apocalyptic leanings of Western' civili-
zation are so strong, however, that the illogicality of ascrib-
ing an end to an endless process did not disturb Hegel in
the least. According to his analysis of history, the realiza-
tion of the idea of freedom required three successive
stages of historical experience. In the beginning human
beings lived in vast slave states, like the ancient Egyptian
and Assyrian empires, where no one but the despot himself
had any reason to regard state power as a means for the
accomplishment of his purposes. The first partial realiza-
tion of the idea of freedom took place in the city states of
ancient Greece. Although a substantial slave population
remained in the same position as before, the organization
of the political community made it possible for free citi-
zens to express themselves through political action, and
thus to associate the idea of freedom with the idea of polit-
ical loyalty and obligation. The imperfection of continuing
slavery made it necessary, however, that the Greek world,
considered as a thesis, should encounter the opposition of
an antithesis, in the form of the Roman Empire. Through
the influence of Christianity and other forces, which broke
down the old distinction between slaves and citizens, the
idea of moral responsibility extended to all men, but only
at the cost of loosening the ties of loyalty to the state. The
result was the Germanic empire, a synthesis which finally
realized the idea of freedom by uniting and reconciling the
best features of its predecessors. In the modern world the
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Roman idea of moral responsibility has reached fulfillment
in the abolition of slavery, and in the recognition of the
civic capacity of all men. Through the development of the
modern idea of sovereignty, moreover, the entire popula-
tion has achieved a sense of loyalty and devotion to the
state comparable to that evoked, from citizens only, in
the ancient Greek polis. Thus the modern state represents
the final realization of the idea of freedom in history, and
will continue for all time as the perfect basis for the polit-
ical life of mankind.

Considered in terms of its own objectives, Hegel’s polit-
ical philosophy was a failure. Like the philosophy of the
Enlightenment, it was an attempt to prove that an institu-
tion favorable to the interests of one particular class was
nothing less than the final goal of history. For people who
did not happen to belong to the favored class, the demon-
stration was unconvincing. The middle classes, strong in
the field of economic competition, felt no temptation to
abandon their belief in the free market as the proper in-
strument of freedom. Other groups, finding that they were
unable to control the operations either of free markets or of
absolute monarchies, began to look for other means of
accomplishing their purposes. Although subsequent theo-
rists, above all the Marxists, found it useful to borrow
many elements from the Hegelian system, their conclu-
sions were at variance with the conservative position. As a
means of inspiring aristocratic resistance to middle-class
pretensions, Hegel’s political theory had some value. As a
final solution to the problem of Western politics, it was un-
able to win general acceptance.

Precisely because of its failure, however, the conserva-
tive reaction was able to play an important part in the



Conservative Reaction 207

evolution of modern liberalism. If either the aristocrats or
the middle classes had succeeded in gaining exclusive con-
trol over the state, modern parliaments would never have
been able to take over the functions of the medieval
church as defenders of Western dualism. The value of con-
servative theory lay in the fact that, by inspiring rural re-
sistance to the urban forces of the Enlightenment, it pro-
vided modern society with one of the elements necessary
for the establishment of an internal balance of power. Al-
though efforts to revive absolute monarchy were tempo-
rarily successful, repeated middle-class revolutions made
it clear that this was no longer a practical solution to the
problem of politics. The vigor of aristocratic and other
forms of resistance made it equally clear, on the other
hand, that middle-class absolutism was also impossible.
The resulting stalemate compelled both groups to accept
the position of competitors within a single constitutional
framework, using parliamentary power as a means of safe-
guarding their respective interests. Instead of relying on
their capacity to influence kings, aristocrats found it desir-
able to mobilize rural sentiment in support of their policies.
Instead of relying on their capacity to dominate free mar-
kets, the middle classes had also to descend into the arena
of competitive politics. In their search for votes, radicals
and conservatives began vying with one another in ex-
tending the franchise to allied classes of the community.
Although the theorists of conservatism, like the men of the
Enlightenment, had no interest in constitutional democ-
racy, constitutionalism was the actual consequence of their
success in arousing the agrarian classes to political self-
consciousness. This was their contribution to the develop-
ment of modern politics.



The Awakening
of the Urban Proletariat

The awakening of the urban proletariat was the third
great stage in the evolution of modern liberalism. During
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when cities
were small and largely commercial in character, opposition
to the philosophy of the Enlightenment found its main
support in the rural population. All this changed with the
advent of the industrial revolution. As manufacturing
cities grew in size and importance, a large class of factory
workers came into existence. These workers, unable to find
satisfaction within the framework of the existing order,
soon followed the example of their predecessors by de-
veloping a revolutionary theory of their own. Convinced,
after the apocalyptic fashion of the West, that their par-
ticular experience had given them a general answer to the
problems of human existence, they also attempted to im-
pose their views on the rest of the population. Although
their efforts ended in the usual failure, the result was to
arouse a hitherto dormant part of the community to vigor-
ous political life. Along with the middle-class Enlighten-
ment and the conservative reaction, proletarian socialism
is one of the forces which have done most to widen the
social basis of modern politics. It therefore stands as a sig-
nificant chapter in the history of modern liberal thought.

The proletariat itself was the product of a curious social
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invention of the nineteenth century, an institution known
as the labor market. Unlike the workers of former ages,
whose rights and duties had been fixed with some degree
of stability by local or craft tradition, the nineteenth-cen-
tury laborer enjoyed no security of employment. Accord-
ing to the economic principles of the Enlightenment, he
was simply an individual engaged like any other trader in
selling his services to the highest bidder. His right to work,
and the conditions under which he exercised that right,
were matters of agreement between himself and his pro-
spective employer. If the employer could find others will-
ing to do the work for less money, or if trade conditions
made it unprofitable to continue operations, he could ter-
minate the arrangement at any time. If the worker could
find no one willing to employ him at his old trade he had
either to emigrate to a region where that particular skill
was in demand, or else take up another kind of work. Con-
tinuous adaptation to the requirements of a fluctuating
labor market, subject to all the mysterious hazards of trade
cycles and technological change, was the condition of his
economic existence. Absolute insecurity of employment
was the basic principle of nineteenth-century industrial-
ism. The modern proletariat is the product of this unique
experiment in industrial relations.

From the standpoint of technological progress the exist-
ence of a large and flexible labor supply was extremely use-
ful. Ever since the beginning of the industrial revolution
science and technology have been opening up endless op-
portunities for economic change. The adoption of newly
invented industrial processes and the exploitation of
newly discovered resources has required a high degree of
occupational and geographical mobility. If people had re-
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mained wedded, as in the past, to particular skills and par-
ticular localities, it would have been impossible for the
industrial revolution to make rapid headway. The spectac-
ular development of nineteenth-century America, for ex-
ample, could never have taken place in a society where
workers were unaccustomed to the idea of emigration.
The existence of a fluid labor market enabled modern en-
terprisers to direct the movements of whole populations in
accordance with the requirements of technological change.
The proletarianization of the working class was a basic
factor in the triumph of industrial civilization.

Like all great social experiments, however, the invention
of the labor market was expensive. It involved, in the first
instance, a swift and drastic decline in the material stand-
ard of living of the working classes. Centuries of experi-
ence under the guild and handicraft system had led to the
establishment of fairly tolerable conditions of employ-
ment. Workers in the various occupations knew the tradi-
tional rates of payment for their work, and planned their
lives accordingly. This element of security vanished with
the coming of the factory system. Since the system itself
was new, there were no traditions to govern the wages or
working conditions of factory employment. Owners con-
sidered themselves justified, in accordance with the prin-
ciples of market competition, in requiring the largest pos-
sible quantity of labor in return for the smallest possible
remuneration. Individual workers were too weak and too
little experienced in the ways of commercial negotiation
to offer effective resistance. In order to avoid starvation
whole families, including children no more than five years
old, found it necessary to work under unwholesome condi-
tions for as many as sixteen hours a day in return for bare
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subsistence. Large segments of the population, in a time of
expanding material prosperity, were reduced to a stand-
ard of living lower than anything previously known. While
others reaped the benefits, they experienced nothing but
the burdens of the industrial revolution.

Economic impoverishment was only a part, moreover, of
the sacrifice demanded of the proletariat. The social disin-
tegration of the working class was if anything an even
more disastrous consequence of the factory system. The
operation of the labor market tore workers away from the
local and occupational associations which had formed
the center of their social interests. In order to find work
they had to go to big towns and cities and live among stran-
gers in the slums. Families were broken as people migrated
from region to region and from continent to continent in
search of employment. Although the individuals thus up-
rooted were able to make new social contacts in their new
environments, thesc contacts were less strong than before,
and might be broken at any time in response to shifts in
the demand of the labor market. Members of the upper
and middle classes were prosperous enough, in a period of
increasing social mobility, to keep their families intact and
to form new associations with comparative freedom. Work-
ers on the verge of starvation enjoyed no comparable op-
portunities. For them the process of proletarianization
meant social isolation. In this respect also the lower classes
were forced to pay more than their share of the cost of in-
dustrial progress.

In the face of so intolerable a situation the first impulse
of the workers, as of the nobility and peasantry, was con-
servative. Their old way of life was so much more satisfac-
tory than the new that only the most drastic pressures
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could force them to enter the labor market. For a time only
the dregs of society, the paupers, drunkards, and habitual
ne’er-do-wells, could be recruited for factory service.
Rather than abandon their villages and crafts, many
skilled workers tried to remain in competition by working
their hand looms and spindles for longer hours at lower
rates of pay. When it became obvious that factory compe-
tition was insuperable, many tried to solve the problem by
smashing the machines. To an even greater extent than
the landowning aristocracy, skilled workers had every-
thing to lose by the triumph of economic liberalism. No
spokesman with the eloquence of a Burke appeared to ex-
press the woes of a class so uneducated and inarticulate.
From their actions it is clear, however, that they were no
less interested than Burke himself in the maintenance of
conservative traditions.

There could, however, be no real prospect of solving the
problems of modern industrialism on a traditional basis.
Although the relatively slow rate of discovery in the field
of agricultural technique made it possible for the agricul-
tural population to retain much of its old way of life
throughout the nineteenth century, the forces of innova-
tion in industry were too strong to be overcome by con-
servative opposition. Factory methods of production were
so much cheaper than the older handicrafts that only the
most ruthless and determined political action could have
prevented their adoption. The artisans were too weak,
both politically and economically, to accomplish that re-
sult. By the end of the eighteenth century the factory sys-
tem was already well established in England. The first half
of the nineteenth century brought it to France, the second
half to Germany and America. During the present century
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the progress of industrialism has been even more rapid.
The advantages of mechanical production are so obvious
that no conservative or reactionary movement has long
been able to delay its introduction in any part of the mod-
ern world.

Granted the impossibility of maintaining or reéstablish-
ing the older forms of economic life, the only way to safe-
guard the interests of the proletariat was to provide them
with new bases for social organization. If a person is to
enjoy freedom, the conditions under which he lives and
works should satisfy his social and economic needs. Mod-
ern industrialism made the factory the primary institution
in the lives of the proletariat. Freedom for the factory
worker was therefore a question of organizing the factory
community in such a way that it could serve as a vehicle
for the expression of working-class interests.

This end could not be attained, however, without a rad-
ical change in the principles of nineteenth-century indus-
trialism. Under the theory and practice of early liberalism,
the life of all productive units was subject to the dictates
of an alien institution, the free market. Industrial control
rested in the hands of men for whom profit was the only
recognized criterion of successful management. Regarding
the factory simply as an instrument for the production of
marketable goods, they had no interest in making it serve
the welfare of the working community. If the proletariat
was to achieve freedom, this absolute subordination to
market considerations had to be broken. Just as conserva-
tives had found it necessary to attack the philosophy of
the Enlightenment in order to save the life of traditional
associations, supporters of the proletariat had to challenge
the power of the market in order that a new form of asso-
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ciation, the factory community, might develop as an or-
ganization for the satisfaction of working-class needs. To
insure that development has been the basic problem of the
modern proletariat.

The people who made the first serious attempt to solve
this problem were the so-called Utopian socialists. In their
social background and intellectual habits, these early
nineteenth-century writers were themselves a product of
middle-class society. But humanitarianism had always
been an important element in the philosophy of the En-
lightenment, and the abuses of early industrialism were
hard to reconcile with the humanitarian point of view. The
Utopian socialists were middle-class humanitarians who
saw that the existing factory system was not in fact serving
the welfare of the working population. This led them to
look for means whereby welfare considerations might be
made to replace market considerations as a controlling fac-
tor in the life of industrial communities.

One possible way of approaching this problem was to
reform the factory system by appealing to the humanitar-
ian conscience of factory owners and managers. This was
the line adopted in the early writings of the English re-
former, Robert Owen. In his own career as manager and
part owner of a successful textile factory at New Lanark,
Owen had proceeded on the assumption that he was re-
sponsible not only for the maintenance of profitable pro-
duction, but also for the welfare of his employees. A pas-
sionate subscriber to the eighteenth-century belief that
proper education will bring out the rational potentialities
of all men, he devoted himself to the task of making his
factory community an ideal environment for the education
of factory workers. By providing wholesome housing and



Awakening of the Urban Proletariat 215

working conditions, by giving children time off for attend-
ance at company schools, and by other paternalistic meas-
ures in advance of the practice of the time, he tried to in-
sure the development of his employees as rational human
beings. His New View of Society was an attempt to
awaken other employers to a similar sense of social respon-
sibility. By using the humanitarian conscience of the En-
lightenment as a check on the operations of a pure market
economy, he believed that it would be possible to convert
industrialism into a genuine instrument for the welfare of
mankind.

The pressure of market competition was too strong,
however, to permit any such solution to the problem of the
proletariat. Although some employers, like Owen, might be
willing to allow humanitarian considerations to stand in
the way of profit, the operations of an unrestricted market
cconomy usually made it possible for less scrupulous en-
terprisers to drive them out of business. It is true that bet-
ter living and working conditions often paid dividends in
terms not only of human welfare but also of production.
At a time when most factories were manned by over-
worked children and drunken derelicts, the extra efficiency
of the sober and self-respecting labor force at New Lanark
gave Owen himself a competitive advantage which went
far toward paying the cost of his social experiments. But
even though Owen was an unusually efficient manager, he
could not make enough money to satisfy his partners, and
had finally to retire. Less able men had even less chance of
competitive survival under like conditions. Some employ-
ers were both humanitarian and prosperous enough to be
satisfied with less than maximum profit. Some also found
that a certain degree of paternalism was a sound business



216 Political Tradition of the West

investment. Situations of this sort were too rare, however,
to constitute a basis for general reformation.

The difficulty of converting the existing order to human-
itarian uses suggested the need for a radically different
system of production. If market considerations prevented
the factory community from developing properly, the ob-
vious solution was to create working communities which
would be isolated from the operations of the general mar-
ket economy. This was the line followed by most of the
Utopian socialists. The writings of Fourier, for example,
presented detailed blueprints for the organization of econ-
omically self-sufficient communities, known as phalanster-
ies. By producing all the goods and services required for
the welfare of their members, these communities would es-
cape the necessity of entering into market relations with
the outside world, and would thus be free to govern them-
selves according to the dictates of rational humanitarian-
ism. The Utopians believed that as soon as they had found
the means to establish a few experimental phalansteries,
the advantages of this method of production would be so
obvious that more and more people would withdraw from
the world of economic competition to found phalansteries
of their own. The result would be a gradual withering
away of the market economy, and the establishment of
a world order based on voluntarily codperative working
communities. This was the Utopians’ cure for the evils of
modern industrialism.

The event failed to justify their expectations. During the
early part of the nineteenth century a number of Utopian
communities were founded in various parts of the world.
Owen himself, after the disappointment of his hopes for
employer paternalism, played a leading part in one such
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experiment. But the Utopian socialists, after the optimistic
fashion of enlightened rationalists, had exaggerated the
possibilities of social planning, and their artificial commu-
nities collapsed in the face of unexpected difficulties and
dissensions. The concept of communal self-sufficiency was
incompatible, morcover, with the requirements of modern
technology, which depends on the performance of increas-
ingly specialized functions within a comprehensive system
of economic exchange and control. Like the idea of em-
ployer paternalism, the idea of Utopian withdrawal was
not entirely fruitless. In the form of worker cooperatives,
which began at this time to appear in the wake of the Uto-
pian movement, non-market agencies of production and
distribution were able to play a modest part in improving
the lot of the working classes. Achievements along this line
were too limited, however, to provide a satisfactory answer
to the needs of the proletariat.

The creation of effective working-class institutions came
about in a very different fashion. While the Utopian social-
ists were vainly trying to create welfare communities ac-
cording to rational plans, proletarians themselves were
evolving a more organic pattern of social organization. Up-
rooted from their native environments, urban laborers
came in contact with one another in the overcrowded inti-
macy of factories and slums. Common material interests
and a common desire for human companionship led to the
ripening of new loyalties. Workers everywhere began
spontaneously, and with little or no encouragement from
enlightened theorists, to organize trade unions for the de-
fense of their interests. Long prohibited as illegal combi-
nations in restraint of trade, these unions had originally to
take the form of secret societies. As they grew stronger
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and more self-confident they proved harder to suppress,
and finally gained legal recognition. In England, the first
country to experience the full impact of the industrial rev-
olution, the ban on labor unions was lifted as early as
1824. In countries of slower industrial growth similar
developments occurred at a correspondingly later time.
Everywhere the working classes learned, by a process of
trial and error, to develop institutions for the satisfaction
of their common needs. The modern trade-union move-
ment had begun.

Tentative and unassuming as they were, unions pro-
vided the urban proletariat with a sounder basis for social
action than anything the Utopian socialists had been able
to devise. As a product of truly organic growth, developed
in the light of accumulated experience rather than accord-
ing to preconceived ideas, they reflected the interests and
abilities of working people. The Utopians believed that the
creation of desirable social conditions was a responsibility
of the enlightened middle classes, and that simple people
should live as passive recipients of humanitarian bounty.
Even if it had been possible for well-meaning employers or
community founders to gain their ends, the result would
not have been entirely satisfactory. When Owen, in the in-
terests of worker efficiency, prevented the sale of liquor at
New Lanark, he was acting in accordance with the best
paternalistic principles, but there was no reason to believe
that his workers were pleased by the reform. Men want so-
cial institutions not only for purposes of objective welfare,
but also as a means of expressing their own desires. Ambi-
tious and able individuals of all classes need a stage on
which they themselves can play an active role and gain
the social approbation of their associates. In the small vil-
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lages of earlier times everyone was known to the whole
community, and everyone had a reasonable chance of win-
ning some form of social distinction. In the impersonal life
of great cities, and in the disciplined regimentation of au-
tocratically managed factories, this basic satisfaction was
denicd. Only in the trade union did ordinary workers dis-
cover a form of association which they themselves could
control, and in the service of which they had an opportu-
nity to gain social recognition. Social as well as economic
causes contributed, therefore, to the establishment of trade
unionism as a vital factor in the life of the proletariat.
But if working-class associations were to convert the fac-
tory system into an agency of working-class welfare, it was
nceessary for them to gain some measure of control over
the determination of industrial policy. This called for
nothing less than the unification of the proletariat. Al-
though the employees of a particular factory, by strikes
and other means, might be able to force concessions from
their employers, their gains remained precarious as long as
the free market continued to dictate the conditions of in-
dustrial survival. Economically speaking, a manager who
granted unusually favorable terms to strikers was in the
same position as a humanitarian paternalist. To the extent
that his concession increased his costs of production, he
was in danger of being driven out of business by his com-
petitors. The only way of avoiding this difficulty was to im-
pose the same conditions simultancously on all competing
producers. This involved action not only on a national but
even on an international scale. If simultaneous strikes
forced concessions from all competing employers in a sin-
gle country, competition from lower-cost foreign produc-
ers might still nullify the resulting gains. As long as in-
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ternational market conditions remained a major factor in
industrial production, proletarian action had likewise to
assume the character of an international movement. Noth-
ing less would suffice to give the working class effective
control over the life of the factory community.

To unite the proletariat on any such scale would have
been impossible without the aid of a vigorous political
doctrine. Although practical experience might teach the
workers in particular factories or localities to recognize the
advantages of concerted action, that experience was too
limited to produce wider forms of national and interna-
tional solidarity. In the period of the French Revolution,
common devotion to the philosophy of the Enlightenment
had given the middle classes the unity and enthusiasm of
a successful revolutionary movement. A comparable doc-
trine was needed to give the proletariat a corresponding
degree of disciplined efficiency.

The formation of an effective working-class ideology
was comparatively difficult. The creation and dissemina-
tion of complex political doctrines requires the services of
intelligent and educated men. In the early days of their
rise to power, the middle classes had profited by the cir-
cumstance that the conditions of commercial life had al-
ready produced a substantial group of middle-class intel-
lectuals. When the time came for a comparable effort on
the part of the working classes, no similar resources were
available. Men forced from earliest childhood to labor fif-
teen to eighteen hours a day had little chance for intellec-
tual development. Only a few especially able and lucky
individuals could hope to rise from such surroundings to a
position where they could compete with expensively edu-
cated members of the middle and upper classes. In the
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early nineteenth century the conditions of social mobili
were such, moreover, that the few workers who did man-
age to rise had comparatively little difficulty in gaining
admission to the upper ranks of society. Energetic men of
any class, in the expansive days of early industrialism, had
a reasonable chance of becoming captains of industry. Un-
der these circumstances there was a natural tendency for
the ablest and best educated elements of the working class
to lose contact with their origins and merge with the inter-
ests of higher social groups. This made it practically im-
possible, in the early days of proletarian socialism, to find
working-class intellectuals capable of formulating doc-
trines of proletarian resistance.

Factory workers were not the only people, however, who
felt the destructive impact of the industrial revolution.
Nineteenth-century conditions had also produced a fate-
ful cleavage within the ranks of the middle class itself. The
strength of the Enlightenment owed much to the fact that
its idea of freedom had made an equal appeal to intellec-
tual and to economic interests. The commercial classes of
the cighteenth century, partly as a result of stimulating
contacts with unfamiliar lands and peoples, had been no-
table not only for economic enterprise but also for intellec-
tual curiosity. The career of a man like Franklin, half busi-
nessman and half scientist, was typical of the age. With
the shift from a predominantly commercial to a predomi-
nantly industrial civilization, this harmony disappeared.
Some members of the middle class began devoting them-
selves exclusively to economic pursuits, while others con-
centrated on intellectual matters. The result was to divide
the middle class against itself, and to lay the foundation
for fresh revolutionary developments.
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During the nineteenth century, the prevailing trend of
middle-class society lay in the direction of Philistinism.
The rewards of industrial enterprise were so great, and
competition so fierce, that economic power fell increas-
ingly into the hands of those willing to devote their entire
energies to the pursuit of wealth. This led to a progressive
narrowing of intellectual interests. For most members of
the middle class, money became the sole criterion of suc-
cess. When they asked how much a man was “worth,” they
took it for granted that the answer would be a recital of his
financial assets. Early industrial management, with its em-
phasis on the technical and financial problems of a single
specific factory, encouraged a state of mind rather more
parochial and rigid than that engendered by wide-rang-
ing mercantile activity. Thus the typical figure of the new
age was not a man of balanced interests, like Franklin, but
a preoccupied captain of industry who looked down upon
intellectuals as absurd and impractical dreamers. This
became the dominant attitude of the successful middle
classes.

Along with this development, however, the nineteenth
century also saw a marked increase in the number and im-
portance of professional intellectuals. The extension of lit-
eracy created an ever-wider public for literary produc-
tions. Whereas the intellectuals of former times, with the
rare exception of men like Voltaire and Dr. Johnson, had
depended for their livelihood on the support of wealthy
patrons, new openings in journalism, education, and the
learned professions made it possible for a substantial num-
ber of people to earn an independent livelihood by intel-
lectual pursuits. But even though the financial rewards of



Awakening of the Urban Proletariat 223

a successful intellectual career might be considerable, they
could not bear comparison with the sums accruing to suc-
cessful business enterprise. In a society where wealth was
the criterion of worth this condemned the intellectual
classes to a position of permanent social inferiority. Al-
though a majority of them were recruited from the ranks
of the middle classes, resentment against this discrimina-
tion led many of them to react against the prevailing
standards of middle-class society. Bohemianism, an act of
deliberate withdrawal and defiance on the part of artists
and intellectuals, became an accepted answer to Philistin-
ism. Thus the rise of industrialism, far from breaking the
spirit of the intellectual classes, inspired them with a new
willingness to stand on their own feet as exponents of an
independent line of action.

This division in the ranks of the middle classes was an
important factor in the evolution of the working-class
movement. Although some intellectuals might be willing,
in much the same fashion as the Utopian socialists, to re-
tire from middle-class society into a Bohemian world of
their own devising, others began to explore the possibility
of a direct attack on the bases of middle-class society. This
led many to turn a sympathetic eye on the plight of the
proletariat. Like the working classes, the intellectuals felt
the oppression of a system where all values were subor-
dinate to the dictates of a market economy. They also
wanted a socicty where competitive economic power was
not the sole measure of the rights and importance of men.
To a far greater extent than most workmen they had the
advantages of education and intelligence necded for the
creation and dissemination of political ideas. This made it
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easy for them to assume a position of leadership in the
working-class movement, and to become the founders of
a proletarian school of revolutionary thought.

Of all those who tried to provide the international
proletariat with a unifying ideology the most successful
were Marx and Engels. Both were typical representatives
of the intellectual middle classes. As the son of a pros-
perous professional family Marx had been educated for
an academic career, while Engels was a successful factory
manager who succeeded, like Owen, in combining busi-
ness activities with an interest in social and economic
reform. Although German by birth and education both
spent the greater part of their adult lives abroad, and
regarded themselves as citizens of the world. Since coun-
tries like England and France, at the time when they be-
gan writing, had gone a good deal further than Germany
along the road to industrialization, their work owed
rather more to the experiences of those countries than to
that of their native land. The Communist Manifesto, the
first important fruit of their lifelong collaboration, was
issued on the eve of the disturbances of 1848 in an attempt
to arouse the workers of the world to revolutionary action.
To a greater extent than most contemporary socialists,
they saw that the problem of the proletariat was inter-
national in scope. Their purpose was to create an ideo-
logical structure which would encourage the world pro-
letariat to make a concerted assault upon the forces of
world capitalism.

Although the philosopfly of the Enlightenment was their
real enemy, Marx and Engels realized that the problem
of revolution had been complicated by the intervening
triumph of the conservative reaction. Under the influence
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of conservative historicism, the idea of historical evolution
had become one of the most widely influential principles
of nineteenth-century thought. This idea was acceptable
not only to conservative traditionalists, who wanted to
cushion established institutions against the shock of rad-
ical innovation, but also to middle-class industrialists,
whose position was so satisfactory that they felt no need
for further political changes. But from the standpoint of
anyone interested in the creation of a revolutionary move-
ment, the evolutionary hypothesis was embarrassing. In
the contemporary intellectual climate no movement could
hope to succeed unless it could claim to be the product of
gradually evolving historical forces. The essence of rev-
olution, on the other hand, is to make a break with the
past. To justify revolution on evolutionary grounds is a
task of no small difficulty. The necessity of overcoming
this difficulty did much to determine the specific character
of modern socialist thought.

The basic discovery of Marxism was that the theory of
the conservative reaction could be adapted to the purposes
of proletarian action. In Germany there was a group of
liberal Hegelians, of whom Feuerbach was perhaps the
most notable, who were interested in developing the pro-
gressive rather than the conservative implications of the
master’s philosophy. Contact with this group had been
one of the formative influences of Marx’s academic career.
Although unwilling to follow Hegel to his final conclu-
sions, he found much to admire in the Hegelian approach
to the problem of history. The idea of the dialectic, with
its sharp alternations of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis,
was especially attractive, for it suggested a means of over-
coming the antirevolutionary gradualism implicit in most
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formulations of the evolutionary hypothesis. The dialec-
tical pattern, though applied in Hegel’s later writings to
support the conservative position, actually implied that
conflict rather than growth was the motive force of history.
From this one might easily conclude that historical de-
velopment is a product not of slow and imperceptible
changes, but of sudden revolutionary outbursts inter-
spersed with periods of relative stability. Hegel himsclf
had interpreted the progress of freedom in terms of three
successive empires, each in turn destroyed by its successor.
To anyone interested in demonstrating the creative value
of revolution, the dialectical emphasis on conflict was, to
say the least, suggestive. Marxism is an attempt to develop
the suggestion into a full fledged theory of proletarian
action.

From the proletarian standpoint, the defect of the He-
gelian dialectic lay in the fact that its emphasis was
political. Workers who had suffered the evils of market
competition could easily subscribe to the conservative
concept of positive freedom. They found it less easy to
believe that the conservative state, with all its power, was
an instrument for the realization of freedom. Because of
the ability of their aristocratic representatives to control
absolute monarchs, the rural population had had some
reason to look upon the existing political organization as
a guarantor of their interests. The proletariat had no
grounds for similar confidence. Although conservatives, as
in the case of the British factory acts, might occasionally
take the lead in defending the working classes against the
worst abuses of middle-class liberalism, their preoccupa-
tion with rural affairs, and their love of tradition stood as
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a barrier to full sympathy with and understanding of the
needs of the proletariat. The trade-union movement was
more effective than the conservative state as a vehicle
of proletarian action. A nonpolitical reinterpretation was
nceded, therefore, to make the Hegelian dialectic useful
to the cause of the urban proletariat.

The materialistic interpretation of history was the Marx-
fan answer to this need. In the philosophy of Hegel the
record of human achievement is a dialectical unfolding
of the idea of freedom. To a philosopher steeped in the
atmosphere of idealism, explaining events in terms of ideas
seemed wholly natural. To Marx it was a clear case of
putting the cart before the horse. Intense preoccupation
with the economic injustices of his time had convinced
him that men are dominated primarily by economic self-
interest. Hegel believed that ideal forces shape the mate-
rial world. Marx believed that ideas themselves are a prod-
uct of the material environment, developed primarily as
tools for the satisfaction of economic needs. At any given
stage of social and technological achievement there are
certain possible means of providing material livelihood.
Human thought and behavior adapt themselves to the
requirements of this objective situation. Changes in the
conditions of material production reveal new opportuni-
ties for economic satisfaction, and lead to corresponding
alterations of thought and behavior. This material factor
is the primary cause of all developments in the scientific,
religious, political, and other spheres of human activity.
The state itself is only a secondary expression of economic
interests. Progress is not, therefore, a matter of successive
political empires, but of successive economic systems.
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This was Marx’s answer to the conservative contention
that absolute monarchy was the end of the dialectical
process in history.

The Marxian conception of economic determinism, like
the early conservative conception of evolutionary histo-
ricism, was widely influential. Although the notion that
man is primarily governed by economic motives would
have seemed fantastic in most periods of history, it was
in line with the prevailing trend of nineteenth-century
thought. Middle-class Philistinism, with its emphasis on
wealth as the criterion of success, had accustomed many
people to the idea that economic enterprise was the most
important form of human activity, taking precedence over
art, learning, religion, and every other form of achieve-
ment. The early liberal theory of the market as the positive
creator and of the state as the negative defender of pro-
gressive values made it especially easy for the middle
classes to accept the view that politics is subordinate to
economics. In the experience of the industrial proletariat,
economic preoccupations were if anything even more ob-
sessive. Men who work fifteen or more hours a day for the
bare necessities of life have little time or energy to devote
to religious, social, or other noneconomic interests. To any-
one on the verge of starvation, the question of food looms
large in the imagination. The proposition that men are
governed by economic motives was consistent, therefore,
with an important range of nineteenth-century experience.
This made it possible for the materialistic interpretation of
history to exert a profound influence on the intellectual
life of the period.

Having eliminated the state as a primary factor in his-
torical development, Marx was free to develop the rev-
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olutionary implications of the Hegelian dialectic. Accord-
ing to the principles of dialectical materialism, each stage
in the progress of material production offers certain op-
portunities for economic achievement. Men who happen
to be particularly well equipped for the purpose seize
control over the currently available instruments of pro-
duction, and exploit them to their own advantage at the
expense of the rest of society. Because of their common
interest in preventing others from gaining a share of con-
trol, these men constitute a homogeneous economic class.
The political, religious, and other ideas and institutions
which characterize any given stage of civilization are the
product of an overwhelming desire on the part of the rul-
ing class to perpetuate its economic power. But just as
every intellectual statement evokes its own antithesis,
Marx believed that every stage of economic life is a thesis
containing within itself the seeds of dialectical develop-
ment. In exploiting the economic possibilities of a given
situation, the ruling class fails to satisfy the needs of other
members of the community. These people, brought to-
gether by the common experience of economic exploita-
tion, gradually emerge as a new class which stands in a
relation of antithesis to the first. The result is a revolu-
tionary crisis, which leads to the forcible expropriation of
the old ruling class, and the establishment of a new system
of production. This new system, a synthesis drawn from
the economic experience of both preceding classes, be-
comes in turn the basis for a new civilization. But this
synthesis, by arousing new forces of revolutionary oppo-
sition, then assumes the position of thesis in a new cycle
of dialectical development. The Marxian interpretation of
historv rests on the principle that class conflict is the



230 Political Tradition of the West

mechanism of historical progress. In this way the dialec-
tical method, used by conservatives to justify the duty of
obedience to established states, was transformed into an
instrument of revolutionary protest.

The value of dialectical materialism from the working-
class standpoint lay in the fact that it offered the promise
of inevitable victory as a stimulus to united proletarian
action. According to Marx’s interpretation of the current
scene, capitalist society had reached the stage of historical
development which made it ripe for destruction. The dom-
inant class of nineteenth-century industrialism were the
factory owners. By controlling the instruments of indus-
trial production, they had been able to shape the ideas
and institutions of the period in accordance with their
class interests. But capitalism had at the same time
brought into existence a large mass of propertyless wage
earners. Through their common sufferings in factories and
slums, these workers were becoming aware of common
economic interests. A proletarian class, in other words,
was emerging as an antithesis to capitalist society. The
conditions of capitalist production were such, moreover,
that the proletarians were constantly growing and the
capitalists constantly declining in numbers. Marx rightly
recognized that the trend of modern industrial develop-
ment lay in the direction of larger units of monopolistic
control. From this he deduced that increasing numbers
of small property owners would be squeezed out of the
capitalist class and forced down into the ranks of the
proletariat. Thus capitalism would satisfy the needs of an
ever smaller proportion of the population. In the end the
numerical disproportion would become so great that the
capitalist system would no longer be able to maintain itself
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against organized proletarian pressure. The result would
be the destruction of capitalist society, the thesis, by its
own antithesis, the proletariat, and the creation of a new
synthesis in the form of communist society. In this society
the technical resources of capitalist industrialism would
be directed to satisfying the needs of the working classes.
Since dialectical development is the inescapable law of
history, this meant that the proletariat could count with
absolute assurance upon the realization of their hopes.

But even though he felt the disappearance of capitalism
to be inevitable, Marx did not promise that it would come
without revolutionary effort on the part of the working
classes. A dying social order has considerable power of
resistance. Ruling economic groups are in absolute control
of the state, with its apparatus of armies, police forces, law
courts, and other repressive agencies. The political and
social ideas prevailing at any given period are also an
expression of the ruling-class point of view, and retain
currency long after their proper time through the efforts
of journalists, clergymen, professors, and other paid prop-
agandists. Important material and ideological resistances
stand in the way of the triumph of the proletariat. Ac-
cording to the materialistic interpretation of history, no
class will abandon its economic interests without a bitter
struggle. A class which is able, though limited in numbers,
to use its wealth to hire mercenary defenders can put up
a strenuous fight for survival. Only a violent revolution can
suffice, therefore, to destroy the political and economic
power of the middle classes.

This theory was an answer to the difficult problem of
finding a form of action which was both evolutionary and
revolutionary in character. In accordance with the evo-
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lutionary tendencies of nineteenth-century thought, the
Marxian dialectic teaches that social change is not, as the
eighteenth-century reformers believed, a matter of ra-
tional choice, but a product of gradual historical develop-
ment. No amount of conscious effort would suffice to bring
a communist society into existence unless a preceding
capitalist society had already run its appointed course.
This was Marx’s concession to evolutionary conservatism.
But once the course of evolution has reached a certain
point, revolution is necessary to overcome the resistance
of a dying social order. This is not a violation but a mani-
festation of the law of evolutionary growth. In Marx’s own
phrase, revolution is the “midwife of history,” liberating
social forces which have ripened in the womb of time.
Marxism thus managed to dispose of the conservative
theories which had already undermined the intellectual
foundations of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.
Logically, the principle of dialectical materialism
should have led Marx to interpret history as an endless
series of revolutionary crises. The apocalyptic tradition
of Judaeo-Christian thought was still too powerful, how-
ever, to allow him, any more than Hegel, to be content
with this conclusion. He therefore tried to prove not only
that the coming proletarian revolution would be success-
ful, but also that it would be the final stage in the dialec-
tical development of history. The proletariat differed from
all previous classes in that it consisted not of a property-
owning minority but of the unpropertied masses of man-
kind. When the proletariat succeeded in seizing the
instruments of production, productive capacity would
for the first time serve the needs not of a ruling class but
of the entire population. Since economic exploitation is the
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only basis for class antagonism, this would result in the
elimination of all class conflicts and the establishment of
a permanent classless society. Regarding sin as the source
of all evil, the Christians had looked forward to the day
when the second coming of Christ, by overcoming the
forces of sin, would grant men the bliss of an eternally
perfect kingdom. Regarding economic exploitation as the
source of all evil, the Marxists offered men the hope of
a proletarian revolution which, by eliminating economic
exploitation, would insure the establishment of an eter-
nally perfect society. Thus the theory of dialectical mate-
rialism ended in the apocalyptic vision of a time when
the dialectical process itself would cease to operate as a
factor in history.

The apocalyptic character of Marxism rendered it in-
capable, in its original form, of offering a final solution to
the problems of modern politics. To an even greater extent
than the philosophy of the Enlightenment, it avoided the
consideration of political questions by adopting a quasi-
religious faith in the natural harmony of the universe.
Although the men of the eighteenth century believed that
market competition would automatically serve the inter-
ests of mankind, they at least had recognized that coercive
state action would be necessary to prevent selfish indi-
viduals from violating the conditions of market competi-
tion. Marxism, on the other hand, assumed the existence
of a harmony of interests so perfect and so unqualified
that the problem of politics simply disappeared. Since the
members of a single economic class all stand in the same
relationship to the instruments of production, their in-
terests are identical. Although coercive power is needed
to impose the will of one class on another, it has no place
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in a society where all men are members of a single social
class. Once the revolutionary power of the proletariat had
succeeded, therefore, in liquidating the last remnants of
the capitalist class, the state would gradually wither away.
Marx’s concept of class solidarity was so absolute that he
was unable to envisage the need for political guarantees
against the exploitation of proletarians by other proletar-
ians. This prevented him from giving real consideration
to the problem of proletarian politics.

Considered in terms of its own intellectual pretensions,
Marxism was a failure. Marx and Engels themselves
believed that dialectical materialism was an important
scientific discovery. In all their writings they made much
of the point that theirs was a scientific socialism, sharply
distinguishable from the nonscientific or Utopian social-
ism of their predecessors and contemporaries. Actually
their proposed law of historical development was no more
capable of exact scientific demonstration than were the
corresponding ideas of Hegel or of the Enlightenment.
Before any scientific hypothesis can be accepted it must
be shown to correspond with a significant range of em-
pirical experience. No such verification was offered in
support of the Marxian dialectic, which rested at best on
nothing more than the single historical example of the
French Revolution. Reacting against the restrictions of an
outworn feudal order, the middle classes of cighteenth-
century France had developed a unified class-conscious-
ness which enabled them to rebel against that order and
set up a new system expressive of their own class interests.
By assuming that this one episode was typical of historical
development in general, the Marxian dialectic gave the
proletariat hope that they in turn would come one day
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to enjoy a similar opportunity. Economic analysis of con-
temporary capitalist developments did something to bol-
ster up that hope. But when it came to investigating the
more remote past for similar examples of the dialectical
process, the Marxians were strangely silent. No convincing
attempt was made to show that the middle classes had
been a necessary product of feudal society, or that feudal
society had emerged as the antithesis to a preceding
economic order. Application of the dialectical pattern to
still earlier stages of history was even more disappointing.
Though masquerading as a scientific hypothesis, the
Marxian theory was an act of faith which could not stand
the test of scientific investigation.

Unfounded as they may have been, however, the scien-
tific pretensions of Marxism had a good deal to do with its
ultimate success. In the middle of the nineteenth century,
science enjoyed a quasi-religious prestige. The achieve-
ments of natural science were so spectacular, and at the
same time so mysterious to the layman, that people were
ready to believe almost anything that might be promul-
gated in its name. Scientific socialism, by promising the
working classes that their struggle against the injustices
of the labor market were bound to end in victory, gave
them the self-confidence and assurance indispensable to
organized political action.

The scientific pretensions of Marxian thought also had
the advantage of encouraging the adherence of middle-
class intellectuals to the proletarian movement. It is true
that, on any strict interpretation of the theory of economic
determinism, it would have been natural to assume that
all members of the middle class would have to share the
same ideas and suffer the same fate. Because of their
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respect for science, however, the Marxists were willing, in
the case of intellectuals, to admit an element of free will
into their generally deterministic system. Through the use
of scientific intelligence, individuals from any class might
transcend the limitations of their own class experience.
Recognizing, as a consequence of historical and economic
studies, the necessity and desirability of the proletarian
revolution, they could escape the fate of their own class
by joining forces with the proletarian movement. Just as
Marx and Engels had risen above the limitations of their
middle-class origins to become intellectual leaders of the
proletariat, other individuals might also find the way to
scientific salvation. For discontented members of the
intellectual middle classes, this prospect was attractive.
Scientific socialism thus provided an excellent means of
uniting intellectuals and proletarians in a common rev-
olutionary effort.

To a greater extent than any other theory, Marxism
helped to stimulate the awakening of the urban prole-
tariat. Like the philosophy of the Enlightenment and the
conservative reaction, Marxism was a class doctrine, re-
flecting the needs and experience of a particular social
group. Discontent with the abuses of a market-dominated
factory system had led factory workers to the conclusion
that their welfare depended on their ability to control the
instruments of industrial production. Just as the middle
classes had found that the free market, and the rural
classes that the conservative monarchy was the social in-
stitution best adapted to their ends, the urban proletariat
felt that their own class associations were the only reliable
agencies of working-class control. Marxism encouraged
these developments by teaching that the welfare of hu-
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manity depended on the conquest of absolute power by
a united proletariat. Through a new interpretation of the
laws of historical progress, it inspired them with apoca-
lyptic hopes no less powerful than those which had for-
merly inspired the middle-class revolution. The result, in
spite of the ultimate disappointment of these hopes, was
to make the urban proletariat a self-confident and effective
factor in the evolution of modern politics.



9
The Theory

and Practice of Modern Liberalism

With the awakening of the urban proletariat, the stage
was set for the development of modern liberalism. Lib-
eralism, in its contemporary meaning, is belief in the ideals
and methods of constitutional democracy. Government,
according to the liberal conception, is legitimate only
when it rests on a general will formed by the free nego-
tiation of conflicting points of view. This calls, on the part
of all major segments of the population, for willingness
and ability to take part in the processes of parliamentary
government. Revolutionary socialism, by arousing a third
great class to political self-consciousness, had completed
the work, begun by the Enlightenment and the conserva-
tive reaction, of creating a general desire for participation
in politics. What now remained was to convert that desire
into an equally general acceptance of the principles of
liberal negotiation. Apocalyptic class doctrines, with their
exclusive emphasis on the needs and experience of a par-
ticular social group, were incompatible with those prin-
ciples. To break down the intransigence of earlier theories,
and to unite their respective followers in an effective gen-
eral will, was the problem of modern liberalism.

At its inception, modern liberalism was a product not
of theoretical considerations but of practical experience.
Parliamentary institutions, adopted in the first instance
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as an unwelcome but inevitable compromise between the
claims of the Enlightenment and of the conservative reac-
tion, provided the framework for fruitful experiments in
the art of reconciling class interests. Although enlightened
progressives and conservative traditionalists might con-
tinue to regard their respective doctrines as a final answer
to the needs of humanity, the inability of either group to
gain exclusive control made it necessary for them to nego-
tiate their differences. With the awakening of the urban
proletariat this process of negotiation had to be extended
to the rest of the secular community. Theoretical com-
mitments could not prevent the representatives of rival
social interests from adjusting their demands to the
exigencies of parliamentary life. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, therefore, many parliaments were serving
in practice as agencies for the creation and implementa-
tion of a comprehensive general will. This concrete ex-
perience, emerging in the face of powerful ideological
resistances, was the foundation of modern liberal thought.

The evolution of liberal practice could not continue
indefinitely, however, without the support of an appro-
priate liberal theory. As long as people continued to give
their allegiance to absolutiet doctrines, they could feel no
real enthusiasm for the institutions of parliamentary gov-
ernment. In comparison with apocalyptic hopes, every
compromise appears at best as a disappointment and at
worst as a betrayal. One promising experiment in con-
stitutionalism, in an earlier period of Western history, had
already foundered on the rocks of a similar intransigence.
During the later Middle Ages, when the unity of the
church was in process of disintegration, some people had
tried to halt the decline by using representative councils as
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a mechanism for the negotiation of religious differences.
But even though the conciliar movement succeeded for a
time in rescuing the church from disaster, it never man-
aged to gain a secure hold over the loyalties of Chris-
tendom. Because of its traditional prestige as the infallible
representative of the Holy Ghost, the papacy was able to
undermine the authority of councils, and to embark on a
policy of ecclesiastical intransigence which ended in the
destruction of Christian unity. The Enlightenment with
its belief in free markets, the reaction with its belief in
conservative monarchy, and Marxism with its belief in the
class-conscious proletariat, were no less intransigent than
papal absolutism. As long as each social group regarded
its own favorite institution as the historically designated
agency of progress, there could be no question of winning
allegiance to any secular counterpart of the conciliar
movement. The Christian church failed to maintain unity
because the councils could not persuade men that they
rather than the papacy were the supreme earthly rep-
resentatives of the Holy Ghost. In their emphasis on the
free market, the conservative monarchy or the class-con-
scious proletariat as representatives of a natural harmony
of interests, exclusive class igdeologies offered a similar
challenge to parliamentary democracy. It likewise was
doomed to failure unless it could convince people that
parliamentary institutions, rather than the institutions of
a particular social class, were the proper guardians of the
secular interests of mankind.

Fortunately theoretical bases for an effective integration
of the secular community were already in existence. Al-
though intransigent class doctrines had a considerable
appeal they were a comparatively recent development
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and lacked the established solidity of an ancient political
tradition. Parliamentary institutions, on the other hand,
enjoyed a certain traditional prestige as representatives
of the total interests of society. This was true not only in
England and America, where respect for constitutional
processes operated from the beginning as a check on class
extremism, but also in many parts of Europe. Because of
their common dependence, moreover, on the traditional
habits of Western thought, the prevailing class ideologies
were not as divisive as they seemed. Although enlightened
progressives, conservative traditionalists, and revolution-
ary socialists were in disagreement on many issues, there
were also important points of agreement between their re-
spective doctrines. By causing men to concentrate on these
points of agreement, and by persuading them to recognize
parliamentary action as the proper means of negotiating
the remaining disagreements, liberal theorists had a chance
to reconcile specific class doctrines in a new and more
comprehensive philosophy of community action. To make
use of this opportunity was the task of modern liberal
thought.

One useful point of agreement between the several class
doctrines was with regard to the question of the relation-
ship between government and society. Modern liberalism,
in its attempt to place the administrative apparatus of the
state under the legislative and executive control of par-
liaments, is an expression of the Western belief that
government is an administrative agency designed to im-
plement the moral values of an independently organized
society. Although the earlier ideologies differed in their
views as to the proper form of social organization, all three
had a similar tendency to deny the moral autonomy of
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government. The philosophy of the Enlightenment, with
its moralistic fervor, was so little interested in politics that
it was prepared to accept any form of state which prom-
ised to defend the truly creative work of the free market.
The conservative reaction believed that human welfare
depended on the existence of a conservative society, and
welcomed absolute monarchy only on the condition that
it act as a defender of traditional institutions. Marxism,
with its emphasis on economic classes as the source of all
achievement, went even farther than the Enlightenment
in its indifference to purely political questions. All three
were nonpolitical doctrines, whose sole interest in politics
consisted in the desire to prevent state action from inter-
fering with the spontaneously creative forces of society. If
parliamentarism proved, therefore, to be the best means of
accomplishing this purpose, there were no ideological
commitments to prevent anyone from adhering to the
principles of parliamentary government.

The most important point of agreement, however, was
with regard to the question of the relationship between
the individual and society. Christianity had taught that
the salvation of individual souls was the end of temporal
existence, and that the function of the church was to serve
as a means to that end. Transferred from the religious to
the secular plane, this conception of society as the servant
of the individual remained as a bond of union between
the conflicting schools of nineteenth-century thought. The
philosophy of the Enlightenment taught that the purpose
of society, organized in the form of free markets, was to
release the creative energies of individual reason by de-
fending it against every form of public or private coercion.
Although the conservative reaction held a less exalted
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view of the rational capacities of men, it recognized the
empirical wisdom of individuals as the source of social
achievement, and dcfended the traditional organization
of society as a basis for individual action. Marxism de-
fended its program of economic reorganization with a
similar plea that favorable economic conditions were in-
dispensable to the realization of individual potentialities.
Each of these doctrines had a different conception of the
evil which threatened the secular salvation of men. For the
philosophers it was political coercion and private violence,
for the conservatives it was social instability, and for the
Marxists it was economic exploitation. Their views as to
the proper form of social organization were correspond-
ingly diverse. These diversities did not prevent them, how-
ever, from being in agreement on the basic function of
society. According to all these doctrines society was an
organization dedicated to the optimum development of
individual men.

Modern liberalism is an attempt to use these two points
of agreement as the basis for a new conception of politics.
Like the preceding class ideologies it starts from the
assumption that society should serve the nceds of indi-
viduals, and that government should serve the needs of
society. Where it differs from its predecessors is in its
insistence on political organization as a crucial factor in
the life of society. To maximize the creative potentialities
of individuals is a complex problem. Freedom of nego-
tiation, social stability and economic security, all these are
no more than partial statements of the conditions neces-
sary to the liberation of the rational capacities of men.
Class ideologies, by concentrating on the needs of a part
of the community, lead to a drastic oversimplification of
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the problem. If society is to perform its proper function as
a mediator between the government and the individual,
it must provide a political mechanism for the testing and
reformulation of all the partial truths suggested by the
experience of particular individuals and groups. Like its
predecessors, modern liberalism believes in the existence
of a natural harmony of interests. Under favorable con-
ditions, the natural tendency of reason is to work for the
welfare of mankind. This rational harmony does not, how-
ever, emerge spontaneously from the operation of class
institutions, but as the result of a comprehensive process
of political deliberation. Participation in the organized
political life of society is a necessary means to the realiza-
tion of human freedom. This belief is a distinguishing
feature of modern liberal thought.

This conception of politics did not arise through the
creation of a new school of political theory but through
the gradual modification of earlier class doctrines. As long
as people had faith in their own class institutions as pre-
destined exponents of the natural harmony of interests,
they had no reason to concern themselves with the politi-
cal organization of society. Nineteenth-century conditions
tended, however, to undermine that faith. Class institu-
tions proved in operation to be rather less satisfacto
than parliamentary institutions as means for the satisfac-
tion of class interests. This gradually forced people to pay
attention to the theoretical as well as to the practical
problems of politics. Among the theorists of every social
group confidence in the adequacy of class institutions be-
came subordinate to an increasing recognition of the need
for political action. This led to various revisions of class
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doctrine which in their totality constitute the theory of
modern liberalism.

The middle classes were the first to lose confidence in
the adequacy of their original position. The philosophy of
the Enlightenment had taught that the establishment of
free markets would insure individual freedom. Experience
soon led to the disappointment of that hope. The theory
of free competition rests on the assumption that all men,
in proportion to their ability and effort, will enjoy an
equal opportunity for competitive success. In the early
days of the commercial and industrial revolutions, when
people with limited means found it relatively easy to
establish businesses of their own, this assumption was
reasonably realistic from the standpoint of the middle
classes. But as the progress of industry led to larger accu-
mulations of capital, men with small or middle-sized
financial resources found it harder to survive in competi-
tion with wealthy rivals. Industrial and commercial mo-
nopolies came to dominate the operation of free markets.
For a majority of the middle class, therefore, the apoca-
lyptic hopes of the Enlightenment proved illusory. In
practice, the free market was an obstacle to the economic
self-expression of all but a limited number of its original
devotees. For them no less than for the representatives of
other social groups it had failed to serve as a vehicle of the
natural harmony of interests.

The result was an increasing current of middle-class
interest in politics. If the spontaneous operation of free
markets failed to produce satisfactory conditions, the
obvious thing to do was to remedy its defects by legislative
action. By the middle of the nineteenth century middle-
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class opinion had begun to swing in that direction. In-
dustrialists in economically backward regions, like Ger-
many, who found that they could not compete with the
well-established industries of England, rediscovered the
advantages of tariff protection. Small enterprisers, threat-
ened by the pressure of large-scale organizations, began
to look to the state for antimonopolistic and other forms
of remedial legislation. While continuing to regard free
competition as the normal basis of society, they saw that
the maintenance of genuinely competitive conditions
called for positive political action. Thus the state grad-
ually came to replace the market as the guarantor of
middle-class interests.

The importance of this development in the evolution of
modern liberalism is nowhere more clearly shown than in
the history of the United States. American society in the
nineteenth century was almost exclusively dominated by
the middle classes. The progress of industrialization was
so slow, and the social composition of the urban working
classes so heterogeneous, that the class-conscious proletar-
iat was relatively late in making its appearance as a factor
in American politics. This country had, morcover, no
groups comparable to the nobility and peasantry of Fu-
rope. The rural majority consisted of independent farmers
who, in their restless search for novel opportunitics, were
essentially middle-class enterprisers with a middle-class
point of view. It is therefore significant that the trend of
nineteenth-century politics in America, as elsewhere, lay
in the direction of positive state action. Through the ef-
forts of American industrialists the United States became
an early and ardent convert to the policy of tariff pro-
tection. As the power of American capitalism increased,
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enthusiasm for legislative regulation of the market soon
extended to the small farmers and other middle-class
elements of the agrarian west, who sought political pro-
tection against the power of eastern financial and indus-
trial monopoly. This protest movement, which at one time
went under the name of populism, led to government
regulation of railways and banking, to government oper-
ation of many public utilities, and to other measures of
socialized control. In more recent times similar elements
in the community have been behind the drive for govern-
ment ownership and operation of power resources. It is
true that, in the absence of conservative and proletarian
pressures, these developments never went so far in Amer-
ica as in Europe. As a product of middle-class action,
however, they constitute a particularly convincing dem-
onstration of the changes which were taking place in the
middle-class conception of politics.

This tendency to interfere with the operation of free
markets necessitated a substantial revision of the phi-
losophy of the Enlightenment. During the first decades of
the nineteenth century certain classical economists had
become aware of the limitations of the carlier faith in the
natural harmony of interests. During the period following
the Napoleonic wars the political life of England was
dominated by the issue of the comn laws. The growing
urban population, with its interest in cheap food supplies,
wanted free trade in agricultural products. To the disap-
pointment of those who believed in the natural harmony of
interests, the rural population showed no willingness to
abandon tariff protection. This experience led Ricardo, a
prominent economist of the time, to the conclusion that
there can be no identity of economic interest between
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people who derive their incomes from the control of a
natural monopoly, such as land, and people who earn
their living by nonmonopolistic means. Marx’s theory of
inevitable class conflict owes much to Ricardo’s analysis.
But even though Ricardo recognized the difficulties of
admitting monopoly within a competitive system, he did
not feel that there was anything to be done about it. The
idea of having the state assume control of land and other
natural monopolies was too extreme for his taste. He sim-
ply concluded that conflicts were an inescapable part of
the economic order. This depressing theory, which helped
to give classical economics its reputation as the “gloomy
science,” did not lead to an immediate revision of laissez-
faire doctrine. It did, however, prepare the way for mid-
dle-class acceptance of the fact that monopoly creates
conflicts of interest which can only be resolved by political
action.

The theorist who first carried these developments to a
systematic conclusion was John Stuart Mill. The starting
point of Mill’s political thought was orthodox utilitarian-
ism. As the son of James Mill, a prominent friend and
associate of Bentham, he had been educated from infancy
to carry on the leadership of that school. The expectation
of his teachers was in large measure fulfilled. Unlike many
infant prodigies, however, the younger Mill proved to be
a thinker of vigor and originality. Although the training of
his early years did much to influence his work, he showed
a surprising ability to appreciate the weaknesses of the
early liberal position. His three most celebrated political
essays, On Utilitarianism, On Liberty, and On Represent-
ative Government, contain many signiﬁcant departures
from the philosophy of the Enlightenment. These depar-
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tures form an important stage in the development of
modern liberal thought.

Although Mill continued to pay lip service to the pleas-
ure-pain principle, the central tendency of his work was
idealistic rather than hedonistic in character. This made
it possible for him to avoid many of the pitfalls of the early
utilitarian position. The doctrine of the greatest good of
the greatest number, with its subordination of the indi-
vidual to social statistics, is incompatible with the Western
conception of the value of every human soul. A theory
erected on this foundation can easily lead to majority
despotism. In the philosophy of the Enlightenment, how-
ever, hedonism had been tempered with a strong vein of
ethical idealism. This vein was particularly clear in the
writings of Kant. According to Kant’s ethical theory the
primary purpose of life is not happiness, but the moral
and intellectual development of individual men. Political
and social institutions are good only insofar as they en-
courage the widest possible exercise of moral responsibil-
ity. This principle had led Kant himself to conclude that
republicanism, with its wide diffusion of political respon-
sibilities, is indispensable to the full expression of the
moral personality. A similar emphasis on ethical consider-
ations brought Mill to similar conclusions. For him also,
respect for the moral personality of all men, rather than
the greatest happiness of the greatest number, was the
guiding principle of social and political action. This en-
abled him to reorient utilitarianism in the directon of
constitutional politics.

Mill’s ethical emphasis provided the justification for a
new appreciation of the importance of social factors in
human life. Without denying the existence of altruistic
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motives, the tendency of hedonism is to focus attention
on the pursuit of individual pleasure. But if the main pur-
pose of life is to secure the maximum development of all
human potentialities, self-regarding action must give way
to other-regarding action. Respect for the dignity and
importance of every human soul led Christians to recog-
nize the obligation of universal charity. On the secular
plane, a similar consequence was implicit in the ethical
theory of Mill. He was, to be sure, in agreement with
earlier liberal thinkers in believing that nothing could take
the place of individual initiative and responsibility as a
means of developng the human personality. His essay On
Liberty is a classic vindication of individual freedom in
the intellectual and moral realm. Respect for the equal
rights of other men serves, however, to place limits on the
scope of permissible individual action. The philosophy of
the Enlightenment had proceeded on the assumption that
every man should be free to do as he pleased as long as he
did not interfere by force with the equal rights of others.
But murder, robbery, and other forms of violence and
fraud are not the only obstacles to the development of
individual potentialities. Man is a product not only of his
own efforts, but also of his environment. A child brought
up in the household of an impoverished drunkard has less
chance of expressing his inherent qualities than does the
equally talented son of a James Mill. Genuine respect for
the individual involves a sense of responsibility for the
equalization of social opportunities. As a person of strong
utilitarian training, Mill was reluctant to see the adoption
of social controls at the expense of individual responsibil-
ity. In principle, however, he was ready to admit the need
for legislative and other social measures to serve as a basis
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for individual freedom. Subsequent middle-class theorists,
like Green and Hobhouse, were able to accept a much
wider range of social responsibility without departing
from this principle.

Although Mill himself was cautious in recognizing the
need for social action, the logic of his position forced him
to make a radical departure from the political thought of
the Enlightenment. Most eighteenth-century philoso-
phers, with their belief in the primacy of individual action,
had considered politics a relatively unimportant sphere of
life. Because of his greater sense of social responsibility,
Mill saw the matter in a different light. If the maximization
of human potentialities is the ultimate secular value, and
if the realization of that value depends on the mainte-
nance through legislation of optimum social conditions, it
follows that political action is an indispensable part of the
moral responsibility of men. Mill’s essay On Representa-
tive Government was an elaboration of that theme. Ac-
cording to the theory there propounded, participation in
the work of representative government is a major phase in
the education of the individual. Electoral and parliamen-
tary debate provide a forum for the rational examination
of legislative proposals. By entering that forum the indi-
vidual contributes his own store of wisdom and experience
to the political welfare of mankind, and acquires in return
a fuller awareness of the needs of his fellow men. Although
Mill himself did not believe that untrained and ill-edu-
cated people could be entrusted with the responsibilities
of self-government, he felt that universal suffrage should
be the ultimate goal of every liberal society. Unlike the
majority of his predecessors, he saw politics not as a regret-
table necessity but as an opportunity for positive achieve-
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ment. The influence of his writings did much to establish
constitutional democracy as an integral part of modern
liberal doctrine.

This movement toward constitutional democracy was
not confined to the middle classes. Toward the end of the
nineteenth century a parallel movement began to appear
in the ranks of the urban proletariat. Although the theory
of revolutionary socialism, unlike the philosophy of the
Enlightenment, had not yet been put to the test of a suc-
cessful revolution, the course of events had done much to
dim its apocalyptic promise. The institution of the class-
conscious proletariat had proved in practice to be no more
successful than the institution of the free market in living
up to the expectations of its original devotees. This led to a
revision of proletarian theory which brought it in closer
agreement with the principles of constitutional govern-
ment.

The main obstacle to the success of revolutionary social-
ism lay in the numerical weakness of the proletariat. Marx
had rested his promise of ultimate victory on two essential
propositions: a belief that the tendency of modern indus-
trialism would be to concentrate the ownership of wealth
in the hands of a constantly shrinking capitalist class; and
a further belief that the majority of propertyless individu-
als would join the ranks of the class-conscious proletariat.
The course of late nineteenth- and early twenticth-century
development failed to justify either expectation. Although
the trend toward large-scale organization and control con-
tinued unabated, the use of corporations, cartels, and
other legal devices made it possible to concentrate eco-
nomic control in the hands of a few without producing a
comparable concentration in the ownership of wealth. As
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direct stockholders, or as investors in savings accounts
and insurance policies, substantial numbers of people
were able to retain a financial interest in the profits of the
capitalist economy. Of those who sank to the position of
salaried employees, moreover, a large proportion failed to
identify their interests with those of the tactory workers.
Modern industry has room for a large army of salesmen,
clerks, and other white-collar workers who tend, in spite of
their economic insecurity, to feel socially superior to man-
ual laborers. Thus the revolutionary hopes of Marxism,
based on the expectation of a numerically preponderant
proletariat, were disappointed by the development of
nineteenth-century capitalism.

Doubt as to the efficacy of their class institutions led the
proletariat, for reasons comparable to those previously
operative in the case of the middle classes, to place new
emphasis on the importance of political action. It is true
that the working-class movement, in the absence of revo-
lutionary success, was able to accomplish many of its ends
by nonpolitical means. Increasing skill in the use of strikes
and other forms of organized resistance gave the factory
workers some control over the life of factory communities.
Under the pressure of market competition, however, the
only sure way of consolidating working-class gains was to
embody them in legislation. In order to safeguard the high
standard of living obtained in countries with a particu-
larly effective labor organization, tariff protection was fre-
quently needed. In order to prevent specific factories or
industries from exploiting the weakness of unorganized
workers to the detriment of the rest, uniform legislation on
wages, hours, and other conditions of employment was
desirable as a supplement to direct working-class action.
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Although the proletariat were insufficiently numerous to
gain an absolute majority, their electoral strength was
great enough to give them a substantial measure of parlia-
mentary power. The fact that the middle classes them-
selves had abandoned their faith in absolute market
freedom made it relatively easy to gain a hearing for work-
ing-class demands in the matter of social legislation. By
bargaining with other groups in return for electoral or
parliamentary support, a politically organized proletariat
was in a position to accomplish many purposes within the
framework of constitutional democracy. Thus the fading
of revolutionary hopes was accompanied by increasing
confidence in the efficacy of parliamentary action.

In countries where the parliamentary tradition was par-
ticularly strong, political experience enabled the working
classes to acquire self-consciousness without succumbing
to the appeal of revolutionary socialism. This was true not
only in America, where the proletariat itself was compara-
tively slow in developing, but also in England, the home-
land of the industrial revolution. Long familiarity with the
constitutional arts of negotiation and compromise had
made the British middle classes comparatively conciliatory
in their early relations with working-class organizations.
The influence of middle-class liberals like John Stuart Mill
also did something to encourage the adoption of social leg-
islation. This led to the evolution of a labor movement
which, in its ideological commitments, was never radically
at variance with the principles of modern liberalism. The
Fabian socialism of intellectuals like Sidney and Beatrice
Webb, who advocated the attainment of working-class
ends by evolutionary rather than by revolutionary means,
was a characteristic expression of British proletarian
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thought. Although revolutionary Marxism had some influ-
ence in the formation of British socialism, it never suc-
ceeded in becoming the dominant force. The result was to
make England an unusually early and successful exponent
of the theory and practice of modern liberalism.

In countries where Marxism had gained a strong hold
on the imagination of the proletariat, the abandonment
of apocalyptic hopes was more difficult. Toward the end of
the nineteenth century, however, increasing recognition of
the advantages of parliamentary action led many Marxist
thinkers to face the problem of revising revolutionary so-
cialism in an evolutionary direction. The “back to Kant”
movement which agitated socialist circles at this time was
the expression of a widespread desire to escape from the
materialistic determinism of Marx into the freer air of ra-
tionalistic self-determination. Appreciation of the value of
responsible political action was particularly strong in Ger-
many, where an unusually numerous and well-organized
working class had succeeded, in spite of revolutionary
Marxian commitments, in gaining legislative concessions
through the exercise of electoral and parliamentary power.
German socialists accordingly played a leading part in the
revisionist movement. Thus Eduard Bernstein, in his
book on Evolutionary Socialism, directly challenged the
revolutionary presuppositions of the Marxian interpreta-
tion of history. By demonstrating that the actual develop-
ment of modern capitalism had failed to follow along the
lines of Marx’s economic analysis, he tried to convince his
fellow Marxists that patient political action within the
framework of constitutional government was the necessary
means for the attainment of working-class ends. Although
the efforts of evolutionary socialists did not wholly suc-
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ceed in breaking the hold of revolutionary Marxism, they
did much to reconcile the working-class movement with
the principles of constitutional democracy.

During the course of the nineteenth century a similar
reconciliation was also taking place among the conserva-
tives. In the days when liberal constitutionalism had been
little more than a device to prevent governments from in-
terfering with the operation of free markets, agrarian tra-
ditionalists had had no choice but to place themselves in
the hands of absolute monarchs. The evolution of modern
constitutionalism made parliaments increasingly attrac-
tive, however, as a vehicle of conservative action. The elec-
toral power of the agricultural classes in most European
countries was sufficient to enable conservative party or-
ganizations to exercise substantial parliamentary influ-
ence. Now that the middle classes and the proletariat were
willing to recognize the propricty of using positive state
action as a basis for the defense of their own interests,
there was no theoretical reason why they should reject
agricultural protectionism and other legislative measures
for the defense of traditional interests. By negotiation and
compromise with other groups conservative politicians
were in a position to secure a reasonable measure of con-
sideration for the needs of a conservative agrarian society.
Conservative devotion to the institution of absolute mon-
archy had always been rather grudging and superficial in
comparison with the loyalties accorded in other circles to
proletarian or market institutions. When the opportunity
for parliamentary action presented itself, most conserva-
tives were prepared to forget their previous ideological
commitments. This made it relatively easy for them to
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adapt themselves to the theory and practice of modern
liberalism.

One of the most significant features of this conservative
development was the change which took place in the pol-
icy of many Christian churches. The philosophy of the En-
lightenment, insofar as it tended to encourage individual
selfishness at the expense of social responsibility, had been
incompatible with the teachings of Christian morality. Its
doctrinaire progressivism also made it the natural enemy
of institutions which, like the established churches, had
deep traditional roots. During the early nineteenth cen-
tury, therefore, the maintenance of absolute monarchy im-
pressed most European churchmen as the only possible
basis for the defense of Christian interests. But this open
alliance between Christianity and conservatism, though
temporarily convenient, soon proved to be a disaster. By
alienating the middle-class and proletarian enemies of ab-
solute monarchy it contributed to the partial or complete
de-Christianization of a large part of the Western world.
When this fact became obvious, many churchmen lost
their faith in conservative institutions. Christian socialists
of various faiths began exploring the possibility of recon-
verting the masses by organizing Christian trade unions
and other working-class associations. Their purpose was to
make the principles of Christian morality an active force in
contemporary society. Under existing conditions liberal
constitutionalism was the best available means to that end.
Although sincere Christians could not submit to compro-
mise in matters of faith, there was no reason why they
should not enter the arena of competitive politics and ne-
gotiate with other groups on questions relative to the or-
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ganization of secular society. By using their electoral
power to force concessions, they could do more to safe-
guard the position of the church than by clinging to an
outworn alliance with absolute kingship. Christianity had
always taught that any form of government is legitimate as
long as it is willing to maintain the external conditions in-
dispensable to the performance of the religious mission of
the church. Because of its compromising spirit, modern
liberalism was more willing than earlier class doctrines to
make allowance for the religious needs of men. Toward the
end of the nineteenth century, therefore, increasing num-
bers of churchmen had ceased to look upon constitutional
democracy as an enemy. The pontificate of Leo XIII saw
the beginning of a policy whereby Catholics were per-
mitted and even encouraged to participate in democratic
politics. Politically conservative Protestant churches fol-
lowed a similar line of development. In this way many of
the former supporters of absolute monarchy were recon-
ciled to the processes of parliamentary government.
Something more than parliamentarism was needed,
however, to insure the success of modern liberalism. If
rival social groups were to abandon their apocalyptic
hopes in favor of parliamentary action, it could only be on
the assumption that all would have an effective voice in
the determination of national policy. Although the organ-
ization of modern legislatures tended to encourage the
process of reconciliation between opposing points of view,
it provided no absolute guarantee against the oppression
of minority interests. In medieval parliaments, where the
representatives of social classes were organized in separate
estates, each was in a position to defend itself by vetoing
the decisions of the others. In modern parliaments, on the
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other hand, majority rule has been the prevailing princi-
ple. It is true that bicameralism has occasionally served to
mitigate the effects of majoritarianism. Insofar as particu-
lar sectional or class interests, as in the case of the British
House of Lords or the French and American senates, have
succeeded in gaining control over a particular chamber,
they sometimes have been able to force concessions from
popular majorities. But unlike medieval parliaments,
which served merely as adjuncts to an independent royal
administration, modern legislatures bear primary respon-
sibility for the formulation and execution of state policy.
To form a stable majority in support of any positive pro-
gram is so difficult in itself that it has been undesirable to
complicate the process by giving separately organized in-
terest groups the right of absolute veto. In the absence of
such a right, however, there is always the danger that
statesmen will concentrate on the organization of majori-
ties at the expense of minority interests. If any substantial
minority finds that its requirements are neglected by the
parliamentary process it will look for other ways of achiev-
ing its ends. Intransigent majorities, no less than intransi-
gent minorities, are incompatible with the formation of a
comprehensive general will. To guarantee the rights of
minorities against parliamentary majorities has therefore
been one of the crucial problems of modern liberalism.
Constitutional limitations on parliamentary action pro-
vided a partial solution to the problem. Even in the days
when royal absolutism was at its height, the Western
world had never entirely abandoned the belief that gov-
ernment is subject to law. When parliaments replaced
kings as the primary agencies for the control of govern-
ment, this manifestation of Western legalism received a
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new lease of life. The idea that popular legislatures were
not supreme, but derived their authority from written or
unwritten constitutions, quickly established itself as a
principle of modern liberalism. This made it possible to
provide legal safeguards against many potential violations
of minority interests. If all groups were to take a share in
the formation of public opinion, it was necessary that ma-
jorities should not use their control of the state apparatus
to inhibit the propaganda and organizational efforts of
minority parties. Elaborate constitutional guarantees for
the defense of civil liberties helped to satisfy that need. If
minorities were to give their allegiance to parliamentary
processes it was necessary that majority governments
should refrain from using their power to violate the basic
convictions of any considerable part of the community.
Constitutional limitation on legislation infringing reli-
gious freedom, private property, the rights of organized
labor, and other particularly cherished interests tended
to keep parliamentary action within generally acceptable
bounds. Federalism, by guaranteeing certain areas of local
autonomy, also provided a means of safeguarding minority
interests which happened to coincide with recognizable
geographical areas. In many different ways the concept of
the constituent power was capable of mitigating the anti-
liberal dangers of majoritarian democracy.

The effectiveness of constitutionalism itself depended,
however, on the development of a new system of political
morality. Centuries of royal or parliamentary absolutism
had accustomed the Western world to the concept of sov-
ereignty. This concept asserts that every state must have a
single determinate authority vested with absolute legisla-
tive powers. Modern constitutions ascribe this sovereign
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authority to the amending power. In some countries, like
England, the amending power can be exercised by a
simple parliamentary majority. Other countries, like the
United States, have amending provisions which call for
larger and more complexly organized majorities. In either
case, the constitution itself offers no guarantee against
sovereign interference with the rights of any group too
weak to influence the process of constitutional amend-
ment. Liberal constitutionalism is possible under these cir-
cumstances only on the condition that a decisive propor-
tion of the community, recognizing the moral value of free
discussion and compromise, refrains from using its sover-
eign powers in such a way as to impair vital minority inter-
ests. Thus the establishment of modern liberalism called
for the creation of a moral consensus with regard to the
inalienable rights of individual and group action.
Unfortunately the traditional concept of sovereignty
stood as an obstacle to recognition of the rights of organ-
ized minorities. Through the work of earlier natural-law
theorists, much had been done to familiarize people with
the idea that individuals have certain inalienable rights
which they are justified in asserting against the preten-
sions of the sovereign state. The idea of ascribing compar-
able rights to organized minority groups was incompati-
ble, however, with the current presuppositions of juristic
thought. According to the theory of corporations which
had prevailed cver since the rise of the modern state, the
legal existence and specific rights of organized groups de-
pend on the discretion of the sovereign. The classic legal
doctrine, inherited from the days of Roman absolutism,
asserted that the association was simply a fictitious person
(persona ficta) created from time to time by the sovereign
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state to satisfy its convenience. To speak of an artificial
creation as having rights against its own creator is absurd.
Thus the persona ficta theory of corporations was incom-
patible with any thoroughgoing attempt to secure recogni-
tion for the rights of minority organizations.

This tradition of hostility to group action was shared by
the original exponents of modern constitutionalism. The
idea that the existence of particular wills is fatal to the
general will was one of the leading principles of Rous-
seau’s political thought. In this respect his theory was a
typical expression of the early liberal position. It is charac-
teristic that the French Revolution, in a systematic cru-
sade against independent associations, initiated drastic
legislation against local and vocational groups. Subse-
quent attempts to ban trade unions and other forms of
working-class organization demonstrate the persistence of
this attitude. Even political parties, now recognized as an
indispensable agency of constitutional politics, impressed
the earlier theorists, from Rousseau to The Federalist, as a
dangerous abuse. Regarding the emergence of “factions”
as a sign of the decay of republican virtue, responsible
statesmen did everything in their power to inhibit the
growth of party organizations. When George Washington
included both Hamilton and Jefferson in his cabinet he
did so in the conscious hope that it would prevent these
political rivals from indulging in party politics. According
to the original conception of the general will, a healthy so-
ciety is one in which there are no associations to stand be-
tween the individual and the state. This conception long
continued to inhibit the development of liberal thought.

In spite of all theoretical objections, however, the nine-
teenth century was actually characterized by a vigorous
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development of group life. In a world of increasing polit-
ical and economic centralization most individuals were
powerless to gain their ends without joining together in
associations. The conservative reaction and revolutionary
socialism, with their emphasis on traditional or proletarian
agencies of social solidarity, were a reflection of the inade-
quacy of a society based on the atomic individualism of
the Enlightenment. Under the conditions of parliamen-
tary government, the growth of party politics likewise
served to demonstrate the unrealistic quality of early con-
stitutional thought. People discovered that the only way
to get what they wanted was to form political parties. The
need for party organization in carrying on the work of any
large representative assembly, and in giving central direc-
tion to a mass electorate, was so obvious that it could not
fail to gain universal recognition. In spite of Washington’s
efforts, American presidential elections quickly fell into a
clear-cut party pattern. The political evolution of other
Western countries followed along comparable lines. Prac-
tical experience everywhere demonstrated that the free-
dom of individuals was to a large extent a function of the
freedom enjoyed by political and other associations.
Because of the persistence of established ways of
thought, recognition of the importance of group life was
slow in penetrating the theory of modern liberalism. Dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
however, the attention of liberal theorists turned increas-
ingly in this direction. Dissatisfaction with the absolutist
conception of sovereignty gave rise to an influential group
of political thinkers best known to the English-speaking
world under the name of political pluralists. The common
purpose of this group was to challenge the proposition that
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associations are an artificial creation of the state. This be-
lief in the spontaneous reality of group life arose in various
ways. Thus the German jurist Otto von Gierke arrived at
his conclusions through a study of early German law.
Since the freedom of associational life was greater in me-
dieval times than in the period following the emergence
of modern sovereign states, the result of this study was
to throw new light on the potentialities of independent
group action. Others, like the English churchman Figgis,
reached similar conclusions as a result of their interest in
preventing churches and other religious associations from
succumbing to the claims of the modern nation state. The
experience of such people as the English socialists Cole
and Laski, who came to accept the importance of group
life largely through contact with the needs of trade union-
ism, was also typieal of the movement. From one direction
or another, many people reached the conclusion that the
association is a more vital thing than the persona ficta the-
ory would admit. This led them in various ways to assert
that groups, like individuals, are endowed with an inher-
ent right to existence and self-expression. Recognition of
that right became for them one of the basic principles of
constitutional government.

Empbhasis on the inalienable rights of associations gave
rise, however, to serious problems with regard to the main-
tenance of public order. The ultimate tendency of any
thoroughgoing philosophy of natural rights is to justify the
right of revolution. In the history of early liberalism, belief
in the inalienable rights of individuals had led to revolu-
tionary conclusions. According to the philosophy of the
Enlightenment, individuals had a moral obligation to
obey governments only insofar as the activities of those
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governments served to maximize the area of individual
freedom. The English, American, and French revolutions
all found justification in the belief that the preceding po-
litical authorities, by failing to perform their duty toward
the individual, had forfeited their claim to obedience. Im-
pressed by the importance of revolutionary action as a
check on political abuses, Thomas Jefferson even went so
far as to assert that the maintenance of freedom in Amer-
ica would depend on the occurrence of at least one Amer-
ican revolution in the course of each generation. With the
development of political pluralism, this revolutionary ele-
ment in the liberal tradition received a new lease of life.
Although groups, on the same basis as individuals, might
recognize the duty of submitting to regulation in the in-
terest of general freedom, belief in the existence of in-
alienable group rights tended to encourage disobedience
to any government, parliamentary or otherwise, which
seemed to neglect those rights. The early liberal fear of
factions found support in the fact, repeatedly exemplified
in this history of ancient and medieval republics, that or-
ganized groups are more effective than isolated individu-
als as a source of revolutionary action. Under these cir-
cumstances it would have been hard to deny that new
possibilities of disorder were implicit in the philosophy of
political pluralism.

This difficulty made it necessary for the theorists of
modern liberalism to reconsider the place of order in the
hierarchy of political values. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century absolutists, who were largely responsible for the
modern concept of sovereignty, had considered the value
of order to be so great that they had been willing to sacri-
fice other values, including individual and social justice,
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in its name. Liberalism had been from the beginning a re-
action against this point of view. The philosophers of the
Enlightenment and the revolutionary socialists had be-
lieved in the justice of their respective patterns of social re-
organization so thoroughly that they had accepted revolu-
tionary disorder as a permissible means to the attainment
of their ends. Even the conservatives, with all their respect
for political authority, had considered it proper to apply
counterrevolutionary force against states which neglected
the traditional interests of society. In the writings of Kant,
the theory that conflict is an indispensable stimulus to the
realization of the idea of justice had already found expres-
sion. Working from individualistic premises, Jefferson had
welcomed the prospect of recurrent revolutionary disorder
as a guarantee against unjust corruptions of the American
constitutional process. If the theory of modern liberalism
was to provide any comparable guarantee against the
abuses of democratic majoritarianism it needed to empha-
size the primacy of justice over order, not only in the rela-
tionship between states and individuals but also in the re-
lationship between states and associations.

The theorist who went farthest in this direction was
Pierre Joseph Proudhon. Although he described himself as
an anarchist, Proudhon recognized the need for coercive
state authority. His preoccupation with justice was so com-
plete, however, that he found it impossible to accept the
absolutist implications of the traditional concept of sover-
eignty. His theory of antinomies was an attempt to over-
come these implications. Like Hegel and Marx he re-
garded conflict as the instrument of historical progress.
Where he differed from them was in believing that the
goal of history was not to eliminate opposing forces in a
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final synthesis, but to perpetuate and increase the dynamic
tension between conflicting principles. For Proudhon the
metaphysical nature of the universe rests on the operation
of polar opposites, known as antinomies. In manipulating
the antinomy of dark and light the good photographer
does not try to cover his plate with a uniform gray, but
uses contrasting values as the basis for a complex composi-
tion. Historical progress likewise, according to Proudhon,
consists in the establishment of an increasingly complex
balance between opposing values. In the social realm this
principle expresses itself in the emergence of individuals
and groups with increasingly specialized interests and
functions. The purpose of history is not to merge these dif-
ferences in a gray uniformity but to manipulate them in
such a way that each will be able to make its maximum
contribution to the life of an increasingly complex society.
Justice, which teaches men to modify their own claims in
terms of the corresponding rights of others, is the principle
which enables rational men to achieve unity through di-
versity. The function of the state is to serve the ends of jus-
tice by maintaining a rational balance between perpetu-
ally opposing forces. But even though the state may use
coercive power for this purpose it should not, as the tradi-
tional theory of sovereignty asserted, enjoy an absolute
monopoly of power. The natural tendency of all men, in-
cluding statesmen, is to emphasize their own needs and
experience at the expense of others. Only the experience of
conflict, by demonstrating the impossibility of imposing
the irrational will of one group on another, can inspire
men to the painful effort of secking a rational basis for the
adjustment of their conflicting claims. If the state, there-
fore, is to serve the interests of justice, it must never be so
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strong as to be able to impose its will absolutely on other
social groups. Actual or potential disorder is the motive for
a just balancing of interests. Since justice is the substance
of human progress, it follows that the desire for order must
always be subordinated to the desire for justice.
Although Proudhon was never a widely influential
thinker his writings admirably illustrate the tendencies
which have come to prevail in the theory and practice of
modern liberalism. The purpose of constitutional democ-
racy has been to seek social justice not through the con-
centration but through the dispersion of political power.
Recognizing the potential value of all forms of human ex-
perience it has encouraged individuals and private asso-
ciations to assume the widest possible responsibility for
the regulation of their own affairs. For the accomplishment
of purposes unattainable on a basis of voluntary negotia-
tion between individuals and groups it has r=cognized the
need for coercive state action. By placing the state appara-
tus under the control of constituent or legislative majori-
ties it has sought, however, to limit that action to measures
fully acceptable to the bulk of the community, and has
recognized a substantial right of resistance on the part of
those whose wishes have been overruled. In cases where
the existence of society itself is not immediately threat-
ened the liberal conscience has demanded full freedom
of criticism and propaganda for discontented minorities,
and even tolerates a certain amount of forcible resistance
to the authority of the state. If any considerable part of the
community feels so strongly about the supposed violation
of its rights that it is willing to take the risks of illegal ac-
tion the normal tendency of liberal societies is to seek re-
adjustment not by the indefinite continuance of coercive
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measures, but by the renegotiation of grievances. The fact
that increasing violation of the eighteenth amendment
led to the repeal of prohibition rather than to the multipli-
cation of police forces is typical of the liberal attitude to-
ward intransigent minorities. The reluctance of constitu-
tional democracies to outlaw strikes is a more generally sig-
nificant illustration of that attitude. Even in the case of
revolutionary violence, the custom of granting the right of
asylum and other forms of preferential treatment to polit-
ical offenders is an indication of the liberal inclination to
minimize coercion as an instrument of social integration.
Although few liberal theorists have been willing to go as
far as Proudhon in modifying the concept of sovereignty,
the actual tendency of modern liberalism has been to sub-
ordinate sovereign pretensions in the interest of an consci-
entious effort to achieve social justice by negotiating and
reconciling the claims of opposing social forces. Like
Proudhon, modern liberals have been willing to subordi-
nate the value of social order to the value of rational jus-
tice.

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
constitutional democracy had become the generally ac-
cepted norm of Western politics. The result was to place
the legalistic traditions of the West on a newly effective
basis. Although the expansion of public services during
this period led to a constant increase in the size and impor-
tance of state bureaucracies, the principles of modern lib-
eralism were strong enough to hold this development
within the framework of a rigorous rule of law. The men
of the Middle Ages had relied on the power of the Holy
Ghost, operating through the institutions of the church, to
confine the state to the execution of laws compatible with
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the religious interests of humanity. Relying on the power
of rational negotiation, operating through the institutions
of constitutional democracy, to safeguard the secular in-
terests of humanity, modern liberals succeeded even more
notably in reducing bureaucracy to a position of legal sub-
ordination. Parliaments and cabinets responsive to the
general will assumed the overall direction of legislative
and administrative policy. Backed by the moral force of
public opinion, they held civil and military hierarchies to
the execution of laws generally acceptable to the secular
community. Once again the principle of Western dualism
had emerged to guarantee the maintenance of the legalis-
tic traditions of Western civilization.



10
The Problem

of Nationalism

With the establishment of constitutional democracy,
modern liberalism went a long way toward uniting the
secular community in an effective general will. Unfortu-
nately the rise of constitutionalism was accompanied by
another development which did much to vitiate the signif-
icance of that achievement. The success of the medieval
church was largely due to the fact that, in its capacity as
an international organization, it had been in a position to
mobilize the moral consensus of the entire Western world
against the abuses of particular governments. Since mod-
ern technology has called for ever larger units of social in-
tegration, the need for a comprehensive international com-
munity has tended to increase rather than to diminish
with the passage of time. During the course of the nine-
teenth century, however, the moral unity of the Western
world actually suffered a progressive deterioration. The
rise of nationalism, which took place at this time, served in
large measure to inhibit the growth of a secular commu-
nity intensively or extensively comparable with the reli-
gious community of the medieval church. Modern liber-
alism, by associating itself with the idea of nationalism,
became increasingly incapable of providing the moral
basis for a comprehensive integration of the Western
world. The result was a serious and possibly fatal impair-
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ment of its capacity to solve the problems of modern poli-
tics.

In view of its original theoretical commitments, liber-
alism ought to have been opposed to the development of
nationalism. In spite of their many differences, the philos-
ophy of the Enlightenment, the conservative reaction and
revolutionary socialism all had their roots in the interna-
tionalist tradition of Western politics. During the many
centuries which had followed the collapse of the Roman
Empire, the ideal of unity had never ceased to haunt the
memory of the Western world. The institutions of church
and empire had helped to keep that ideal alive during
the Middle Ages. Even after the triumph of the principle
of territorial sovereignty, international law and balance of
power diplomacy continued to implement the conception
of an international community whose moral rights took
precedence over the will of any particular sovereign. Dur-
ing the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries this
internationalist tradition was still strong enough to exert
a powerful influence on the development of political
thought. The philosophy of the Enlightenment and revo-
lutionary socialism were both cosmopolitan doctrines, of-
fering a universal message for the secular salvation of
mankind. Although the conservative reaction was less vig-
orous in its humanitarianism, its traditionalism likewise
took the form of a universal ideal. All three doctrines ad-
dressed their appeal to the general welfare of humanity
rather than to the interests of any particular state or na-
tion. Thus the theoretical foundations of modem liberal-
ism all tended to encourage a vigorous reaffirmation of the
moral unity of the Western world.

During the earlier stages of its career liberalism did in
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fact operate in the direction of international solidarity.
The philosophy of the Enlightenment, the conservative
reaction, and revolutionary socialism, by arousing men of
all countries to a consciousness of common interests, gave
rise to international movements which succeeded for a
time in transcending rival political loyalties. The French
Revolution at first enjoyed the support not only of the
French middle classes but also of the corresponding social
strata in other countries. Prior to their disillusionment
with Napoleonic imperialism, enlightened Germans, for
example, generally welcomed the invading French armies
as deliverers, and cobperated with them against their reac-
tionary fellow nationals. The revolutions of 1848 likewise
derived much of their strength from the existence of what
might be described, on the analogy of Marxist terminol-
ogy, as an informal but effective middle-class interna-
tional, which stood ready to exert moral and physical pres-
sure on behalf of the aspirations of like-minded men in
every part of the Western world. A similar tendency to
cross national lines was characteristic of the conservative
reaction. The Holy Alliance, whereby the various absolute
monarchs of Europe pledged themselves to take united
action against any challenge to the principle of legitimacy,
was a formal embodiment of the conservative sense of
international solidarity. Revolutionary socialism, with its
first and sccond internationals, was even more consciously
devoted to the principle of international covperation. Like
the supporters of the medieval church, the leaders of these
movements believed that the general interests of humanity
took precedence over all lesser forms of loyalty. This was
the spirit which prevailed at the inception of modern lib-
eralism.
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This spirit never really succeeded, however, in gaining a
decisive hold on the popular imagination. Even though the
leaders of liberalism might recognize the universal impli-
cations of their position, their concept of humanity re-
mained too purely intellectual to arouse the emotional loy-
alties of ordinary men. For people of limited knowledge or
capacity, immediate realities are apt to take precedence
over remote considerations. In order to become conscious
of their membership in any comprehensive form of human
association they must see the value of that association in
terms of direct personal experience. Rousseau, with his em-
phasis on civic ceremonies as a factor in the creation and
maintenance of the general will, was aware of the fact that
social loyalties depend on the existence of concrete sym-
bols and institutions intimately associated with the events
of daily life. This observation is even more clearly valid in
the case of ecumenical associations than in the case of
those parochial city states which Rousseau himself was
considering. During the Middle Ages the religious com-
munity of the Western world had found nourishment not
only in the intellectually satisfying rationalizations of a
universal theology, but also in the emotionally compelling
rites and institutions of a universal church. Secular hu-
manitarianism, on the other hand, was an intellectual
movement which failed on the whole to embody itself in
effective institutions. The attempts of occasional enthusi-
asts, like Robespierre and Comte, to organize a universal
cult of Reason and Humanity were uniformly discourag-
ing. Although the Holy Alliance and the socialist interna-
tionals gave some institutional reality to the conception of
Western unity, they were too remote from everyday life to
inspire great popular enthusiasm. The idea of humanity
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remained an intellectual abstraction, unrelated to the con-
crete experiences of ordinary men. During the earlier
stages of liberal development, when responsibility for the
conduct of affairs rested in the hands of a limited ruling
class, liberal humanitarianism was a relatively powerful
force. Its influence on the masses was too shallow, how-
ever, to enable it to survive as a decisive factor in an in-
creasingly democratic world.

The institution which actually succeeded in becoming
the center of popular loyalties was the modern sovereign
state. Centuries of royal absolutism had done much to in-
culcate the notion that devotion to a territorial sovereign
was the highest form of secular duty. The symbols and
ceremonies associated with a semidivine kingship were the
most impressive secular parallels to the rites of the medi-
eval church. Even under constitutional monarchies and
republics much of the traditional pomp of sovereignty re-
mained to captivate the popular imagination. The French
tricolor, like the Christian cross, was an omnipresent sym-
bol capable of stirring the emotions of visual-minded men.
Like the church, with its elaborate apparatus of parochial
and charitable institutions, the modern state, with its per-
vasive military and bureaucratic organs, was capable of
affecting the lives of ordinary citizens in a very real fash-
ion. Through the operation of universal military service
men of varied regional and class backgrounds met in the
common fellowship of army life, and acquired a direct in-
terest in the glories and misfortunes of the state. Through
contact with the expanding service functions of civil bu-
reaucracies they learned to look upon the state as a pri-
mary factor in the welfare of individual citizens. Modern
liberalism, with its emphasis on political action, encour-
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aged this development. Although theorists might proclaim
the welfare of humanity as the proper goal of secular en-
deavor, territorial sovereignty was the instrument actually
used for the accomplishment of most secular purposes. To
a greater extent than any other institution the state was
able to embody secular aspirations in a concretely visible
form. For ordinary men it tended, therefore, to become the
primary center of modern political loyalty.

Even in the earlier stages of liberal development the
idea of territorial sovereignty was rather more important
than the idea of humanity as a factor in the political awak-
ening of the masses. The spirit of patriotism which ani-
mated the American and French revolutions was largely a
matter of loyalty to the values and institutions of a specific
territorial state. Although the North-American colonists
had never enjoyed the privilege of political independence,
their struggles with the home country had led many of
them to believe that nothing short of independent state-
hood would satisfy their needs. The dream of controlling
their destinies through sovereign institutions inspired the
American patriots to wage a protracted war of liberation
against British and Tory resistance. In the case of the
French Revolution, devotion to the cause of the French
state played a similar part in the awakening of mass enthu-
siasm. Although the revolutionary movement impressed
many intellectuals, both at home and abroad, as a human-
itarian crusade, it never succeeded in capturing the imagi-
nation of the masses until it had assumed the guise of a
patriotic struggle for the defense and glorification of the
French state. When foreign military pressure threatened
to destroy the independence of revolutionary France,
Frenchmen rose in a wave of patriotic enthusiasm. The
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ensuing levée en masse enabled them to snatch victory
from disaster, and to embark upon an ambitious career of
imperialistic expansion. The French masses, although
forced to bear the main burdens of Napoleonic warfare,
found compensation in the glory of a regime which had
raised their country to the summit of its power. Like the
American revolutionists, they were willing to make sacri-
fices in return for the privilege of belonging to an inde-
pendent state strong enough to control its own destinies.
In both cases loyalty to the values and institutions of terri-
torial sovereignty was the primary inspiration for popular
participation in politics.

These initial examples served as the model for subse-
quent developments in other parts of the Western world.
When other peoples aroused themselves to a mood of po-
litical self-consciousness, their aspirations likewise took
the form of a demand for independent statehood. On the
continent of Europe this followed in many cases from the
experience of Napoleonic imperialism. The ruthless exac-
tions of the Napoleonic system taught the enlightened
classes of other countries that they had been mistaken in
regarding the French invaders as instruments of universal
liberation. To free themselves from the power of the
French state became their highest aspiration. In order to
break the deadly sequence of Napoleonic victories it was
necessary for other peoples to increase their military and
bureaucratic resources. This meant that rival territorial
states would have to achieve a degree of patriotic enthusi-
asm and efficiency comparable to that of France. Toward
the end of the Napoleonic period, therefore, leaders every-
where began to concentrate on the problem of increasing
the power of their own territorial sovereigns. Through pa-
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tient and skillful reformatory efforts Stein and his associ-
ates succeeded in raising Prussia to a high pitch of pa-
triotic fervor and accomplishment. Similar movements,
of varying effectiveness, took place in other continental
states. The patriotic energy thus generated led to the over-
throw of the Napoleonic system. This experience did more
than anything else to convince the politically conscious
elements of Europe that devotion to a powerful territorial
state was indispensable to freedom.

In the case of France, patriotism served to strengthen
the institutions of a previously existing state. In most re-
gions, however, patriotic motives came in conflict with the
established units of political allegiance. Patriotism de-
manded, on the one hand, that the country in question
should be large and powerful enough to maintain effective
control over its own destinies. Since many states were too
small to accomplish this purpose, patriots frequently
found themselves in the position of having to advocate the
merger of several existing sovereignties in a more compre-
hensive form of sovereign association. The fear that the
thirteen American colonies, in their capacity as sovereign
states, would be too weak to resist the military and eco-
nomic pressures of European imperialism made it neces-
sary for American patriots to insist on the adoption of a
federal constitution. The incapacity of most of the smaller
states of Italy and Germany to counteract the threat of
French aggression led patriots in those regions likewise to
abandon the existing units of allegiance and concentrate
on the problem of political unification. But patriotism de-
manded, on the other hand, that all the inhabitants of any
given state should share a common spirit of patriotic de-
votion. Since many states were too large and heteroge-
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neous to inspire common loyalties, patriots often found
themselves in the position of advocating the creation not of
larger but of smaller forms of sovereign association. The
secession of the American colonies was partly due to the
fact that increasing cleavages of economic and other inter-
ests had made it impossible for most Americans to retain a
sense of common participation in the life of the British em-
pire. The dissolution of the Austrian empire was likewise
due to the existence of ethnic and other cleavages which
prevented the inhabitants of its several regions from devel-
oping an effective general will. Under the conditions of
constitutional democracy no state could hope to function
efficiently without the willing support of its citizens. In
most cases, therefore, the patriotic desire for statehood
involved revolutionary political changes. Although patri-
otism called for an intense spirit of devotion to the institu-
tions of a sovereign state, most of the existing units of sov-
ereignty were either too large or too small to satisfy its
requirements.

The result was to make the nation rather than the state
the primary object of modern political loyalty. The nation
may be defined as a social group which, for one reason or
another, is conscious of the need for independent state-
hood. The causes underlying the emergence of particular
forms of national consciousness were various, and fre-
quently obscure. Long-established traditions of loyalty to
a common sovereign authority often played a major role in
this development. Even though many peoples, like the
Poles and the various nations of the Balkan peninsula, had
long since lost their political independence, memory of the
real or mythical glories of long-extinguished kingdoms re-
mained as an inspiration to common political action. In
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some cases, like Switzerland with its French, German, and
Italian cantons, and France with its German-speaking Al-
sace-Lorrainers and its Celtic-speaking Bretons, the power
of established political traditions was strong enough to
preserve a common national consciousness among men of
widely different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Un-
der the conditions of constitutional democracy, however,
divergencies of language generally proved to be an insu-
perable obstacle to the communication of national senti-
ments. Thus the general tendency of modern nationalism
has been to follow linguistic lines. Religious and other
cultural differences have occasionally served, on the other
hand, as in the cases of England and Ireland or of Serbia
and Croatia, to prevent the emergence of common nation-
alism between the members of a single linguistic com-
munity. Through the operation of various forces most
Western peoples came in the course of the nineteenth
century to regard themselves as members of a particular
nation, and to look upon the sovereign independence of
that nation as the highest goal of political life. Loyalty to
the state became increasingly subordinate to the claims of
national groups. The problem of nationalism had emerged
as one of the crucial problems of modern politics.

This movement had an immediate effect on the develop-
ment of modern liberalism. Although the philosophy of the
Enlightenment and the conservative reaction were both
cosmopolitan movements, their respective supporters soon
discovered that their best hope of success was to ally them-
selves with the emerging forces of nationalism. Revolu-
tionary socialism, which began as a reaffirmation of the
cosmopolitan tradition, was likewise forced in the course
of time to make concessions to the nationalist spirit. Dur-
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ing the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the desire for
national self-determination was so strong that exponents of
class ideologies could survive only by adapting the power
of nationalism to their own ends. This called for a drastic
revision of doctrine in all the leading schools of modern
political thought.

Of the principal class ideologies, conservatism on the
whole was the one best equipped to meet the demands of
the nationalist movement. This was due to the fact that
both were opposed to the rationalistic individualism of the
Enlightenment. As the defenders of a specific social group,
the nation, nationalists were even more clearly disposed
than conservatives to sacrifice individual values in the in-
terests of society. To a large extent, moreover, their con-
cept of society coincided with the premises of conservative
traditionalism. Devotion to historic memories and institu-
tions played an important part in the evolution of national
self-consciousness. The preservation and development of
national traditions was therefore a primary object of the
nationalist movement. By reviving long-neglected lan-
guages and literatures, by commemorating ancient victo-
ries and other historic achievements, and by inculcating
respect for native folkways and institutions, the national-
ists of various countries hoped to arouse their respective
peoples to a vivid sense of participation in the life of a par-
ticular nation. Unlike the philosophers of the Enlighten-
ment, they recognized the value of tradition. This gave
them an obvious point of contact with the conservative
reaction.

The possibility of a conservative-nationalist alliance also
found support in the fact that both movements were favor-
able to the growth of militarism. The philosophers of the



282 Political Tradition of the West

Enlightenment, confident in the harmonizing powers of
human reason, had looked forward to the day when the
evils of warfare would disappear in a peaceful and mu-
tually advantageous community of universal free trade.
From the standpoint of the conservative aristocracy,
whose traditional way of life had been closely associated
with the performance of military functions, this prospect
was unappealing. It was also incompatible with the re-
quirements of modern nationalism. Some of the most excit-
ing national memories have to do with battles gloriously
lost or won. Because of their emphasis on sovereign inde-
pendence, moreover, nationalists have a natural interest
in developing the military and bureaucratic resources of
their respective states. During the Napoleonic wars many
of the older French nobility, in their capacity as military
and bureaucratic experts, were invited to return from exile
and assume responsible positions in the administration of
the Napoleonic state. Subsequent wars of national libera-
tion or aggrandizement brought similar opportunities to
the traditional ruling classes of other countries. In time of
war or of preparation for war professional military men are
at a premium. Common interest in the maintenance of a
militarily powerful state was the factor which served
above all else to encourage the collaboration of nationalist
and conservative forces.

Under these circumstances it is not surprising to find
that conservatives tended from the outset to take great in-
terest in the development of nationalist thought. Opposi-
tion to the cosmopolitan tendencies of the Enlightenment
was a recurrent theme in the writings of most of the earlier
conservative theorists. This aspect of the conservative reac-
tion is perhaps most clearly visible in the works of Joseph
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de Maistre. Many of his arguments against the abstract
rationalism of the Enlightenment rest on the proposition
that the eighteenth-century philosophers, by assuming the
rational uniformity of human nature, were guilty of neg-
lecting the differences of national character which distin-
guish the men of various nations. Man is not an abstract
entity but the product of a specific environment, speaking
the language and sharing the preconceptions of a particu-
lar historic society. Although there was nothing in the logic
of the traditionalist position to indicate that one form of
traditional association was more important than any other,
Maistre tacitly assumed that the nation was the decisive
factor in the formation of human character. Peoples with
distinctive characteristics require distinctive forms of po-
litical and social organization. Maistre therefore believed
that every nation should be free to follow its own tra-
ditional lines of political development. Republics should
cling to their republican institutions, while monarchies
should remain faithful to the dynasties which had shaped
them from their birth. By attempting to force the whole
human race within a uniform cosmopolitan framework the
philosophers of the Enlightenment were violating the es-
sential nature of man. For Maistre, conservative tradition-
alism appeared as a condition precedent to the expression
of national character. This mixture of conservative and
nationalist motives was typical of the more influential ex-
ponents of early conservative thought.

The incorporation of nationalism within the structure
of conservative thought led to a thoroughgoing revision
of the traditional conception of kingship. The principle of
dynastic legitimacy, which had dominated the theory of
monarchy, was incompatible with the principle of national
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self-determination. Kings ruled by hereditary right, and
asserted their claims to territories of the most diverse na-
tional composition in accordance with the accidents of he-
reditary succession. Royalty, with its practice of interdy-
nastic marriages, was the most cosmopolitan of all social
classes. But even though most kings were at least partly
foreigners, frequently incapable of speaking the language
of their own countries, their work of political unification
had in many cases helped to lay the foundations of na-
tional self-consciousness. When peoples of countries like
France or Spain began to take pride in their national past
they tended to associate themselves with the martial and
other exploits of French or Spanish kings. This gave the
conservatives an excellent chance to lend nationalist color-
ing to the concept of legitimacy. In the political writings of
Chateaubriand the idea that hereditary kings were nat-
ural representatives of the national tradition had already
begun to assume the position of an unassailable conserva-
tive dogma. French royalists in particular made much of
the fact that Napoleon, whose family name they regularly
spelled in the original Italian form of Buonaparte, was a
man of foreign origin, while the Bourbons were the de-
scendants of a family that had lived and ruled in France
for nearly a thousand years. At the time of the revolution
Louis XVI and his Austrian wife had outraged national
opinion by intriguing with foreign powers. When his
brother Louis XVIII returned to the throne, the new king
was careful to appeal to national sentiment by proclaim-
ing, as his first public statement upon crossing the border,
“One more Frenchman is returning to France.” In the
light of this skillful propaganda stroke it is hard to believe
that the Bourbons had learned nothing and forgotten
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nothing in their years of exile. As intelligent conservatives
they at least had learned the value of associating mon-
archy with the rising nationalist movement.

In many respects, the conservative attempt to national-
ize monarchy was quite successful. The survival of hered-
itary kingship as the prevailing form of government in
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe was due
to the fact that kings, though increasingly divested of
actual power, were able to acquire a respected place as
symbols of national unity. It is true that in countries like
Switzerland, where monarchy had had no place in earlier
national history, the rise of nationalist sentiment was able
to take place without the aid of kings. Since many of the
most exciting national memories of France were associated
with the ideas of republic and empire, French royalism
likewise remained comparatively weak. But in countries
where the tradition of monarchy was well-established the
effect of nationalism was to give it a new lease of life.
The steady rise of royalist sentiment in England during
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is a typical case in
point. Loyalty to the nation generally tended to find con-
crete embodiment in loyalty to a particular royal family.
The concepts of king and nation became so closely asso-
ciated, indeed, that newly liberated peoples, like the
Greeks and Rumanians, in the absence of any historic
dynasty of their own, normally found it desirable to
invite a foreign prince to fill a newly created throne. This
curious violation of national sentiments, in a period of
rising nationalism, is a tribute to the persistence of mon-
archist ideas in nineteenth-century thought.

If the conservatives had been able to identify themselves
completely with the cause of national monarchy they
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might well have succeeded in becoming the dominant
force in Western politics. The underlying assumptions of
nationalism and conservatism were so discordant, how-
ever, that the two movements were ultimately bound to
come into conflict. For the conservatives, monarchy was
valuable only insofar as it could be made to serve the
interests of a static society based on hereditary class dis-
tinctions. The tendencies of nationalism, on the other
hand, were socially dynamic. Nationalists derived their
enthusiasm not only from memories of the past, but also
from the hope of future greatness. Their love of tradition,
unlike that of the conservatives, was subordinate to the
desire for a powerful national state. While accepting the
claims of truly national monarchies, they were prepared
to rebel against any dynasty, however legitimate, which
stood in the way of national self-determination. While
recognizing the social value of established traditions, they
were unwilling to allow traditional considerations to in-
hibit their attempts to maximize the power of their re-
spective nations. Their insistence that all citizens, and not
merely the hereditary ruling class, should assume active
responsibility for the welfare of the nation was also dis-
quieting from the conservative point of view. As the
dynamic implications of nationalism became clear, con-
servatives found it impossible to remain in sympathy with
the more extreme manifestations of the nationalist spirit.
This was particularly true in Central Europe, where
national aspirations stood in hopeless opposition to the
claims of dynastic legitimacy. In their attempts to bolster
the institutions of traditional kingship in that area con-
servative organizations like the Holy Alliance were forced
to adopt a policy of direct opposition to nationalism. This
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deprived the conservatives of many of the advantages
which Maistre and other early theorists had hoped to
derive from the movement.

The result of these developments was to afford middle-
class liberals an excellent opportunity to assume positions
of national leadership. The cosmopolitan commitments of
the Enlightenment did not prevent them from making the
most of that opportunity. Tactical considerations alone
would have been enough to impel them in that direction.
The strongest centers of the Enlightenment lay in Western
Europe, where the existing state system corresponded
reasonably well with national boundaries. The stronghold
of the conservative reaction was Central Europe, where
the idea of national self-determination could be realized,
if at all, only at the cost of drastic political readjustments.
The immediate tendency of nationalism, in other words,
was to consolidate the existing political structure of rel-
atively enlightened countries like France and England,
and to disrupt the existing political structure of reaction-
ary countries like Germany and Austria. For purely tac-
tical reasons, therefore, supporters of the middle-class
Enlightenment had every reason to encourage the growth
of nationalism.

For people brought up, however, in an atmosphere of
rationalistic individualism, the acceptance of nationalist
premises called for a number of difficult readjustments.
It is true that some of the implications of nationalism were
more readily acceptable to them than to their conservative
rivals. Nationalist interest in the technical rationalization
of political and social life, though stimulated by motives
quite different from those of eighteenth-century human-
itarianism, coincided reasonably well with the reformatory



288 Political Tradition of the West

rationalism of the Enlightenment. The administrative and
social reforms of a Napoleon or of a Baron Stein, for ex-
ample, were generally more pleasing to middle-class pro-
gressives than to conservative reactionaries. The demo-
cratic implications of nationalism, while running counter
to the aristocratic element in early liberalism, were also
easy to reconcile with the later middle-class point of view.
In its essential principles, however, the nationalist move-
ment had less in common with the philosophy of the
Enlightenment than with the conservative reaction. The
demand that all other interests be sacrificed in the interests
of the nation rested on the assumption that society is prior
to the individual. The philosophy of the Enlightenment
rested on the contrary assumption. To make room for
nationalist considerations without destroying the indi-
vidualist bases of middle-class liberalism was a difficult
problem. The attempt to solve this problem constitutes one
of the most important phases of ninetecnth-century
thought.

The line ultimately adopted by the theorists of liberal
nationalism was to justify national self-determination in
terms of individual self-expression. The writings of John
Stuart Mill, in this respect as in so many others, are
characteristic of the trend of later liberal thought. While
agreeing with the philosophers of the Enlightenment that
the object of politics was to maximize the effectiveness of
individual action, he was more willing than his predeces-
sors to recognize the importance of political and social
factors in the development of the individual. This made it
possible for him to incorporate a substantial element of
nationalism in his political theory. According to his ver-
sion of the problem of liberalism, participation in the re-
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sponsibilities of political life is an essential part in the life
of every fully developed individual. Mass participation in
politics can only be effective, however, in relatively homo-
gencous societies. The possession of common traditions,
linguistic and otherwise, does much to facilitate the ex-
change of political ideas, and to encourage the growth of
a general sense of political responsibility. Under modern
conditions the nation is the largest social unit capable of
meeting these requirements. Participation in the political
life of a nation is therefore indispensable to the personal
development of every individual. The educational value of
political action remains incomplete, however, unless it is
fully responsible. The only political unit of modern times
which enjoys complete independence, and thus bears
complete responsibility for its actions, is the sovereign
state. From this it follows that the requirements of indi-
vidual self-expression can only be met within the frame-
work of a nation state. As long as the individual lacks the
experience of participating in the activities of an inde-
pendent nation, his opportunities for self-education will
be imperfect. Thus, without abandoning the individual-
istic premises of his predecessors, Mill was able to advo-
cate national self-determination as one of the objectives
of modern liberalism.

By its wholehearted acceptance of the nationalist posi-
tion, middle-class liberalism won a decisive advantage
over the conservative reaction. During the early nine-
teenth century, when the supporters of absolute monarchy
were committed to the antinationalist policies of the Holy
Alliance, ardent nationalists generally found that their
best hope of success lay in association with the cause
of liberal constitutionalism. Middle-class liberals recipro-
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cated by devoting much of their energy and enthusiasm to
the cause of national self-determination. At the beginning
of the century the codperative efforts of Britain and Amer-
ica, at that time the two leading exponents of constitu-
tional government, led to the promulgation of the Monroe
doctrine, which enabled the peoples of Latin America to
assume control over their own destinies without interfer-
ence from the Holy Alliance. The liberation of Greece, the
first of many successful wars for national independence on
the continent of Europe, owed much to the moral support
of liberal intellectuals like Byron and to the military and
diplomatic support of Britain. The revolutions of 1830 and
1848, which finally broke the power of the Holy Alliance,
were even more striking manifestations of the power of
liberal nationalism. It is true that the attempt to create
national states under liberal auspices was not uniformly
successful. The unification of Germany, for example, was
accomplished not by the liberal nationalists of 1848 but
by the statesmanship of Bismarck backed by the military
might of the conservative Prussian monarchy. This cir-
cumstance does much to explain the weakness of liberal-
ism as a factor in later German politics. In most countries,
however, middle-class liberals were able to assume a
leading position in the nationalist movement. The uni-
fication of Italy, which took the form of a liberal crusade
against the forces of the conservative reaction, was a char-
acteristic episode in the history of modern nationalism.
Dynasties which, like the house of Savoy, aspired to a
position of national leadership generally found it ad-
visable to emphasize their devotion to constitutional
principles. By the middle of the nineteenth century, na-
tionalism and constitutionalism had become inextricably
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associated in the popular imagination. Since nationalism
remained one of the dominant factors of nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century politics, this association helped
to insure the triumph of liberal institutions.

Although liberal nationalism in its earlier phases took
the form of an anticonservative movement, its ultimate
effect was to encourage the reconciliation of class interests.
If parliamentary government succeeded for a time in be-
coming the dominant form of Western politics it was
largely due to the fact that common devotion to the na-
tional welfare made it easy for divergent classes to find
a common basis for the negotiation of their differences.
Nationalist commitments compelled middle-class liberals,
on the one hand, to modify their rationalist individualism
with a strong infusion of social traditionalism. The accept-
ance of constitutional monarchy as the normal form of
nineteenth-century government, and the continuation of
hereditary aristocracy as an integral part of nineteenth-
century society, are an indication of the conservatizing
tendencies of liberal nationalism. The failure of the Holy
Alliance made it necessary for the agrarian classes, on the
other hand, to make their peace with nationalism, adjust-
ing their earlier traditionalism to the dynamic implications
of the nationalist point of view. The aristocracy, which
still continued to exert much of its old influence in the civil
and above all in the military bureaucracies of Europe, had
a natural interest in promoting the more bellicose forms
of national sentiment. The peasantry, with their age-old
hunger for land, were unusually susceptible to the nation-
alist idea of territorial aggrandizement through military
means. By the end of the nineteenth century, therefore,
the conservative classes had become even more aggres-
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sively nationalist than their middle-class rivals. This facil-
itated the problem of creating an effective general will.
Middle-class parties, by emphasizing the importance of
industrial efficiency and democratic enthusiasm as com-
ponents of military power, were able to gain conservative
support for many progressive measures. Agrarian con-
servatives, by emphasizing the military virtues of the
peasantry and the military advantages of agricultural
self-sufficiency, were able to gain middle-class consent to
the enactment of protective tariffs and other mecasures
useful to the preservation of traditional rural society.
Common interest in the power of the nation made it com-
paratively easy to reconcile the interests of both groups
within a framework of liberal negotiation.

The power of nationalism also helped to integrate the
proletarian movement within the structure of modern
liberalism. It is true that the theory of revolutionary social-
ism was aggressively antinationalist in character. Regard-
ing nationalism as a bourgeois trick for the enslavement of
the proletariat, orthodox Marxists did everything in their
power to undermine national loyalties und to create a
sense of international solidarity among the working
classes. By the second half of the nineteenth century, how-
ever, the spirit of nationalism had grown too strong to be
overcome by any rival ideology. Although socialist leaders
tried to make internationalism a concrete reality, their
internationals remained weak and bloodless organizations
constantly threatened by factional cleavages, cleavages
which showed a suspicious tendency to follow national
lines. National parliaments were so much more effective
than international congresses in gaining concrete benefits
that leaders who wanted to keep their hold over the work-
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ing classes of their respective countries had no choice but
to enter the parliamentary arena and to participate in the
negotiations and compromises of parliamentary politics.
Finding that their standard of living depended more on
national than on international action, workingmen tended
to associate their welfare with the welfare of the nation.
This development was comparatively slow in finding the-
oretical expression. Even the revisionists, who went far-
thest in their acceptance of liberal parliamentarism, con-
tinued to preach the cause of international solidarity and
to oppose the more militant expressions of nationalist
thought. By the end of the nineteenth century, however,
the proletarian movement had in practice, if not in theory,
gone a long way toward adopting the nationalist point of
view. Common interest in the welfare of the nation made
it increasingly possible for socialist parties to find a com-
mon basis for agreement with the parliamentary repre-
sentatives of other classes. This facilitated the task of
winning proletarian adherence to the processes of par-
liamentary government.

The scope of this development became apparent at the
outbreak of World War I. Prior to that time socialists had
believed that the international solidarity of the working
classes would cause them to rise up in revolutionary pro-
test against any major outbreak of international warfare.
When war actually came, however, both the leaders and
the followers of orthodox Marxism, with a few notable
exceptions, promptly rallied to the defense of their respec-
tive fatherlands. In spite of their theoretical commitments
even the most orthodox Marxists generally found that
their sense of solidarity lay with their fellow nationals
rather than with the international proletariat. Socialist
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delegations in the various national parliaments voted by
overwhelming majorities to support the war effort, joining
with middle-class and conservative parties in the passage
of army credits and other war measures. Once again, na-
tionalism had demonstrated its efficacy as a stimulus to
party codperation within the framework of constitutional
government.

During the years immediately following World War I,
the liberal-nationalist alliance reached its highest point of
achievement. The peacemakers of Versailles, in their ca-
pacity as representatives of world liberalism, accepted the
principle of national self-determination as the basis of
their plans for postwar reconstruction. On the ruins of the
Eastern and Central European empires, they erected a
constellation of new or drastically remodeled states de-
signed as far as possible to bring the political map of
Europe in line with national aspirations. This remarkable
extension of nationalism was accompanied, moreover, by
an equally remarkable extension of liberalism. Under the
influence of the victorious Western powers, constitutional
democracy, republican or monarchical, became the stand-
ard pattern of government not only for the newly liberated
nations but also for the defeated powers. Although many
of the constitutional regimes thus established proved
ephemeral, the immediate result was to lend new prestige
to the principles of liberal politics. One hundred years
earlier, at the congress of Vienna, liberalism and nation-
alism had both succumbed to the forces of conservative
legitimacy. At the Versailles conference, the verdict of his-
tory was reversed. By its wholehearted acceptance of the
nationalist position, liberalism had won an apparently
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secure position as the dominant principle of modern
politics.

The inherent contradictions of the liberal-nationalist
position made it extremely difficult, however, to erect a
durable political order on this basis. The problem of lib-
eralism was to create a general will by processes of free
negotiation. Respect for the diversities of individual and
group opinion was the foundation of liberal politics. The
problem of nationalism, on the other hand, was to max-
imize the security of the nation. Individual and group
interests, insofar as they conflicted with the requirements
of security, were morally reprehensible from the nation-
alist point of view. In other words, liberalism called for a
pluralist organization of society, while the tendency of
nationalism lay in the direction of uncompromising mon-
ism. The resulting conflict did much to reduce the effec-
tiveness of modern liberalism.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries the unfortunate consequences of the liberal-nation-
alist alliance were already beginning to make themselves
felt in the conduct of constitutional government. The task
of parliamentary statesmanship, according to the theory
of modern liberalism, was to create the widest possible
area of political agreement by methods of parliamentary
negotiation. As long as the liberal movement retained its
vitality, liberal statesmen were eager to conform with
these requirements. As an alternative, however, to the
rigorous and time-consuming methods of conciliation and
compromise, an appeal to the unifying force of nationalism
had many practical advantages. When responsible states-
men were faced with the necessity of securing the enact-
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ment of an unpopular budget, or with the problem of
settling a disruptive strike, there was a strong temptation
for them to reinforce their negotiations with a plea for
national unity. By stigmatizing the opposition as unpa-
triotic or treasonable it was possible to mobilize the pres-
sure of national opinion against those parliamentary and
other groups whose interests they had failed to reconcile
with the policy of the government. International dangers,
real or fictitious, lent particular weight to the nationalist
argument. In the crises of late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century politics liberal statesmen showed an
increasing tendency to solve their difficulties by the de-
liberate manipulation of national sentiments. To the ex-
tent that they fell into the habit of resorting to such means,
they were abandoning their proper function of negotiation
in favor of coercion. Thus the power of nationalism, while
contributing to the apparent effectiveness of parliamen-
tary government, did much to undermine the foundations
of the constitutional process.

Fundamentally even more damaging was the influence
of nationalism on the liberal conception of individual
rights and duties. The structure of constitutional politics
depends in the last analysis on an uncompromising belief
in the dignity and importance of individual men. The idea
that any form of social justice might override the require-
ments of individual justice was incompatible with the
liberal position. In an age of increasing nationalism, how-
ever, the liberal concept of justice was constantly in dan-
ger of being lost to view.

This danger found early and vivid illustration in the
Dreyfus case, which shook the conscience of the Western
world at the beginning of the twentieth century. When
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responsible inquiries revealed the probability that the
military tribunals of France, in sentencing a Jewish army
officer for complicity in an espionage scandal, had com-
mitted a grave miscarriage of justice, the normal liberal
reaction would have been to proceed as rapidly as possible
to a reinvestigation of the objective merits of the case. The
attempt to do so was long thwarted, however, by nation-
alist resistance. For many Frenchmen the question of the
guilt or innocence of Dreyfus was less important than
the question of maintaining the prestige and discipline of
the French army. Believing that the national unity of
France would suffer from the revelation of widespread offi-
cial corruption, many anti-Dreyfusards felt no compunc-
tion about sacrificing the life and reputation of a single
inconspicuous individual in the interests of the nation.
Among the adherents of Dreyfus, moreover, there were
many who sought rather to strike an opportune blow at
the church, the conservatives, and other political enemies
than to serve the interests of individual justice. Although
the liberal spirit, in this particular instance, proved strong
cnough to meet the challenge, the severity of the struggle
and the bitterness of its aftermath were portents ominous
for the future of modern liberalism.

The most immediately disastrous consequences of lib-
eral nationalism lay, however, in the field of international
relations. According to the theory propounded by many
exponents of the doctrine, acceptance of the principle of
national self-determination ought to have resulted in the
establishment of an international order based on the lib-
eral principle of free negotiation. The writings of the
Italian patriot Mazzini are characteristic of this particu-
lar strand of modern liberal thought. Although Mazzini
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yielded to no one in his devotion to the national ideal, he
was sufficiently in harmony with the cosmopolitan tradi-
tion to place the welfare of humanity above the welfare
of any particular nation. His justification of nationalism
rested on the proposition that nation states, somewhat
after the fashion of individual producers in a free market,
would have a natural interest in working for the establish-
ment of a peaceful and progressive society of nations. No
nation state, so the argument runs, would willingly subject
itself to the moral and practical difficulties of incorpo-
rating nationally unassimilable peoples within the body
politic. As soon, therefore, as any nation succeeded in
reaching the goal of national self-determination, its sole
desire would be to live at peace with all its neighbors.
Devoting itself in friendly rivalry to the cause of human
progress, each people would contribute its own particular
gifts and aptitudes to the enrichment of mankind. For the
more effective accomplishment of common purposes, they
would also make arrangements for codperative action.
Mazzini himself believed that the period of national
liberation would culminate in the establishment of a uni-
versal federation dedicated to the common interests of
humanity. During the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries many liberal nationalists shared Mazzini’s con-
fidence that national self-determination would prove a
steppingstone to “the Parliament of Man, the Federation
of the World.” The disappointment of these hopes consti-
tutes one of the most tragic chapters in modern history.

It is true that the liberal nationalist idea was not en-
tirely fruitless. In many parts of the Western world, the
principle of national self-determination did in fact serve
as a stimulus to international cogperation. Under the con-
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ditions of constitutional democracy the difficulty of coping
with dissatisfied national minorities was so great that lib-
eral governments were often willing to satisfy the national
claims of their subjects on a basis of mutual consent. The
secession of Belgium from Holland and of Norway from
Denmark were notable examples of nationalist movements
which succeeded, under the influence of modern liberal-
ism, in accomplishing their ends without leaving a disrup-
tive aftermath of international bad feeling. The gradual
evolution of the English-speaking parts of the British
empire into a free association of independent dominion
governments was an even more striking vindication of lib-
eral nationalist principles. Although the establishment of
peaceful relations between England and Ireland, and the
stabilization of the international boundary between the
United States and Canada, were less peacefully achieved,
the end-results were also encouraging to the liberal point
of view. In all these cases mutual recognition of the prin-
ciple of national self-determination led to a successful
pacification of international relations. Through institu-
tions like the Hague Conventions and the League of Na-
tions the liberal world also made serious attempts to insti-
tutionalize its cosmopolitan aspirations in the form of a
codperative world order. All this did much to justify the
hopes of liberal nationalist thought.

In many parts of Europe, however, the principle of
national self-determination failed to provide a peaceful
solution to the problem of international relations. Cleav-
ages of national sentiment often failed to coincide with
any conceivable delimitation of international boundaries.
Areas of mixed population, like Alsace-Lorraine or Istria,
remained as a perpetual bone of contention between
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neighboring nations. This was especially true in Central
and Eastern Europe, where the accidents of history had
left an inextricable mixture of ethnic and cultural strains.
Nationally indisputable areas in that region were the
exception rather than the rule. The over-all effect of
liberal nationalism was, therefore, to plague the inter-
national community with a host of irreconcilable conflicts.
In their desire to create a comprehensive nation state,
most nationalists found themselves in the position of hav-
ing to advance territorial claims against one or more of
their neighbors. In the face of such claims the only way
to maintain the territorial integrity of states was to sup-
press national minorities. Attempts to Germanize Poles
or to Polonize Germans became the order of the day. The
power of nationalism was so strong, however, that these
attempts were unsuccessful. The sufferings which fol-
lowed from the forcible suppression of national languages
and sentiments served merely to harden the determination
of nation states to press every conceivable irredentist claim
on behalf of their fellow nationals. The result was a pro-
gressive deterioration of international relations within the
Western world.

The theory of liberal nationalism failed, moreover, to
cope with the competitive implications inherent in the
idea of national sovereignty. Instead of trying, after
the fashion of the Swiss Confederation, to guarantee the
enjoyment of linguistic and cultural rights within a frame-
work of multi-national constitutionalism, modern nation-
alists had relied on the power of sovereign governments
for the defense of national interests. This forced them, in
the name of national security, to strive to enhance the
competitive position of their own particular nations.
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Struggles for the control of strategically and economically
important territories arose, therefore, to complicate the
issue of national self-determination. Even in the case of
nations which, like France and England, had no irreden-
tist claims against one another, commercial and colonial
rivalries remained as a source of friction. As long as na-
tional independence depended on the power of the sov-
ereign state no nationalist could afford to neglect any
opportunity, economic or strategic, to increase the reiative
military potential of his own particular nation. It is true
that, for countries like Holland and Denmark, which de-
pended on the patronage of powerful neighbors rather
than on their own resources for the defense of national
interests, and for countries like the United States and
Canada, which happened to occupy an unusually strong
position for defense, the temptations of aggressive nation-
alism were relatively slight. Most nations found, however,
that their security depended on maintaining the largest
possible margin of superiority over the power of other
nations. The international anarchy of the twentieth cen-
tury, with its disastrous serics of wars and crises, is the
product of this particular form of international organ-
ization.

In the light of these developments the theory of liberal
nationalism deserves to be reckoned as the most costly
failure in the history of liberal thought. One of the tasks
of modern liberalism, in its attempt to provide a secular
basis for the maintenance of Western civilization, was to
restore the traditional moral unity of the Western world.
The cosmopolitan aspirations of Mazzini and other liberal
nationalists showed that they were conscious of that need.
By adopting the principle of national self-determination,



302 Political Tradition of the West

however, the liberal movement incapacitated itself for the
performance of its historic function. With regard both to
the national and to the international organization of so-
ciety, the unlaid ghost of national sovereignty stood as a
perpetual threat to the accomplishment of genuinely lib-
eral purposes. The discovery of a more effective solution
to the problem of nationalism remains, therefore, as one
of the most important pieces of unfinished business on the
agenda of modern liberalism.



11

The Problem
of Dictatorship

Although nationalism threatened, it did not immedi-
ately shatter the unity of Western civilization. This more
fateful role was reserved for another movement, the rise
of totalitarian dictatorship. Unlike nationalism, dictator-
ship is a direct and explicit challenge to the principles of
modern liberalism. Down to the period of World War I the
principal effect of nationalism was to impede the forma-
tion of a liberal international order. National intransi-
gence made it difficult to constitutionalize the life of the
international community, but left the parliamentary insti-
tutions of sovereign states substantially intact. Totalitar-
ian dictatorship has carried the assault on constitutional
democracy even to this last stronghold. Disregarding the
processes of parliamentary negotiation, communist and
fascist elites now claim the right to subordinate society to
the rule of absolute party states. In the interests of party
power they find it desirable to make deep inroads on the
principle of freedom under law. Although the totalitarian
philosophy marks a radical departure from the legalistic
and dualistic traditions of the West, it has been able to
win massive support in many Western countries. To an-
alyze the sources of its strength is one of the more urgent
tasks of contemporary liberal thought.

The rise of totalitarianism, like the rise of nationalism, is
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a reflection of inherent weaknesses in the theory and prac-
tice of modern liberalism. Wishful thinking has blinded
many liberals to this elementary truth. Since dictatorship
is a departure from the legalistic and dualistic traditions
of Western civilization, it is tempting to regard it as a
wholly alien force. Whenever a particular country adopts
this form of government, constitutional theorists are apt to
minimize the matter by showing that the country in ques-
tion was never really assimilated to the traditions of the
Western world. To dismiss the exploits of Russian com-
munism in terms of Asiatic influences has been relatively
easy. In the case of Germany, everything from Lutheran
theology and Prussian militarism to Kantian idealism has
been used to show that National Socialism was simply one
more episode in a perennial German war of resistance to
the Westernizing influence of Rome. The fact that Rome
itself fell to dictatorship rather carlier than Berlin is dis-
couraging to this hypothesis, but special circumstances
can also be found to explain the defection of Italy, of all
countries, from the Western family of nations. Such at-
tempts to investigate the historic background of specific
dictatorships have not been wholly fruitless. Like other
major episodes in the development of Western civilization,
the totalitarian movement has varied from country to
country in response to local conditions. Particular circum-
stances do not suffice, however, to explain the general
problem. Totalitarian thought is too widespread to be dis-
missed as an alien or accidental deviation from the
traditions of the West. Its sources lie at the very roots of
Western civilization.

The intrinsically Western character of the movement is
indicated by the fact that most of the pioneer work in
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developing the theory and practice of modern totalitar-
ianism was done not by the opponents but by the expo-
nents of modern liberalism. Although the government of
colonial empires is rarely mentioned in this connection,
colonialism actually gave the Western world its first
great opportunity for dictatorial experiments. The colonial
expansion of the West has been a centuries-long develop-
ment. By the time of World War I it had virtually
succeeded in encompassing the earth. Since the more
successful colonial powers were also the most vigorous
constitutional democracies, this might have been expected
to insure the universal victory of liberalism. Instead it
marked the beginning of a dangerous and perhaps fatal
split in the political thought of the West. Governments
which, in their domestic affairs, were firm believers in the
value of constitutional democracy, found it natural in the
field of colonial administration to employ the methods of
political absolutism. Colonial administrators, faced by the
necessity of maintaining minority rule over a subject pop-
ulation, were unable to preserve the concept of freedom
under law in its European vigor. Colonial experience
encouraged the notion that some people only are capable
of self-government, and that others ought for their own
good to submit to the discretionary rule of enlightened
minorities. This idea coincides exactly with the theory of
modern dictatorship. The fact that such ideas have been
able to win general acceptance among the supporters of
constitutional democracy is proof that dictatorial theories
are not entirely alien to the Western mind. By investi-
gating the origins of colonialism it is possible to throw
considerable light on the bases of totalitarian thought.
The theory of colonialism goes back to the crusading
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tradition of the West. The ancient Greeks, with their
emphasis on the distinction between Greek and barbarian,
and the ancient Hebrews, with their insistence on the
distinction between Jew and gentile, were both uncom-
monly exclusive peoples, looking down on the rest of
mankind from a height of uncompromising superiority.
Although the Christian doctrine of the common destiny
and responsibility of all human souls did something to
modify this exclusiveness, devotion to the worship of a
jealous God encouraged the Christians to adopt a similar
point of view. Believing that their own gospel was the only
basis for the salvation of mankind they could hardly
escape the conclusion that the pagan world was inferior
to Christendom. It is true that pagans enjoyed certain
rights under natural law, and might even exert legitimate
authority over Christians. The fact remained, however,
that the Christian commonwealth, ruling under the spirit-
ual direction of the one true church, was the social in-
strument particularly chosen by God for the all-important
purpose of redeeming the human race. Although peaceful
persuasion might be in theory the proper means of extend-
ing and maintaining the influence of the church, belief in
the absolute value of Christianity made it difficult to resist
the temptation to extend the frontiers of the Christian
commonwealth by force of arms. During the Middle Ages
this sense of religious superiority helped to justify the
great crusades against the Mohammedans of the Near
East, and the less spectacular but more enduringly suc-
cessful crusades of the Teutonic Knights against the pagan
Slavs. The conquest of the Americas in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries was also in large measure an ex-
pression of the crusading tradition. It is true that the
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Christian propriety of these early colonial experiments
was not allowed to go unchallenged. The Spanish Do-
minican Victoria, for example, argued that the paganism
of the American natives did not justify imperialist aggres-
sion, and that peaceful missionary work was the proper
means of bringing them within the Christian common-
wealth. Protests against the crusading tradition remained,
however, comparatively rare. As bearers of the Christian
message, most Europeans felt that they had not merely
the right, but also the duty to conquer and enlighten the
pagan world. The white man’s burden first appeared in
the form of the Christian cross.

Theoretically, the purpose of crusading imperialism was
not to perpetuate but to eliminate the difference between
Christian and non-Christian peoples. Christianity taught
that the gift of salvation was available on equal terms to
all the races of mankind. This made it necessary to look on
colonial rule as a more or less temporary phenomenon.
Although pagans and heretics might properly be con-
quered and subjected to the educational discipline of the
one true church, the ultimate objective of that discipline
was to transform the conquered people into full-fledged
members of the Christian commonwealth. As soon as any
given group of pagans had been thoroughly Christianized
there was no longer any justification for discriminating
between them and other members of the universal church.
Thus the crusading tradition, while encouraging aggres-
sion against pagans, provided no basis for the assertion of
permanent imperial authority on behalf of the Western
world.

In the earlier stages of colonial expansion the universal
character of the Christian faith served in fact, as well as
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in theory, to give Western imperialism a somewhat tran-
sitory character. The Slavic peoples conquered by the
Teutonic Knights, instead of remaining in a position of
lasting inferiority to their conquerors, were finally ac-
cepted as equal members of Western Christendom. A
similar line of development was characteristic of the
empires established in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies by the crusading efforts of countries like Spain and
Portugal. Although many of the conquistadors were pri-
marily interested in booty, the influence of the Catholic
church was strong enough to lend a genuinely missionary
color to the enterprise. Serious efforts were made to
Christianize the natives, thus qualifying them for a posi-
tion of equality with their European masters. It is true
that the period of educational tutelage tended to prolong
itself indefinitely, and that the leading positions in church
and state long continued in European hands. The concept
of Christian brotherhood was sufficiently compelling,
however, to prevent the emergence of any absolute line of
demarcation between the imperial and colonial peoples.
The result was a policy of racial and cultural assimilation
which secured the incorporation of the various countries
of Latin America, still largely native by blood, within the
Western family of nations.

In the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, however, leadership in the colonial field shifted
from the Catholic to the Protestant powers of Europe.
Since Protestantism, particularly in its Calvinist form, was
less universalistic than Catholicism, this produced a sig-
nificant change in the character of Western imperialism.
To the Calvinists the redeeming grace of God was not
offered on equal terms to all men, but was granted by
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election to particularly chosen saints. This conception of
the nature and operation of grace gave new meaning to
the crusading impulse of Western Christianity. Although
it was mandatory upon the saints to conquer sinners,
subjecting them to the sober discipline of the Calvinist
commonwealth, the motive for crusading action was not
to save sinners from their inevitable damnation but rather
to exalt the glory of God by triumphing over His earthly
enemies. This point of view, when applied to the relation-
ship between European and non-European peoples, led
not to an inclusive and educational but to an exclusive and
repressive theory of colonial responsibilities. It is true that
the Calvinists, as Christians, had in theory to recognize
that individuals from all races might belong to the com-
pany of the elect. The missionary activities of men like
Eliot, the apostle to the Indians, show that this theory was
not entirely neglected. In practice, however, the Calvinists
tended to take a gloomy view of native chances for salva-
tion. Considering that their austere principles had led
them to the conclusion that most of their European con-
temporaries were damned, it is not surprising that their
contact with the alien customs of other peoples should
have left them with an impression of hopeless depravity.
Nurtured on the Old Testament, with its Judaic concepts
of racial exclusivism, Protestant colonists easily fell into
the habit of regarding themselves as a chosen people beset
by the forces of evil. To hold themselves aloof from con-
tamination, and to keep the natives in a state of permanent
subjection to the chosen people, became the essence of
their colonial policy. Instead of assimilating the Indians,
as in Latin America, the English-speaking settlers of North
America subjected them to rigorous segregation and con-
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trol. Thus the Calvinist doctrine of grace by election en-
couraged the practice of racist imperialism.

Although religious motives never entirely disappeared
as a factor in Western colonialism, their relative impor-
tance declined with the growth of secularization in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This involved no
substantial change, however, in the attitude of the West-
ern world toward non-Western peoples. The crusading
impulse, like so many other aspects of the Christian tradi-
tion, itself became secularized, and in this form continued
to operate as one of the constituent elements of modern
liberalism. Progress, like the Christian God, was a jealous
and demanding deity. Humanitarian liberals, no less than
their Christian predecessors, believed that they were the
possessors of a way of life indispensable to the welfare of
the human race. In their earliest contacts with advanced
non-European peoples, most European travelers had been
of the opinion that, from the standpoint of material cul-
ture, their hosts were rather more accomplished than they.
Even as late as the eighteenth century, Voltaire and other
reformers felt no hesitation in invoking the real or imagin-
ary superiorities of Asiatic nations as a rebuke to the
unenlightened condition of the West. By the middle of the
nineteenth century, however, the advance of Western
science and technology had reversed this earlier relation-
ship. Measured by the standards of contemporary liber-
alism, even the most accomplished non-European peoples
seemed hopelessly benighted. The superiority of the West-
ern world no longer rested exclusively on its possession of
the Christian gospel. Democracy, industrialism, scientific
medicine, and a host of other secular blessings lay within
its gift. To bring these blessings to the rest of the world
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was a clear humanitarjan duty. Although the white man’s
burden had ceased to be cruciform, it still continued to
impose crusading obligations. If, in the depths of their
ignorance, backward peoples persisted in resisting the
march of progress, it was proper to conquer and enlighten
them by force. The increasing military superiority of the
West made it possible to apply this remedy on a univer-
sal scale. In the secular form of nineteenth-century co-
lonialism, the crusading impulse of Western civilization
achieved its final purpose of encompassing the globe.

Like their Christian predecessors, the exponents of
secular colonialism represented two sharply contrasting
schools of thought, which may for convenience be de-
scribed as the liberal and as the racist theories of colonial
responsibility. The philosophy of the Enlightenment, with
its universal optimism, was closer to the Catholic than to
the Calvinist conception of human nature. Believing in
the potential rationality of all human beings, it explained
all deviations from the standards of enlightened conduct
as a consequence of ignorance. Since ignorance could be
overcome by education, universal brotherhood was the
ultimate destiny of man. This conception, like the Cath-
olic theory of grace, made it necessary to think of colonial-
ism as a temporary expedient rather than as a permanent
way of life. According to the theory of orthodox liberalism,
the purpose of colonial administration was to teach liberal
principles to unenlightened peoples, thus preparing the
way for their ultimate incorporation in the Western family
of nations. In practice, however, the difficulty of imposing
Western standards of rationality upon non-Western peo-
ples was so great as to encourage the emergence of less
optimistic views. Colonial administrators, after many disil-
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lusioning experiences, often came to the conclusion that
there was a deep and insuperable gulf between the chosen
people of the West and the lesser races of mankind. “East
is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet.”
The racist conception, like the Calvinist doctrine of
grace by special election, envisaged the white man’s bur-
den as a permanent rather than as a temporary respon-
sibility. Although the West had a duty to bring the rest of
the world as many as possible of the advantages of pro-
gressive civilization, there could be no hope, by educa-
tion or otherwise, of overcoming the inherent inferiority
of non-European peoples. To serve and obey the white
man was the permanent destiny of “lesser breeds without
the Law.” This theory of permanent colonial subordina-
tion was diametrically opposed to the liberal theory of
temporary subordination, and led to radically different
conclusions in the field of colonial policy. Since both had
influential supporters in all the major countries of the
West, this gave rise to innumerable confusions and incon-
sistencies. The conflict between the liberal and the racist
schools of thought did much to undermine the prestige of
Western colonialism, and prepared the way for the dis-
solution of colonial empires in the course of the twentieth
century.

It is true that, as agencies for the rapid diffusion of the
externals of Western civilization, both the liberal and the
racist theories were quite effective. Although they might
differ as to the ultimate potentialities of non-European
peoples, both were agreed as to the immediate necessity of
subjecting them to autocratic discipline. Since modern in-
dustrialism, whatever its ultimate advantages, has never
been widely popular at its inception, agreement on this
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point was a matter of considerable importance. Even in
the Western world, where the new system of production
originated, coercion by a politically and economically pre-
dominant middle-class minority had been necessary in the
first instance to force the Enlightenment upon a reluctant
population. The impact of Western industrialism on the
thought and institutions of other regions was even more
disruptive, and aroused correspondingly greater forces of
resistance. If it had been necessary to consult the wishes of
the inhabitants of those regions, the spread of modern
technology would have been comparatively slow. The the-
ory of Western colonialism made it possible to avoid such
consultation. The rise of constitutional democracy, which
forced the statesmen of European nations to temper their
innovating zeal by consideration for the opinions of their
fellow countrymen, had no immediate effect upon the
course of colonial administration. Resistance to the march
of progress, whether due to temporary ignorance or to per-
manent inferiority, was an evil to be overcome by the be-
nevolent but uncompromising rule of enlightened admin-
istrators. At a time, therefore, when home governments
were learning to respect the dictates of public opinion,
and to abide by the requirements of an increasingly rigor-
ous rule of law, colonial policy remained virtually un-
affected by democratic or legalistic considerations. With-
out consulting the wishes of local populations, colonial
administrators proceeded with ruthless celerity to force
backward parts of the world to conform with the require-
ments of Western civilization. The rapid diffusion of
modern technology stands as an enduring tribute to the
efficacy of that policy.

The ultimate effect of this procedure, however, was to
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produce a dangerous cleavage between the political expe-
rience of European and of non-European peoples. For the
Western world the late nineteenth century was a time of
rapid evolution toward constitutional democracy. Accord-
ing to the liberal theory of colonial responsibilities, educa-
tion in the ways of parliamentary government should at
the same time have been made available to all colonial
subjects. A number of more or less successful attempts
were actually made in this direction. Unfortunately the
requirements of educational tutelage, which called for the
continued technological advancement of backward areas,
were incompatible with the transfer of complete authority
to governments which, if fully responsive to local opinion,
would probably have adopted policies unacceptable from
the standpoint of Western liberalism. The racist concept of
colonial responsibilities, which dominated the attitude of
many Europeans, reinforced liberal reluctance to submit
colonial administrations to legal or democratic restraints.
For all its value, therefore, as a means of disseminating sci-
entific hygiene, industrial efficiency and other material
achievements of Western civilization, colonialism was rela-
tively ineffective as an agency for the training of subject
peoples in the theory and practice of modern liberalism.
Liberal colonialism, while giving some experience with the
forms of parliamentary government, tended to produce
native elites who, following in the footsteps of their Euro-
pean mentors, felt that their superiority to illiterate fellow
nationals gave them the right to disregard the wishes of all
those who happened for the time being to be less enlight-
ened than they. Racist colonialism, by arousing outraged
natives to a compensating sense of racial antagonism, was
even less compatible with the inculcation of democratic
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principles. When increasing political maturity led, there-
fore, to the liberation of colonial peoples, the political de-
velopment of those peoples seldom followed along the lines
of liberal democracy. Through the influence even of the
most liberal-minded colonial administrations, a large ma-
jority of the peoples of the world had been taught to be-
lieve that the temporary or permanent rule of enlightened
minorities was the indispensable instrument of progress.
Thus the effect of Western colonialism was to place mod-
ern technological resources in the hands of men whose po-
litical thought and institutions remained at variance with
the principles of modern liberalism.

If the impact of the crusading tradition had been
limited to the colonial sphere its effect on Western liber-
alism, though ultimately disastrous, would not have been
quickly felt. Although the colonial world includes most of
the actual population and potential resources of the globe,
the technological advantages of the West still give it a de-
cisive preponderance of power. The attitudes which found
their earliest expression in the formation of colonial em-
pires were, however, equally capable of influencing behav-
ior within the Western world itself. During the Middle
Ages the crusading energies of Christendom were directed
not only against foreign pagans but also against Albigen-
sians and other domestic enemies of the faith. The apoca-
lyptic faith of medieval Christians made it difficult for
them, in spite of their theoretical commitment to the prop-
osition that persuasion rather than coercion is the proper
means of spreading the Gospel, to tolerate error anywhere.
In modern times this conflict between the persuasive and
the coercive traditions of Christianity has been carried
over from the spiritual to the secular realm. Although mod-
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ern liberalism, with its emphasis on government by con-
sent, is in line with the preaching aspect of the Christian
tradition, it has never wholly overcome the crusading in-
fluence. Absolute confidence in the rightness of Western
civilization led to the establishment of colonial empires in
distant parts of the earth. The same crusading spirit, ap-
plied within the Western world itself, manifested itself in
the totalitarian movement.

In the late nineteenth century constitutional democ-
racy, for all its apparent vigor, was still a recent and pre-
carious development in the history of the West. As secular
offshoots of the Christian tradition, the philosophy of the
Enlightenment, the conservative reaction, and proletarian
socialism appeared at their inception as apocalyptic faiths.
Believing that they alone held the keys to the secular
Kingdom of Heaven, the carliest supporters of each of
these doctrines were unwilling to make any compromise
with opposing points of view. Although the necessity for
and the practical advantages of parliamentary negotiation
gradually won most of them over to the more or less
grudging acceptance of constitutional democracy, there
was a substantial minority in every camp which looked on
this surrender as a betrayal. People whose bargaining posi-
tion under conditions of parliamentary negotiation was
comparatively weak were particularly apt to maintain the
apocalyptic faith in its original purity, and to search for
means of imposing their will on the rest of the population.
Their attitude toward benighted fellow-nationals was
similar to and flowed from the same ideological sources as
the attitude of colonial administrators toward benighted
non-Europeans. This is the origin of the dictatorial chal-
lenge to constitutional government.
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The theories of modern dictatorship, like the theories of
colonialism, form two clearly contrasted groups. Commu-
nism, with its concept of temporary class dictatorship, is
parallel to the liberal view of colonialism as a temporary
device for the education and ultimate liberation of back-
ward peoples. Fascism, with its concept of the permanent
superiority of racial or cultural elites, is akin to the racist
theory of colonial responsibility. It would be hard to say to
what extent this parallelism is due to the direct influence
of colonial ideals on totalitarian theorists, and to what ex-
tent it is the result of independent derivation from com-
mon sources. Conscious imitation of colonial models is evi-
dent in many important phases of fascist thought, while in
the case of communism the relationship seems rather less
direct. Directly or indirectly the totalitarian movement
has served, however, to popularize in the Western world
ideas and institutions which the exponents of modern lib-
eralism had reserved for the benefit of non-Western peo-
ples. In the form of a struggle between communism and
fascism, the contest between liberal and racist theories of
colonial responsibility has been extended to the homeland
of Western civilization.

The theory of permanent race dictatorship, which ulti-
mately found expression in fascism, made its first appear-
ance as a minor phase of the conservative reaction. Al-
though the influence of Christianity had been strong
enough to prevent the emergence of a strict caste system in
Europe, the idea of blood legitimacy had played an impor-
tant part in the life of the older ruling classes. Through
their preoccupation with questions of family pedigree, to
say nothing of their sporting interest in the breeding of
dogs and horses, royal and aristocratic families were famil-
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iar with the notion that blood will tell. Superior breeding
was one of the bases for their long-acknowledged right to
rule the common herd. When the French Revolution chal-
lenged this right they felt that the natural order of things
had been wantonly violated. Conservative statesmen, even
when they yielded to practical necessities by entering the
arena of democratic politics, were seldom able to work up
real enthusiasm for a political system which forced men of
the best families to court rather than to command the alle-
giance of their natural inferiors. Many aristocrats, refusing
to make concessions, remained aloof from the concerns of
constitutional democracy. Thus the idea of blood legiti-
macy helped to estrange the traditional ruling classes from
modern liberalism, and made them receptive to political
doctrines based on the concept of race superiority.

The earlier theorists of the conservative reaction, still
strongly under the influence of the Christian tradition,
made comparatively little use of racist arguments in de-
fending their position. Divine election and prescriptive tra-
ditionalism were the bases on which they generally tried
to justify their claims. By the middle of the nineteenth
century, however, conservatism had produced one full-
fledged race theorist in the person of Count de Gobineau.
One of the scientific by-products of colonial expansion
had been the development of serious interest in the science
of linguistics. Increasing familiarity with the peoples of
the Near and Middle East had led to the discovery that
many of the languages spoken in that area belonged to the
same linguistic family as did the major languages of Eu-
rope. The wide dispersion of Indo-European languages
suggested that all might be descended from one language
originally spoken by a single group of northern barbarians,
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hypothetically dubbed the Aryan race, which by wide-
spread conquests in prehistoric times had succeeded in
imposing itself as a ruling group upon the greater part of
the Eurasian continent. On the assumption that the vari-
ous civilizations of that language area were all due to their
influence, it followed that the Aryans must have been a pe-
culiarly gifted race, infinitely superior to the southern peo-
ples who had come beneath their civilizing rule. During
the nineteenth century the main effect of the theory of
Nordic superiority was to lend aid and comfort to the ra-
cist theory of Western, and therefore presumably Nordic,
colonialism. In the hands of Gobineau, however, it became
an argument for the conservative reaction in Europe itself.
Most of the royal and aristocratic families of the West were
actually or reputedly descended from barbarian tribes
which had come down from the north during the Dark
Ages to pick up the pieces of the Roman Empire. Through
constant intermarriage they had kept their northern blood
comparatively pure. Since northern blood was inherently
superior to southern blood, and was alone capable of pro-
ducing individuals gifted enough to carry on the work of
civilization, deposition of the traditional ruling classes
would involve nothing less than the final destruction of
world culture. In the interests of humanity itself, there-
fore, it was desirable for the aristocracy to maintain its ra-
cial purity, and to adopt an intransigent attitude toward
any political system which tried to subordinate them to
their racial inferiors. Although Gobineau’s theory was not
widely influential in his own time, it was indicative of the
way in which conservative racism could be used to combat
the liberal position.

In the second half of the nineteenth century a certain
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leaning toward racist intransigence also appeared in the
ranks of the upper middle class. When this group began
fighting against the restrictions of the ancien régime, its
political philosophy had been strongly equalitarian. The
triumph of laissez-faire soon led, however, to the creation
of an industrial and commercial aristocracy. This aristoc-
racy of wealth became largely hereditary in practice, and
in many cases succeeded, by intermarriage or otherwise, in
assimilating itself to the older aristocracy of blood. When
the rise of social democracy challenged the position of the
upper middle class its reaction was much the same as that
of the earlier ruling classes to the middle-class revolution.
The philosophy of the Enlightenment, while insisting
upon the necessity of equal rights for all, had taught that
the greatest rewards of competition under a system of
equal rights would go to men of the highest ability. After
two or three generations of uninterrupted success the
more prosperous middle-class families found it easy to be-
lieve that their own particular abilities, like Norman blood,
were hereditary, and that they themsclves were the natu-
rally selected leaders of the human race. Social legislation,
which impaired their position for the benefit of the less
successful, was an outrage against the natural order of
things, to be resisted by every possible means. Since con-
stitutional democracy meant social legislation, it became
increasingly unacceptable to the more intransigent mem-
bers of the upper middle classes. This disposed them to
look with favor on racist doctrines which, by demonstrat-
ing their own superiority to the common herd, would jus-
tify them in opposing the democratic pressures of parlia-
mentary government.

The man who most successfully filled the need for such
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a doctrine was the English philosopher Herbert Spencer.
Since there was no historic tradition to justify the assump-
tion that successful businessmen were more Nordic than
their compatriots, it would have been unprofitable for
Spencer to follow Gobineau in exalting the virtues of the
Aryan race. The Darwinian theory of evolution by natural
selection provided him, however, with an alternative sci-
entific basis for the racist point of view. The Darwinian
hypothesis taught that evolution from the lower to the
higher forms of animal life was the product of a universal
war for survival. Under the stress of competition inferior
individuals and races disappeared, while their successful
rivals survived to propagate their kind. On the assumption
that laissez-faire economics, in spite of its systematic elimi-
nation of murder, theft, and other competitive practices,
resembled nature in its capacity to select superior and to
reject inferior racial strains, Spencer was able to show that
successful businessmen were not only richer but also ge-
netically superior to their less-successful compatriots. By
their greater abilities men acquired an economic compe-
tence which enabled them to beget and rear offspring who
would tend to inherit the desirable characteristics of their
parents. People of inferior abilities suffered economic pen-
alties which subjected their less-desirable offspring to
greatly increased chances of death by disease and starva-
tion. To interfere with this process of natural selection,
even by acts of private benevolence, was dangerous. To
upset it by social legislation would be disastrous to the
progress of the human race. Absolute and uncompromis-
ing resistance to the claims of social democracy was there-
fore both the right and the duty of the upper middle
classes.
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Although the theories of men like Gobineau and Spen-
cer helped to stiffen upper-class resistance to modern lib-
eralism, they did not result immediately in the creation of
vigorous antiliberal movements. The rise of modern totali-
tarianism, both in its fascist and in its communist forms,
stemmed from the intransigence of a quite different social
group, the Bohemian intellectuals. We have already had
occasion to say something of the conditions which in-
duced many nineteenth-century artists and intellectuals
to reject the ideals and premises of contemporary bour-
geois society. As long as they were content to retire into a
Bohemian environment of their own choosing their dis-
affection had little direct influence on the course of poli-
tics. Just as in the case of Rousseau, however, their sense of
exclusion from the existing order of society gave rise not
only to a desire for withdrawal, but also to a recurrent
yearning for revolutionary action. Though generally lack-
ing in that sense of blood legitimacy which proved so stim-
ulating to the upper classes, they also enjoyed a definite
sense of superiority to the ordinary run of men. The ro-
mantic cult of the genius, which considered superior artis-
tic and literary abilities as justification for the most thor-
oughgoing disregard of normal standards and conventions,
confirmed them in the conviction that the rest of the world
existed simply as raw material for the nourishment of their
own creative personalities. Since constitutional democracy
was too equalitarian to fit in with this conception, politi-
cally active Bohemians were usually happiest in antidemo-
cratic movements. Their desire for self-expression through
untrammeled political leadership made them the most
effective precursors of modern totalitarianism. Their influ-
ence was the main force behind the development of com-
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munist and fascist ideologies. In the person of men like
Lenin, Mussolini, and Hitler they also provided totalitar-
ian movements with a substantial proportion of their lead-
ership. By subordinating the inferior Philistines to totali-
tarian governments, the inhabitants of Bohemia were able
to satisfy their long-neglected claims to social superiority.
Theirs were the efforts which served most effectively to un-
dermine the position of modern liberalism.

From the beginning the political thought of the Bohe-
mian world tended to gravitate toward the concept of
charismatic leadership. This is the feature which distin-
guishes it most sharply from the antiliberal theories of the
aristocratic and upper-middle classes. Although the mem-
bers of these latter groups considered themselves superior
to the common herd, their attitude toward fellow aristo-
crats or industrialists was rather equalitarian. Noble blood
and economic success were shared in roughly similar de-
gree by so many people that it was hardly possible for any
individual to claim outstanding superiority to other mem-
bers of his own class. The romantic cult of genius, on the
other hand, was radically inequalitarian. Although tal-
ented Bohemians might be superior, as a class, to the gen-
eral run of Philistines, they were prepared to admit their
inferiority to men of outstanding personal gifts. Influential
literary and artistic figures regularly acquired a coterie of
admiring partisans, who devoted themselves with fanatical
enthusiasm to the task of exalting and serving the unique
personality of their own beloved master. In the franti-
cally competitive world of Bohemia, where reputations
rose and fell with spectacular rapidity, attachment to a
prestigious leader was the condition of survival. Endless
warfare between the partisans of rival men of genius was
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the essence of Bohemian politics. When men trained in
this environment became interested in wider forms of po-
litical action their conception of politics remained un-
changed. Life for them was a matter of discovering and
rendering loyal service to a really great man, compelling
rival Bohemians and apathetic Philistines to recognize his
genius. To a greater extent, therefore, than any other
group, Bohemian intellectuals were prepared to accept the
principle of charismatic leadership as the normal basis of
politics.

The political implications of the romantic cult of genius
found typical expression in the writings of Thomas Car-
lyle. No thinker of the nineteenth century was more un-
compromisingly hostile to the legalistic and dualistic prin-
ciples of Western civilization. According to Carlyle’s
theory of history, all historic achievement is a product of
the activities of individuals great enough to see through
the hollow pretensions of outworn legal conventions, and
energetic enough to impose their creative vision on the
apathetic and ignoble masses of men. Less gifted people
enjoy a share of greatness only insofar as they submit to the
guidance of heroes and participate, to the extent of their
capacities, in the historic work of creation. For Carlyle, a
Scotchman of strongly Calvinist antecedents, life was not
made for the pursuit of pleasure, but for austere and un-
remitting labor. Since great men alone have the intellect-
ual and moral vigor to force men out of their normal lazi-
ness into a life of strenuous endeavor, they alone have the
right to command the multitude. Constitutional democ-
racy, which encourages swinish majorities to follow the
dictates of their pleasure-loving natures, rather than to
submit to the noble austerities of leadership, is irremedi-
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ably corrupt. As far as Carlyle was concerned, therefore,
the basic problem of nineteenth-century politics was to
destroy the unnatural sham and humbug of democratic
cant, and to restore the masses to a proper feeling of love
and reverence for heroes who from time to time would
come to shape their destinies.

The admiration of artists and intellectuals for the beau-
ties of charismatic leadership would not in itself have been
sufficient, however, to make it an important factor in the
history of modern politics. In a world increasingly accus-
tomed to democratic principles of legitimacy the ideas of
so inconsiderable a minority could not hope to triumph
without a substantial measure of popular support. Under
the conditions which prevailed prior to World War I this
support was not readily forthcoming. By participating in
the processes of parliamentary negotiation most people
found that they could make tolerable progress toward
their political objectives. This made them reluctant to
abandon the practice of modern liberalism and throw
themselves on the mercies of any absolute and uncontrol-
lable form of political leadership.

The nature of parliamentary government was such,
however, that its benefits tended to be rather unequally
distributed. Government by negotiation favors those
whose bargaining position happens to be strong. In a
world of competing pressure groups those who organize
effectively prosper at the expense of less well-organized
sections of the community. Manufacturers’ associations
and trade unions can generally get the ear of democratic
statesmen, while unorganized members of the working
and, above all, of the lower middle classes remain in a
state of relative neglect. Whenever, as in times of drastic
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economic stress, this neglect causes particular hardships,
it is natural for the less well-organized groups to become
disillusioned with parliamentary government, and to look
for alternative means of asserting their claims. For people
unable or unwilling to make effective use of opportuni-
ties for parliamentary negotiation, the prospect of follow-
ing the commands and sharing the triumphs of an uncon-
trollable but presumably well-intentioned leader can be
made to seem quite alluring. These were the groups to
which the Bohemian intellectuals turned in their attempt
to gain mass support for their antiliberal conception of
politics.

The first successes in this direction were won among the
working classes. From the beginning the proletarian move-
ment had derived most of its theoretical and much of its
practical leadership from anti-bourgeois intellectuals. As
long as the workers were relatively disorganized and
lacked acceptable leaders of their own, they were glad to
accept the help thus freely offered. In the course of time,
however, the growth of trade unionism created a class of
trusted trade-union leaders drawn directly from the ranks
of the proletariat. Since collective bargaining and parlia-
mentary negotiation were the most effective means of
satisfying working-class needs, these leaders tended to be-
come increasingly conservative, gravitating from the rev-
olutionary to the evolutionary conception of socialism.
Many intellectuals accepted this shift and, in the person of
men like Bernstein and the Fabians, played an important
part in the development of social democratic thought. On
the whole, however, the attitude of the intellectuals re-
mained more radical than that of the trade unionists. Re-
luctant to share their leadership with conservative prole-
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tarians, they tended to concentrate on the left wing of the
working-class movement. To resist the conservatizing tend-
encies of the proletarian majority, and to convert as many
as possible to the cause of revolutionary intransigence,
was the central purpose of their lives. In their rivalry with
trade-union leaders, Bohemian intellectuals became the
center of resistance to the acceptance of social democracy
on the part of the working classes.

This cleavage between intellectual and trade-union
leaders made it necessary to develop new theories of prole-
tarian politics. As long as their leadership had been gener-
ally acceptable to the working-class movement, it had
been possible for the intellectuals to believe simultane-
ously in revolutionary action and in absolute majority
rule. The political theory of Karl Marx, for example, had
rested on the assumption that inevitable historical devel-
opments would end in the creation of revolutionary pro-
letarian majorities in all the more highly industrialized
countries of the world. When experience showed, how-
ever, that most working-class groups preferred evolution-
ary to revolutionary action, it became imperative for the
theorists of socialism to choose between democracy and
revolution. The evolutionary socialists decided to accept
the verdict of the majority, and to pursue their hopes of
radical reformation by democratic means. The radical
wing, on the other hand, believed that revolution was im-
portant enough to be sought, if necessary, in defiance of
the popular will. For them the function of leadership was
not to mobilize and activate the desires of the proletariat
itself, but to impose revolutionary action upon it. Like Car-
lyle, they began to see will rather than necessity as the
driving force in politics. Revolutionary leadership, once
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the helpful midwife, now appeared as the active begetter
of history.

This conception of the creative role of leadership is no-
where more clearly reflected than in the writings of the
French revolutionary syndicalist, Georges Sorel. Unlike
the Marxists, Sorel had no confidence in the historical in-
evitability of the proletarian revolution. Capitalists, in his
disgusted opinion, were so cowardly and unmilitant that
they would normally prefer to placate their employees
with concessions rather than to risk a trial of force. Left to
their own devices the workers would likewise be willing to
receive these concessions as an acceptable substitute for
revolutionary triumphs. The only way to bring the revolu-
tion to a head would be to place artificial obstacles in the
way of worker-employer negotiation. By skillfully calcu-
lated propaganda means revolutionary leaders should try
to stimulate the flagging intransigence of working-class
groups. The myth of the general strike was Sorel’s own so-
lution to this propaganda problem. Although recognizing
that the bourgeois state could never in fact be overthrown
by strikes, revolutionary leaders ought to induce the work-
ing classes to believe that this was possible. Attempted
general strikes would have the advantage of forcing the
normally timid and conciliatory bourgeois authorities to
take repressive measures which ought, with luck, to occa-
sion a fair amount of bloodshed. The death even of a rela-
tively small number of their respective friends and sup-
porters would so embitter both the employers and the
workers as to inhibit either from offering or accepting any
sort of compromise. Thus revolutionary violence, though
futile in itself, would gradually undermine the founda-
tions of parliamentary negotiation. The result would be to
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place the proletariat in the hands of uncompromising lead-
ers who would be vigorous and determined enough to en-
compass the destruction of the liberal state.

Prior to World War I opportunities for this kind of pro-
letarian leadership were comparatively rare. It is true that
in places where the trade-union movement happened to
be particularly weak the ideas of men like Sorel were able
to gain a certain amount of influence. In meagerly indus-
trialized countries like Spain and Italy, where numerical
and organizational weakness long prevented the proletar-
iat from playing a major role in parliamentary govern-
ment, syndicalism obtained a substantial hold on the
working classes. The slow growth of trade unionism in the
United States also made it possible at one time for the syn-
dicalist LW.W. to win a considerable following, particu-
larly among the unorganized migrant workers. In general,
however, the advantages of social democracy were suffi-
ciently obvious to enable it to command the allegiance of
the organized working classes. Although the slogans of
revolutionary Marxism had not entirely lost their appeal
as slogans, the increasing prosperity of economically and
politically powerful trade unions made them reluctant to
jeopardize their gains by indulging in revolutionary ac-
tion. For intellectuals who continued to dream of imposing
their revolutionary will upon the masses the future did not
seem to be particularly bright.

In Czarist Russia, however, there was a more promising
field for revolutionary action. Although Russia, like China
and a few other non-Western states, had never been ab-
sorbed by any of the great colonial powers, its relation to
the Western world was quasi-colonial in character. Ever
since the time of Peter the Great the government of that
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country had rested in the hands of an aristocratic elite,
partly native and partly Western by origin, which had at-
tempted, after the fashion of colonial administrations in
other parts of the world, to Westernize their subjects by
the use of autocratic power. Their efforts led, by the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to a situation
uncommonly well-adapted to the purposes of revolution-
ary socialism. The introduction of modern industry cre-
ated a class of factory workers which, under the leadership
of Westernized intellectuals, was soon converted to Marx-
ism. The Russian proletariat, however, was numerically so
weak, and the Russian state, in spite of a few belated
gestures in the direction of parliamentarism, was so auto-
cratic, that there was less chance than in the highly indus-
trialized democracies of Western Europe of achieving pro-
letarian purposes by democratic means. The result was to
produce unusual opportunities for revolutionary leader-
ship. Although evolutionary and revolutionary socialism
both found supporters among the Russian intelligentsia,
the influence of the less radical group was relatively weak.
When the inefficient Czarist autocracy collapsed under
the stress of World War I, the social democrats tried to re-
place it with a constitutional government constructed on
Western models. The revolutionary socialists, or Bolshe-
viks, believed that the Russian people were not yet ready
for democracy, and that the only way of achieving progres-
sive action would be to place absolute power in the hands
of the Bolshevik party. Although the party at this time
amounted to no more than a tiny minority of the popula-
tion, it had been welded into a compact fighting force
under the skillful leadership of Lenin. After many vicis-
situdes, this group succeeded in overthrowing the demo-
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cratic republic, and in establishing itself as the unchal-
lenged successor to the Czarist government. The Russian
people, long accustomed to the rule of autocratic minori-
ties, were indifferent to the social-democratic promise of
liberal rights, and accepted the new regime without ef-
fective protest. Thus Russia, under the leadership of its
revolutionary intellectuals, became the first exponent of
modern totalitarian government.

The experience of Russian Bolshevism necessitated dras-
tic revision of socialist theory. Unlike Sorel, the leaders of
the Russian Revolution regarded themselves as orthodox
Marxists, and tried to justify their action in terms of Marx-
ian thought. The situation in which they operated called,
however, for an entirely new emphasis on the importance
of creative leadership. Although Marx had recognized the
need for revolutionary leaders in the crisis of class conflict,
his conception of the dialectic of history had implied that
this crisis would not occur until a proletarian majority was
in a position to take over a fully developed capitalist econ-
omy, proceeding quickly to the establishment of a classless
society and to the withering away of the state. This apolit-
ical position was at variance with the needs of the Russian
Revolution. The task of the Bolshevik party, as the class-
conscious vanguard of the proletariat, was to force the
backward Russian people not merely to appropriate but
also in large measure to create the apparatus of a modern
industrial economy. For this purpose it was necessary that
enlightened leaders should exercise absolute control for
many years to come, using sheer will-power to compensate
for the historic deficiencies of Russian capitalism. This
meant subjecting the nonproletarian majority to the rule
of the proletariat. It also meant subjecting the historically
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immature proletariat to the rule of the party. Within the
party itself, moreover, recognition of the paramount role of
individual leaders like Lenin and Stalin was suitable to
the conditions of a country long accustomed to the per-
sonal autocracy of Czars rather than to the more abstract
and impersonal claims of political parties. To justify these
displays of absolutism without discarding the majoritarian
tenets of orthodox Marxism was the basic problem of Bol-
shevik political thought. .

The concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat was
the solution to this problem. The term “dictatorship” itself
came from the history of ancient Rome. As a special mag-
istracy designed to safeguard the republic in times of sud-
den emergency, the Roman institution of dictatorship was
an unusually clear example of the way in which temporary
absolutism can be made to serve the long-run purposes of
constitutional government. Prior to the Russian Revolu-
tion political theorists had made little effort to generalize
from this experience. Although liberal colonialism, as a
temporary exercise of absolute power designed to insure
the ultimate adoption of constitutional democracy, might
well have been characterized as a form of dictatorship, the
term itself never gained currency in this connection. In de-
scribing the post-revolutionary rule of the working classes,
Marx and Engels occasionally used the phrase dictator-
ship of the proletariat, but laid no particular emphasis
upon it. The word does not appear, for example, in the
Communist Manifesto. For the Russian Bolsheviks, how-
ever, the concept of dictatorship was extremely useful. Its
connotation of untrammeled power could be used to jus-
tify all measures of lawless coercion required for the estab-
lishment and maintenance of party rule over the Russian
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people, and for the maintenance of autocratic discipline
within the ranks of the Communist party. As a temporary
form of absolutism it could be reconciled, on the other
hand, with the Marxian belief in majoritarian democracy as
the goal of proletarian politics. The dictatorship of the pro-
letariat was to be a regime exercised by the class-conscious
minority for the purpose of preparing the unenlightened
majority for the responsibilities of life in a future classless
society. Through the efforts of Bolshevik intellectuals the
concept of dictatorship gained currency as one of the basic
categories of modern political thought.

Although the terminology was new, the communist
concept of dictatorship was simply a restatement of the
theory of liberal colonialism. In its assumption that non-
Europeans were more backward than Europeans, and
therefore required a period of temporary tutclage as a
preparation for liberalism, the earlier theory had main-
tained a sharp distinction between those peoples which
were and those which were not capable of immediate self-
government. The effect of communism was to eliminate
this distinction, and to open up the whole world as a field
for the quasi-colonial enterprise of communist elites. Ac-
cording to the communists, political and social backward-
ness was characteristic not merely of Russia but also of all
countries subject to capitalist domination. White and col-
ored workers alike were victims of the capitalist system. To
overcome the effects of that system, and to prepare the
way for an ultimate classless society, a more or less pro-
longed dictatorship of the proletariat would be necessary
not in Russia only, but everywhere. Only the Communist
party, with its scientific knowledge and its disciplined
organization, could provide the means of successful prole-
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tarian dictatorship. The task of disseminating and perfect-
ing the achievements of Western civilization, once de-
scribed as the white man’s burden, now appeared as the
prerogative of a party made up of enlightened representa-
tives of every race, and offering the advantages of tempo-
rary absolutism to Western as well as to non-Western peo-
ples. In the doctrines of Russian communism, the theory
of liberal colonialism emerged as a universal pattern for
the government of mankind.

The concept of dictatorship, once developed, soon revo-
lutionized the political thought of the Western world. It is
true that communism itself encountered serious resistance.
Although submission to the rule of a self-chosen party elite
might be tolerable to the democratically inexperienced
Russian masses, and appeared as an improvement on ra-
cist colonialism to many of the non-European victims of
Western imperialism, it had little attraction for trade
unionists accustomed to the ways of constitutional democ-
racy. Thus the success of the Russian Revolution, while
helping to strengthen the hand of revolutionary Marxists
in all countries, did not persuade the majority of the West-
ern proletariat to break its allegiance to the cause of mod-
ern liberalism. In the Western world there were other
groups, however, who were more amenable to the idea of
dictatorship. Because of their general incapacity for eco-
nomic and political organization, the lower middle classes
had long been the forgotten men of constitutional politics.
World War 1, with its aftermath of currency inflation and
industrial depression, brought them sufferings entirely dis-
proportionate to those endured by more effectively organ-
ized sections of the community. While wages and profits
more or less kept pace with the rising cost of living, savings
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and other forms of lower-middle-class property were
either entirely wiped out or reduced to a fraction of their
former value. This demonstration of the insecurity of their
position aroused many members of this class to a mood of
drastic hostility to the procedures of constitutional democ-
racy. Despairing of their prospects for successful parlia-
mentary action, they began to dream of dictatorship as a
way out of their difficulties. Although their sense of supe-
riority to, and their fear of sinking to the level of the work-
ing classes made them generally unresponsive to the idea
of proletarian dictatorship, they were prepared to follow
any non-communist leader who promised to safeguard
their position by dictatorial means. Discontented or am-
bitious intellectuals, themselves economically associated
with the lower middle classes, were ready to assume the
lead in adapting communist ideas to lower-middle-class
purposes. Many theories, of which Italian fascism and
German national socialism were the most notable, resulted
from these efforts. In one or another of its forms, fascism
proved more effective than communism in spreading the
idea of dictatorship within the Western world.

The fascist theory of dictatorship differed in one impor-
tant respect, however, from its communist prototype. Be-
cause of their continuing allegiance to Marxism, the lead-
ers of the Russian Revolution had continued to preach
equality as the ultimate social idea, and regarded dictator-
ship as a temporary means to the attainment of that end.
The fascists, on the other hand, followed the lead of earlier
conservatives in rejecting equality as an ultimate ideal.
For white-collar workers long accustomed to regarding
themselves as the social superiors of manual laborers, the
prospect of sinking to the level of the proletariat was vio-
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lently distasteful. Although the position of the upper
classes was less precarious, they also feared the rise of so-
cial democracy and the threat of communism as a chal-
lenge to their privileged position. For such people the
maintenance of the existing social hierarchy was a matter
of supreme importance. The value of dictatorship from
their standpoint lay in the possibility that it might provide
a means of combatting the equalitarian tendencies of mod-
ern life. The fascists were unlike the communists, there-
fore, in regarding inequality not as a temporary expedient
but as a permanent ideal. To justify permanent dictator-
ship was the basic problem of fascist political thought.
The answer to this problem was found by grafting the
doctrine of race supremacy onto the idea of nationalism.
Although nineteenth-century nationalists had tended to
assume that their own nations were uniquely gifted, rec-
ognition of the equal rights of other nations had been, at
least in theory, a part of the liberal creed. The fascists chal-
lenged this theory. According to the Italian and Spanish
fascists the history of the old Roman and Spanish empires
proved that the Italian and Spanish nations respectively
were superior to all others, and that the natural destiny of
lesser peoples was to submit to their imperial rule. The na-
tional socialists of Germany were more explicitly racist.
They claimed that Germans, as men of superior Nordic
blood, had a right and duty to subordinate all other na-
tions, European as well as non-European, to the require-
ments of the master race. People of inferior blood, like the
Jews, should be rigorously excluded from the imperial
folk-community. Since constitutional democracy recog-
nized the equal right of all citizens to participate in polit-
ical life, and permitted the spread of communism and
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other internationalist doctrines among the working classes,
it was necessary to destroy democracy and to place power
in the hands of a racially and ideologically uncontami-
nated elite. Only by submitting to the dictatorship of a
fascist party, under the direction of a charismatic leader,
could the chosen peoples acquire the strength and disci-
pline required for the accomplishment of their historic mis-
sion. The doctrine of race superiority, once limited to the
relations between European and non-European peoples,
was now used to justify the permanent subordination of
inferior European nations to a single master race, and the
equally permanent subordination of inferior to superior
elements within the master race itself. Thus the theorists
of modern fascism, and more especially the theorists of na-
tional socialism, finally brought the doctrines of racist co-
lonialism to their logical conclusions.

Like communism, the fascist version of totalitarianism
did not succeed in gaining universal acceptance. The ex-
tent of its appeal, however, was considerably greater than
that of totalitarian Marxism. For desperate members of the
lower middle classes, eager to bolster up their threatened
sense of social superiority, the idea of belonging to the
master race, and the possibility of joining a permanent
party elite, were definitely beguiling. By destroying the
Jews, whose competition was most keenly felt by small
shopkeepers, professional men, and other middle-class ele-
ments, and by reducing the Marxist-indoctrinated prole-
tariat to impotence, fascist movements promised an imme-
diate improvement in the social and economic position of
the middle classes, while the prospect of future imperial
expansion, with its vista of innumerable administrative
and other white-collar jobs for members of the master race,
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gave room for even brighter long-range ambitions. The
upper classes, though somewhat disturbed by the lower-
middle-class character of these movements, considered
them preferable to communism and to the more equalitar-
ian phases of constitutional democracy. In countries where
political and economic pressures were not particularly se-
vere, most middle-class people preferred to take their
chances with liberal constitutionalism rather than to court
the unknown risks of fascist dictatorship. During the dec-
ades following World War I, however, conditions in many
parts of the Western world became so difficult that many
were in a mood for radical experiments. For a large major-
ity fascism was more attractive than communism. The re-
sult was the establishment of fascist dictatorships which
succeeded, in the course of World War II, in gaining vir-
tually complete control over the continent of Europe.
Although the fascist threat has receded for the time be-
ing, the conflict between liberal and totalitarian ideologies
still remains as one of the basic factors in contemporary
politics. This conflict is a measure of the weakness of mod-
ern liberal thought. Constitutional democracy rests on the
belief that persuasion rather than coercion is the proper
means of uniting men in an effective general will.
Throughout the history of Western civilization this con-
ception of a moral community united by peaceful persua-
sion has had to fight for survival against the opposing con-
ception of coercive integration. During the Middle Ages
there was perpetual tension between the idea that reli-
gious truth should spread only by preaching and example,
and the idea that the truth might legitimately arm itself
with the crusading sword. In the period of religious war-
fare the preponderance of the crusading viewpoint finally
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led to the collapse of medieval Christendom, and nearly
destroyed the bases of Western civilization. Modern liber-
alism, in its attempt to reconstruct the Western world on
secular foundations, has courted a repetition of the same -
catastrophe. The crusading energy of colonial empires has
opened the world to Western technological influences, but
has done little to acquaint non-Western peoples with the
liberal principles of government by consent. Apocalyptic
class doctrines have aroused the nations of the West to a
sense of political responsibility, but have left many with
habits of uncompromising intransigence incompatible
with the principles of parliamentary negotiation. The re-
sulting conflict between totalitarian and constitutional
ideologies is a repetition of the age-old conflict between
the crusading and the preaching traditions of medieval
Christianity. If the crusading traditions prove to be the
stronger, Western civilization will again be face to face
with the catastrophe it so narrowly averted in the time of
the wars of religion. This is the historic significance of the
rise of modern dictatorship.
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The Future
of Liberalism

In the light of the historic development of modern liber-
alism, it is possible to understand the nature of some of the
more critical problems of contemporary politics. We have
seen that constitutional democracy was an attempt to pre-
serve the social and political traditions of medieval Chris-
tianity on a secular basis. Most of the strong and weak
points of modern liberalism are related to the fact that
some of those traditions lent themselves more readily than
others to purposes of secularization. As a vehicle for the
maintenance of legalistic and dualistic principles, consti-
tutional democracy proved largely effective. In certain re-
spects, however, it failed to establish secular equivalents
for the ideas and institutions of the Middle Ages. The
apocalyptic character of Western thought, when translated
from the spiritual to the secular plane, gave rise to unre-
alistic and uncompromising political ideologies. These ver-
sions of the apocalyptic tradition, while useful in arousing
people to an initial sense of political responsibility, im-
peded subsequent attempts to unite them in an effective
general will. In spite, moreover, of persistent efforts to pre-
serve the international character of secular humanitarian-
ism, constitutional democracy never managed to create
international institutions in any way comparable to those
of the medieval church. The parochial bitterness of mod-
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ern nationalism and the injustices of racist colonialism
bear witness to the failure of modern liberalism to main-
tain the internal unity and to maximize the external influ-
ence of the Western world. In spite of its many achieve-
ments, therefore, the success of the liberal experiment is
by no means well assured.

The difficulties of contemporary politics have led some
people to conclude that the conception of secular liber-
alism itself is basically erroneous, and that the only way to
preserve the values of Western civilization would be to
restore the religious foundations on which that civilization
was originally built. History shows many examples of so-
cieties which, with the waning of religious belief, have
suffered progressive deterioration. When religious sanc-
tions cease to reinforce established usages, habit may for
a time suffice to guarantee a fair measure of traditional
restraint. In the long run, however, this restraint is apt to
grow ineffective. The unscrupulousness of Greek politi-
cal life in the age of the Sophists, and the uninhibited
criminality of Italian politics during the neopagan Ren-
aissance, are typical illustrations of the way in which the
decline of supernatural faith may undermine the ethical
foundations of society. According to some critics of mod-
ern liberalism, the rise of secularism has plunged the
Western world into another such crisis of social and ethi-
cal deterioration. Although the liberals of the nineteenth
century, like the more conservative Greek Sophists and
Italian humanists, wanted to reéstablish the values of
Western civilization on a basis of secular rationalism, their
principles were simply habits of thought held over by the
force of inertia from the days of supernatural faith. Cut
off from their living source, those habits were bound to
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become progressively weaker. Secular humanitarianism
had no resources of its own to oppose to the ethically
destructive power of tribal nationalism or racist imperial-
ism. Modem totalitarianism, with its ruthless concentra-
tion on the conquest of power by every available means,
was the natural outcome of the liberal effort to maintain
traditional ethics without the aid of religious sanctions. In
the face of such pressures, according to these critics, noth-
ing less than a general revival of Christianity and the
reéstablishment of a unified Christian church will suffice
to preserve the principles of Western civilization.

If this analysis of the contemporary situation is correct,
it is hard to see that there is any hope for the Western
world. It is true that recent political and social difficulties
have inspired many thoughtful people to a renewed in-
terest in Christian dogma, and encouraged a number of
ecumenical movements among the Christian churches.
The deterioration of religious faith in the West has pro-
gressed so far, however, and divisions within the Christian
community are so inveterate, that there can be little
prospect, at any time in the foreseeable future, of reuniting
the Western world in the form of an effective Christian
commonwealth.

Even if this were possible, moreover, it would not solve
the problems of the modern world community. With the
growth of political consciousness on the part of non-
European peoples, the Western world is rapidly losing its
capacity to control the destinies of the rest of the human
race. The majority of mankind owe allegiance not to
Christianity but to other religions. Although Christianity
in the past has succeeded in converting many compara-
tively primitive peoples, it has never been able to make
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much headway against Buddhism, Mohammedanism, and
other highly developed world religions. To unite human-
ity in a Christian commonwealth would be even more
difficult, therefore, than to unite the Western world. At
a time when religious beliefs, insofar as they are socially
effective, tend to divide rather than to integrate political
communities, politics can only rest on a secular basis. If
secularization is incompatible with the maintenance of
political and social ethics, it follows that the future of the
world must lie in the hands of the ethically uninhibited
exponents of totalitarian government rather than with the
more conservative supporters of modern liberalism.
Fortunately, the verdict of history does not unre-
servedly support the proposition that secular ethics are
incapable of providing a basis for the maintenance of a
traditional civilization. One example, at least, of success-
tul secularization is to be found in the history of ancient
China. During the centuries immediately preceding the
Christian era, Chinese civilization underwent a crisis
similar to that experienced at about the same time by
classic Greece. Declining faith in the religious magic of
earlier days had led to a radical deterioration of tradi-
tional morality. This deterioration was accompanied by
an eflorescence of ruthless power politics which, in the
so-called period of the contending states, reduced the
Chinese world to a condition of near anarchy. The most
successful contender in this period of international con-
fusion was the Ch’in monarchy. By the uninhibited use of
Machiavellian techniques this state finally succeeded in
conquering all the rest, subjecting the whole of China to
the will of its despotic rulers. The triumph of the Ch'in
dictatorship proved, however, to be remarkably short-
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lived. In the earlier stages of religious disintegration con-
servative philosophers like Confucius and his followers
had faced the problem of justifying the traditional values
of Chinese civilization in terms of secular rationalism.
While maintaining a deliberately agnostic position with
regard to the existence and efficacy of supernatural pow-
ers, they had devoted themselves to the task of showing
that the ancient traditions of social propriety were alone in
conformity with the rational needs of men. Although the
teachings of these philosophers did not immediately suc-
ceed in halting the ethical disintegration of the Chinese
world, they proved in the long run to be more appealing
than the Machiavellian practices of the Ch’in dynasty.
Subsequent dynasties found it advisable to base their
policies on Confucian principles, and to entrust the work
of imperial administration to Confucian-trained scholars.
The result was to preserve the essence of traditional
Chinese morality on a basis of secular humanism. The
subsequent stability of Chinese civilization bears witness
to the efficacy of this experiment.

What was the reason for this success? That conservative
philosophers, in a period of advancing secularization,
should have tried to rationalize the ethical traditions of
their culture was not in itself surprising. In the compar-
able crisis of classical civilization the efforts of men like
Plato and Aristotle were inspired by motives similar to
those which led to the rise of Confucianism. Unlike their
Chinese counterparts, however, the Greek philosophers
were unsuccessful in their attempts to place classical civ-
ilization on an enduring ethical basis. The greater vitality
of Chinese humanism points to the existence of some
essential difference between the two experiments.
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The peculiar strength of Confucianism lay in its unique
combination of rationalistic and of ritualistic elements.
Recurring habitnal action is more powerful than rational
exhortation as a determinant of human conduct. The
power of traditional religions rests in large measure on
the various rituals which bring the force of religion to bear
in a visible and concrete way upon the daily lives of men.
Rationalistic philosophers, in their preoccupation with
questions of rational demonstration, are apt to neglect the
problem of embodying ethical insights in the form of
habitual usages. Although some of the Greek philosophers,
most notably Plato, were aware of the importance of the
ritualistic element in human behavior, they never suc-
ceeded in incorporating their ethical doctrines in visible
institutions. For the Confucians, on the other hand, ritual
propriety was at all times a major consideration. Although
they themselves did not fully share the religious convic-
tions on which the court etiquette of ancient China had
been based, they recognized that the ancient rituals had
played an indispensable part in the formation of social
habits. Believing that the decline of ritual propriety had
done much to undermine the strength of traditional eth-
ical restraints, they set to work restoring the ceremonial
element to contemporary life. By adapting the ancient
court etiquette in terms appropriate to the condition of
ordinary men they sought to make the daily life of every
Chinese family a ceremonial exemplification of the basic
Confucian virtues. Minute regulations for the mainte-
nance of formal propriety in every aspect of human inter-
course inculcated respect for the traditional Chinese prin-
ciples of social obligation, rendering conformity a matter
not merely of rational conviction, but also of habitual
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second-nature. This made it possible for the secular ethics
of the Confucians, in spite of the absence of religious sanc-
tions, to persist as a political and social force for some
two thousand years.

Modern liberalism is an attempt to do for the Western
world what Confucianism once did in a comparable crisis
of Chinese civilization. It likewise has sought to secularize
the ethical convictions inherited from a preceding age of
religious faith, and to incorporate those convictions in an
appropriate set of social institutions. Through the proce-
dures and rituals of constitutional democracy it has given
concrete embodiment to the dualistic and legalistic as-
pirations of the West. Are the ethical traditions of our
civilization still sufficiently vigorous to support so difficult
an enterprise? Are the institutions of liberal society suf-
ficiently compelling to convert these traditions into en-
during social habits? These are the questions which arise
in any assessment of the long-range prospects of Western
civilization.

The great strength of liberalism lies in the fact that it,
like Confucianism at the time of its inception, is able to
draw upon a dwindling but substantial capital of widely
accepted ethical presuppositions. The ethics of human-
itarian democracy are a continuation, in secular form, of
the traditional doctrines of Christian charity. Although
the other-worldly preoccupations of Christianity pre-
vented it in the Middle Ages from interfering drastically
with the structure of secular society, the effect of the
Christian tradition was to familiarize the Western world
with the idea that all men are equal in the sight of God,
and that the law of universal brotherly love is one of the
two great commandments laid upon the human con-
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science. For people brought up in this tradition, the al-
leviation of human suffering and the establishment of
universal peace are bound to appear as the proper ends
of secular existence. Liberal humanitarianism, with its
hatred of war and its emphasis on social justice, conforms
closely with these inherited patterns of Western thought.
In spite of the deterioration of ethical standards, associ-
ated in recent times with the rise of totalitarian govern-
ment, humanitarian prejudices are still a powerful factor
in politics. It is significant that even the national socialists
of Germany, who went farthest in their opposition to the
humanitarian tradition, found it desirable to picture them-
selves as the victims rather than as the initiators of military
aggression, and to make the attainment of an effective
social-service state one of the ostensible objects of their
regime. Under the influence of Christian concepts of char-
ity the Western world as a whole has become peculiarly
sensitive to the spectacle of needless human suffering.
Although nationalist, racist, and other divisive doctrines
have done something to weaken the force of this senti-
ment, it is still strong enough to furnish a broad ethical
basis for the humanitarian aspirations of modern liber-
alism.

Humanitarian sentiments would not in themselves suf-
fice, however, to insure the adherence of the Western
world to the principles of constitutional democracy. In its
more extreme form, indeed, humanitarianism tends rather
to the encouragement of absolutist than of constitutional
procedures. People who feel that the welfare of humanity
is the supreme end of life, and that they alone possess the
knowledge necessary for the attainment of that end, are
apt to believe that they themselves should exercise ab-
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solute power for the benefit of their fellow men. Plato
thought that a man of transcendent wisdom, the philos-
opher king, would be justified in using all necessary
means, including the use of lies, to establish his benevolent
rule over the less accomplished. Because of the apocalyp-
tic habit of thought inherited from the Christian tradition,
the Western world is unusually susceptible to this form of
absolutist appeal. During the Middle Ages the belief that
the church alone possessed the truth necessary for salva-
tion encouraged the assertion of absolute authority on
behalf of the Roman pontiff. The philosophers of the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment, confident in the abso-
lute adequacy of their principles for the creation of a
perfect secular society, were likewise attracted to absolut-
ism. Belief in the unlimited power of modern science to
solve the problems of human existence leads to the feeling
that responsibility should be vested in the hands of scien-
tifically qualified technicians. The current tendency to
equate antisocial conduct with disease, and to give psy-
chiatrists and social workers unlimited discretion in the
treatment of criminals, is indicative of the extent to which
respect for the judgment of technicians has come to
replace earlier conceptions of freedom under law. The
trained nurse, who knows exactly what is good for her
patients, and carries out her orders in brisk disregard for
their misguided wishes, is one of the typical products of
contemporary civilization. The totalitarian view of life,
which envisages the reduction of all mankind to the status
of patients under the stern but curative treatment of
scientifically qualified elites, is the logical outcome of the
ideal of the modern hospital. This at least is one possible
outgrowth of the humanitarian faith.
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There is reason to believe, however, that the apocalyptic
tradition, on which these developments rest, is at present
losing some of its hold on the imagination of the Western
world. Contemporary scientists, in comparison with their
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century predecessors, are skep-
tical of the capacity of scientific method to discover abso-
lute truth. Growing awareness of the hypothetical charac-
ter of scientific laws makes it relatively difficult to justify
on rational grounds any form of dictatorship by scientif-
ically qualified elites. From the humanitarian point of
view, moreover, the practical consequences of totalitarian
government have been profoundly disappointing. Knowl-
edge of the actual operation of communist and fascist
regimes, with their concentration camps and other cal-
culated brutalities, leaves little room for confidence in the
possibility of achieving an immediate kingdom of heaven
on earth by vesting absolute authority in an exclusive
clique of self-styled scientific experts.

At the present time it is too early to say what the out-
come of this experience will be. In the case of the philoso-
phy of the Enlightenment, loss of confidence in the ade-
quacy of the pseudoscientific doctrines of early liberalism
led not to the disappearance of apocalyptic hopes, but to
the emergence of a new apocalyptic faith in the form of
dialectical materialism. Even in the nineteenth century,
however, the widespread acceptance of constitutional
democracy showed that many people were willing to
abandon the quest for absolute certainty, and to pin their
hopes for humanitarian betterment on the slow and patient
processes of parliamentary negotiation. Platonic absolut-
ism can only thrive in an atmosphere of absolute faith in
the power of reason. The tendencies alike of scientific
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thought and of political experience are calculated to un-
dermine the power of that faith in the contemporary
world. Modemn psychology, with its emphasis on the irra-
tional drives underlying every aspect of human activity,
is particularly damaging to the notion that any human
being can be trusted to behave in a rational manner.
Western constitutionalism first arose in the Middle Ages,
when the doctrine of original sin, by limiting men’s con-
fidence in the intellectual and ethical reliability of any
single individual or group, made it possible to accept
negotiation as a means of solving problems which were
too narrowly secular to affect the revealed truths of Chris-
tianity. Although the modern world, in the first flush of its
enthusiasm for secular science, was tempted to attribute
the certainty of divine revelation to the operations of
human reason, it is now reverting to the more cautious
rationalism of the medieval tradition. If this development
continues, it will strengthen the position of modern lib-
eralism.

Another favorable factor is the Western tradition of
individual responsibility. Although this aspect of Chris-
tianity was less fully developed in Catholic than in Prot-
estant circles, the Christian religion in all its forms has
been notable for its emphasis on the importance of the
individual conscience. According to the Christian faith,
no form of social allegiance can exempt any man from the
ultimate necessity of facing divine judgment on the basis
of his own individual actions. During the Middle Ages
religious conscience enjoined the duty of passive or active
resistance to unjust political authority. This tradition still
makes it comparatively difficult for the Western world to
accept any form of politics based on the absolute sur-
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render of political authority to particular elites. The his-
tory of modern absolutism itself bears witness to the power
of this tradition. Unlike the absolutist governments of the
past, which generally sought to discourage popular inter-
est in politics, contemporary dictatorships regularly try,
by plebiscites and other forms of popular action, to give
their subjects a sense of personal responsibility for the
conduct of government. Although these pseudodemo-
cratic procedures, in contrast with the realities of absolute
party rule, are little more than formalities, the tradition of
individual responsibility is still so strong that no govern-
ments in the Western world can afford to dispense with
laborious and costly efforts to justify authority by appeal-
ing to the conscience of ordinary men. The fictitious na-
ture of this appeal is so obvious, however, that it can
hardly satisfy the Western desire for responsibility. Con-
stitutional democracy, with its genuine opportunities for
popular participation in the responsibilities of govern-
ment, is more in harmony with the traditions of Western
politics.

The traditional foundations of modern liberalism
would seem on the whole to be reasonably vigorous. It
remains to enquire whether its institutional framework is
sufficiently strong to maintain these traditions as an en-
during force. Confucianism succeeded in preserving the
traditional values of Chinese civilization by incorporating
them in an all-pervasive complex of social institutions. The
rituals and procedures of parliamentary negotiation are
the liberal counterpart of the Confucian family system.
The future of liberalism depends on the ability of these
rituals and procedures to maintain liberal habits of thought
and action within the Western world.
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The great weakness of the liberal experiment lies in the
fact that it has devoted most of its attention to the insti-
tutions of a single form of social organization, the modern
sovereign state. This is the feature which most strongly
differentiates it from the Confucian experiment in ancient
China. Confucius and his followers believed that the
smallest units of social life were the most effective instru-
mentalities of ethical training. They therefore concen-
trated on the development of family. rituals, and relied
on the behavior patterns thus established to permeate the
imperial and other more comprehensive forms of social
organization. Liberalismi, on the other hand, has been
mainly interested in the institutions of parliamentary gov-
ernment. National legislatures and, to a lesser extent,
local and municipal assemblies have been at the center of
most liberal efforts to reform society. Universal suffrage
and the establishment of free elections for public office
have been the accepted criteria of liberal progress. Al-
though the value of these developments has been con-
siderable, the result has been to make the parliamentary
state the only fully effective institution of modemn lib-
eralism. But the state is at once too large and too small a
unit for the regulation of contemporary society. Each of
these contrasting inadequacies has helped in its own way
to jeopardize the success of the liberal experiment.

In view of the current need for international organiza-
tion, insufficient comprehensiveness is probably the most
striking deficiency of the modern liberal state. In this
respect, indeed, the history of liberalism is discouragingly
reminiscent of the history of ancient Greece. Classical
civilization, in the time of Plato and Aristotle, also faced
the necessity of developing an effective international or-
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der. In their attempts to preserve traditional values, how-
ever, most of the conservative philosophers saw fit to
concentrate on the improvement of the city state, and
gave little or no attention to the problem of creating wider
forms of political organization. Belated devotion to out-
worn institutions made it impossible for them to incor-
porate their ethical teachings in an effective institutional
framework, and paved the way for the triumph of Mace-
donian and Roman empires which, although relatively
alien to the classical tradition, were able to give the
exhausted classical world relief from the evils of interna-
tional chaos. Undue preoccupation with the equally out-
worn institutions of the sovereign state promises to lead
modern liberalism to a similar catastrophe. Although few
people at the present time deny the necessity of inter-
national organization, the habit of associating liberalism
with national self-determination has thus far been strong
enough to prevent the liberal world from taking decisive
steps toward the satisfaction of international needs. The
history of the United Nations is a sufficient case in point.
Fascist and communist dictatorships, alien though they
may be to the traditions of Western politics, have the ad-
vantage of being willing and able to undertake the con-
struction of comprehensive imperial systems. In the mod-
ern as in the ancient world the supporters of traditional
values may well come to grief through failure to provide
an alternative solution to the problems of international
politics.

In the field of domestic as contrasted with foreign
policy the dangers of overemphasis on state institutions,
though somewhat less obvious, are perhaps even more
serious from the long-run point of view. Liberalism de-
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pends on the existence of a general willingness to accept
the results, and widespread ability to use the techniques,
of free negotiation. The ancient Confucians succeeded
in making their ethical principles a matter of habitual
second-nature to the Chinese people by incorporating
them in the daily routine of family life. If modern liber-
alism is to be equally successful it must likewise endeavor
to give the rituals and procedures of parliamentary action
an organic place in the daily lives of men.

Preoccupation with the institutions of the sovereign
state has led many liberal theorists to neglect this aspect
of the problem of liberal politics. Acting on the assumption
that national and local parliaments are the main institu-
tions of liberal society, they emphasize the exercise of the
electoral franchise and the control of parliamentary rep-
resentatives as the primary duties of liberal citizenship.
This attitude is unfortunate both from the standpoint of
parliamentarians and from the standpoint of the general
public. The complexity of modern society is so great that
no single national assembly, and no collection of local
assemblies, can hope to perform all the work of negotia-
tion necessary to reduce social frictions to a tolerable level.
Undue emphasis on these institutions has led, therefore,
to the imposition of impossible burdens on parliaments, to
the detriment of the prestige and efliciency of constitu-
tional government. The operations of these bodies are,
moreover, so remote from the daily affairs of most citizens
that they fail to provide any sense of continuing partici-
pation in the life of liberal society. Voting in an occasional
election and the signing of an even more occasional letter
of petition or protest is hardly sufficient to give the ordi-
nary citizen direct acquaintance with the processes of par-
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liamentary negotiation. Vicarious participation through
the reading of parliamentary proceedings, even if those
proceedings were actually read, would hardly suffice to
remedy this defect. Parliaments alone can never make
liberalism a central part of everyday experience. More
intimate forms of popular participation are needed to give
the principles of liberal negotiation the force of habitual
second-nature.

In recent times the development of private associations
has placed the aspirations of modern liberalism on a some-
what sounder basis. Organizations for the satisfaction of
a wide variety of needs have been spontaneously multiply-
ing in all liberal societies. Chambers of commerce, cartels,
trade-unions, codperatives, and other organized groups
have largely replaced the individual worker or employer
as agencies of contemporary economic life. Neighborhood,
parent-teacher, farmer, and other special associations are
being relied upon increasingly to supplement and check
the activities of governmental agencies. Since many of
these organizations are concerned with matters closely
related to the daily interests of their members, it is often
possible for them to attract a degree of public participa-
tion impossible in the case of larger and more remote units
of social life. They also give ordinary citizens a fair
amount of contact with the rituals and procedures of par-
liamentary negotiation. Policy and personality conflicts
arise even in the smallest associations. In a liberal society,
the desire to iron out those conflicts by compromise leads
most associations to adopt the institutions of parliamen-
tary democracy. From national organizations down to the
least pretentious social clubs, each has its constitution
and by-laws, its elections, and its rules of parliamentary
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procedure. Under liberal influence even the institutions of
family life, in their rejection of paternal despotism and
their emphasis on free discussion in the determination of
family policies, have tended in some measure to follow the
parliamentary pattern. Although the activities of most
private associations are not important in themselves, they
serve to acquaint people with liberal procedures of nego-
tiation, and to inculcate respect for that delicate balance
between majority and minority rights. which is essential
to free government. These, rather than the institutions of
national or local government, are the organizations which
do most to keep the habits of liberal action alive in the
Western world.

The hope of modern liberalism lies in the further de-
velopment of private associations. Dictatorship appeals in
the main to unorganized masses of men. People who lack
effective outlets for the expression of their social energies
are apt to feel lost, and to embrace any doctrine, however
eccentric, which gives them sense of participation in the
life of the community. The exponents of totalitarianism
are well aware of this fact. As soon as a totalitarian regime
is established, its first objective is to destroy or cripple
every form of private association, and to channel all social
activities within the carefully regimented institutions of
the totalitarian state. In their attacks on a still-functioning
liberal society they likewise try by infiltration to capture
or destroy the effectiveness of private associations. For
people accustomed to the management of their own group
activities, however, the prospect of surrendering to dicta-
tion is relatively unattractive. Habitual acquaintance with
the procedures of free negotiation prepares them to accept
the principles of parliamentary government, and to react
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strongly against those who, as members either of the na-
tional community or of private associations, endeavor to
sabotage those principles and procedures. Although ex-
perience of this sort is not yet sufficiently widespread to
render any liberal society immune to the attractions of
dictatorship, the development of private associations in
many countries has gone far enough to show that this
may be an effective means of consolidating modern lib-
eralism.

Liberal weakness in the field of international organi-
zation would seem, at first glance, to be unrelated to the
problem of private association. Actually there is reason to
believe that the strengthening of organizational life within
the various national communities of the Western world
would indirectly improve the prospects of uniting those
communities in a comprehensive liberal order. National-
ism in recent times has been the main obstacle to the
adoption of constitutional procedures in the conduct of
international relations. Like dictatorship, nationalism is
largely a product of the organizational deficiencies of
early liberalism. At a time when the commercial and
industrial revolutions had destroyed or weakened most of
the traditional institutions of Western society, and when
alternative institutions had not yet had time to develop,
the easiest way to find an outlet for temporarily thwarted
social energies was to develop a quasi-religious sense of
participation in the life of the nation state. Although the
resulting habits of narrowly exclusive patriotism still per-
sist, they are challenged by the ever-growing vitality of
other forms of association. Ardent nationalists often find it
shocking when private associations, as in the case of inter-
national cartels, negotiate mutually satisfactory agree-
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ments without reference to the particular national inter-
ests of their respective countries. To people, however, who
are organized for the accomplishment of specific objec-
tives, economic, religious, educational, and the like, the
concrete benefits of international cobperation are apt to
be more appealing than vague national sentiments. The
intransigent claims of extreme nationalism are relatively
alien, moreover, to the habits of a society in which most
men have learned through practical experience to appre-
ciate the advantages of negotiation. Although the growth
of private associations can only exert a slow and indirect
influence on the conduct of international relations, it
should help to alleviate the difficulties of this particularly
crucial aspect of liberal government.

To further this growth is the most urgent task of con-
temporary liberalism. If people show sufficient wisdom
and energy in organizing for the attainment of group
objectives, totalitarianism will lose most of its appeal
within the Western world. If substantial numbers fail in
their daily lives to acquire the skills of free negotiation,
constitutional democracy will fail for lack of firm foun-
dations. The conflict between dictatorship and democracy
is no mere matter of electoral battles and parliamentary
skirmishes, but an all-embracing struggle for the organ-
ization and control of social life. The outcome will depend
more on overall success in the discovery of practical solu-
tions to concrete social problems than on any immediate
developments in the field of political thought. In the long
run, however, no movement can evoke the fullest energies
of its supporters unless it offers them an adequate theo-
retical justification for the things they are doing. The or-
thodox theory of modern liberalism is inadequate in that
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it tends to inhibit rather than to encourage the organiza-
tional developments on which the future of liberalism
depends. To overcome these obstacles is the basic problem
of contemporary liberal thought.

Perhaps the most serious weakness of the orthodox the-
ory is its continuing reliance on the absolutist concept of
sovereignty. In practice, constitutional democracy pre-
sumes the existence of a pluralistically ordered society.
While recognizing the value of central political authority,
backed by coercive power, for the accomplishment of
many social purposes, it subordinates the exercise of that
authority to recognition of the independent claims of other
social groups. The idea of creating social order by free
negotiation rather than by arbitrary fiat, an idea under-
lying the operations of all constitutional governments, is
incompatible with the conception of politics as an ex-
pression of the will of a single, irresistible sovereign. Al-
though breakdowns in the process of negotiation may from
time to time compel liberal societies to adopt dictatorial
procedures for the sake of survival, these are temporary
deviations from the norm of constitutional politics. Under
ordinary conditions liberal governments are reluctant to
impose policies which are unacceptable to any consider-
able segment of the population. This reluctance is so
strong that it is apt to persist even in times of considerable
stress. During the recent war hard-pressed government
officials usually found it desirable to spend time negoti-
ating with striking workers, rather than to coerce them
by an act of sovereign will. Although Soviet purchasing
agents sometimes expressed amazement that these workers
were not summarily shot for treason, liberal opinion would
have been unwilling to accept the propriety of so drastic
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a procedure. Continuing lip-service to the idea of sover-
eignty makes it difficult, however, to provide any clear-cut
justification for the liberal as contrasted with the dicta-
torial position. Whenever, as in the case of labor disputes,
hitches occur in the process of negotiation, it is tempting
to look for an assertion of sovereign authority, and to level
an accusation of weakness against liberal governments
which, in spite of their theoretical claims to sovereignty,
refrain from settling problems by arbitrary fiat. In the field
of international relations the theory of sovereignty is even
more tempting as an alternative to the labors of negotia-
tion. Although formal acceptance of this theory has not
kept liberal statesmen, especially in matters of domestic
policy, from making substantial progress toward consti-
tutional democracy, it has inhibited their efforts, and
prevented the nature of their accomplishments from being
appreciated. A clear break with this remnant of royal
absolutism would add considerably to the prospects of
modern liberalism.

A second, closely related weakness of orthodox liberal
theory is the inadequacy of its recognition of the nature
and functions of organized groups in the life of the liberal
community. Contemporary totalitarian absolutists derive
much of their power from the fact that their theory, by
refusing to recognize the rights of any group not organ-
ized and directed by the party state, deprives the indi-
vidual of capacity to resist the dictatorial elite. The theory
of early liberalism, while devised for different ends, was
hardly less unfavorable to the development of independ-
ent group action. For Locke and the philosophers of the
Enlightenment, society was a collection of atomic indi-
viduals. Believing that an enlightened state was the only
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form of social organization necessary for the protection
of individual rights, they disapproved strongly of all at-
tempts to form trade unions and other private associations
for the furtherance of group interests. Although nine-
teenth-century developments did much to modify liberal
thought in the direction of increased respect for the im-
portance of group action, remnants of the older tradition
still remain to hinder an effective approach to the prob-
lems of contemporary group life. In a society where vital
human interests depend on the activities of a wide variety
of private associations, it is unrealistic to think of liberty
exclusively in terms of the mutual relationships of indi-
viduals and states. Impairment of the rights of associations
to which an individual belongs may be even more damag-
ing than the impairment of his specifically individual
rights. Despotic private associations may, on the other
hand, be even more effective than despotic states in de-
stroying the freedom of their members. Modern liberalism
depends, therefore, not only on a careful definition of the
mutual relations of individuals and states, but also on a no
less careful definition of the rights and duties of private
associations. Although liberal societies have made some
progress toward delimiting these latter rights and duties,
preoccupation with individual-state relationships has pre-
vented them from proceeding with anything like the
necessary vigor. The belated and fumbling efforts of
American legislators to remedy the abuses of trade-union-
ism, or to eliminate antidemocratic aspects of the party
primary system, are the fruit of a philosophy which long
persisted in regarding the rights and duties of private
associations as a matter of indifference. A more clear-cut
recognition of the importance of group action would do
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much to strengthen the legal and theoretical foundations
of constitutional government.

If the most promising lines of practical and theoretical
development are followed, liberalism may succeed in
providing an effective basis for the organization of the
Western world. This in itself would not be enough, how-
ever, to guarantee its long-run survival. The spread of
modern technology is rapidly giving rise to conditions
which can only end in the creation of a single world order.
Although the countries of the West, as pioneers in the use
of that technology, are at present a good deal stronger
than all other countries put together, this superiority
cannot last indefinitely. In the long run, the greater pop-
ulation and resources of other areas, when combined with
new technological skills, will give those areas a prepon-
derance of economic and military power. If the influence
of liberalism is confined, therefore, to the limits of the
Western world, it cannot long survive the pressures of
modern life. Western civilization has given potentially
overwhelming technical resources to peoples whose eth-
ical and social traditions are radically at variance with
those which led to the development of modern liberalism.
Unless the political thought and institutions of the West
succeed in exercising a power of attraction comparable
to that already exercised by Western technology, the
achievements of Western civilization will have been self-
defeating. The question of adapting constitutional de-
mocracy to the needs of non-European peoples should
therefore be reckoned as a crucial problem of modern
liberalism.

As far as the immediate future is concerned, this prob-
lem is probably insoluble. For countries inadequately
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equipped with the technical resources of modern civili-
zation, the speedy introduction of that equipment is
bound under present conditions to appear as a matter of
life or death. The industrialization of a nonindustrial
society involves so radical an interruption of established
social habits that it can hardly take place by democratic
means. The sacrifices entailed in any extensive program of
capital investment are too extreme to appeal to those who,
without enjoying the immediate benefits, must bear the
principal burdens of the enterprisc. Rapid modernization
is therefore difficult to combine with a political system
which subordinates the determination of economic and
social policy to the will of a democratic electorate. In the
earlier stages of Western industrialization strict limitation
of the franchise made it possible for a small elite of middle-
class enterprisers to introduce their innovations without
considering the desires of the rest of the community. The
contemporary role of dictatorial elites in Russia and other
industrially backward countries is very much the same.
Dictatorship, whether in its earlier colonial or in its mod-
ern totalitarian form, has proved historically to be the
most effective means of imposing Western technology on
non-European peoples. Beyond the limits of the Western
world, the pressure for industrial modernization will prob-
ably continue to make dictatorship rather than democracy
the predominant form of government for a considerable
time to come.

Liberal countries are in a position, however, to mitigate
and perhaps even, in some cases, to overcome these pres-
sures. The economic rigors of modernization are most
severe in societies which, like nineteenth-century Europe
and contemporary Russia, are forced to withdraw capital
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savings from current production alone. This involves a
highly unpopular sacrifice of present welfare in the in-
terests of future consumption. To the extent, however, that
it is possible to acquire capital from foreign rather than
from domestic sources, the problem of present economic
sacrifice does not arise. In spite of the destructive effects
of two world wars, the economic progress of some dem-
ocratic countries has been so remarkable that they are in a
position, without impairing their own existing standard
of living, to provide the rest of the world with substantial
amounts of export capital. The availability of such capital
will not in itself suffice to eliminate dictatorship. Entirely
apart from the problems of capital accumulation, cultural
resistances to the unfamiliar ways of industrialism will
make it difficult to modernize many areas without some
measure of dictatorial coercion. The fear of foreign dom-
ination in recently liberated colonial areas is so great,
moreover, that many governments will be reluctant to
make use of foreign capital resources. If well used, how-
ever, these resources could do much to mitigate the rigors
of technological modernization, and to reduce the pres-
sures which are now leading to the establishment and
maintenance of many dictatorial governments.

Although the economic power of the liberal world offers
useful possibilities of remedial action, no conceivable ef-
fort would suffice to prevent a major part of the human
race from remaining under the influence of dictatorship
for a considerable time to come. The important question is
whether or not that influence is likely to be permanent.
The answer depends primarily on the extent to which
modern liberalism succeeds in providing an effective basis
for the organization of the Western world itself. Contem-
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porary dictatorships are engaged in introducing many
features of Western civilization to a wide variety of non-
Western peoples. In their emphasis on technical mod-
ernization they are reproducing many of the social and
economic conditions which led, in nineteenth-century
Europe, to the emergence of democratic self-government.
In the case of communism, at least, they are also intro-
ducing many of the forms of democratic action, and
teaching men, if only in theory, to believe that dictatorship
is no more than a temporary phase in the evolution of
modern politics. It is possible that the propaganda and
police resources of the totalitarian state will make it possi-
ble for dictatorial elites, unlike the rulers of nineteenth-
century Europe, to frustrate future movements toward
genuine self-government in these areas. At the present
time, however, it is too early to assume that this will be the
case. Because of its leadership in the technological field,
the Western world still enjoys a good deal of prestige. If
liberalism succeeds in uniting the West in a strikingly
effective political system, that system should be able to
exert great powers of attraction upon non-European peo-
ples. The hope of modern liberalism lies in the possibility
that it may succeed by example in stimulating increasing
numbers of dictatorships to evolve in the direction of
constitutional democracy.

In view of the fact that the traditional background of
most other peoples is markedly different from that of the
West, the chance of converting them to liberalism might
seem at first glance to be rather dim. In many important
respects, however, democracy comes a good deal closer
than dictatorship to conforming with the traditional ideas
of most non-Europeans. Although other great religions
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have been rather less effective than Christianity in sen-
sitizing their adherents to the necessity of alleviating
human suffering, they also have encouraged ideals of
human sympathy and brotherhood which can only with
difficulty be reconciled with the more brutal manifesta-
tions of totalitarian coercion. The despotic empires of the
ancient East differed from modern dictatorship, moreover,
in their respect for the rights of traditional associations.
Even under the most autocratic rulers of the past, the
peoples of China and Japan, for example, were allowed
a substantial degree of freedom in the management of
their own affairs. This cxperience has given them a habit
of loyalty to the family, the village, and to other organiza-
tions whose independence is incompatible with the cen-
tralizing requirements of totalitarian government. It is
significant that when the Japanese militarists tried, under
German influence, to impose a full-fledged totalitarian
dictatorship on the Japanese people, the continuing re-
sistance of family and other private groups made it impos-
sible to carry out the program with anything like the
thoroughness of Western totalitarianism. Constitutional
democracy, with its emphasis on free negotiation between
independent social groups, has much in common with the
traditional pluralism of most non-European societies.
When it comes, therefore, to a choice between dictatorship
and democracy, there is some reason to believe that the
latter will prove to be the more popular form of govern-
ment for a large majority of the human race.

If a liberal world order were actually established, many
of the specifically Western features of modern liberalism
would undoubtedly suffer modification under the impact
of alien traditions. Although it is impossible to predict the



Future of Liberalism 367

final consequences of such an extensive intermingling of
cultures, the result might well be to strengthen rather than
to weaken the institutions of constitutional democracy.
The development of vigorous private associations, on
which the future of liberalism so largely depends, has had
in the Western world to contend against the divisive
effects of an extremely individualistic tradition. The more
fully developed group consciousness of other peoples, and
their inherited skill in the techniques of informal group
action, could serve as a useful counterbalance to the
excessive individualism of the West. The apocalyptic tra-
dition, which makes it so difficult to satisfy Westerners
with the slow and plodding processes of parliamentary
government, is yet another aspect of Western liberalism
which might profit by contact with non-Western cultures.
People untouched by the Judaic conception of history,
with its vision of a future kingdom of heaven on earth, are
comparatively impervious to the apocalyptic promises
which have contributed so powerfully to the appeal of
totalitarian dictatorship in Europe. Although modern lib-
eralism itself is a product of Western civilization it has
had to contend with forces of resistance inspired by other,
less favorable elements of the Western tradition. By mod-
ifying these forces of resistance the influence of other
cultures might help to remedy many of the present weak-
nesses of constitutional government.

In spite of the difficulties of its current situation there is
no reason to belicve that modern liberalism is inevitably
doomed to extinction. Constitutional democracy, with all
its errors and deficiencies, still offers many promising lines
of future development. If liberal opportunities are wisely
and energetically pursued, both domestically and inter-
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nationally, the theory and practice of liberalism should
survive as a major component of the rapidly emerging
world civilization of the future. There is no certainty, to
be sure, that this promise will be realized. In a world living
under the daily threat of military destruction the time
available for liberal experimentation is dangerously short.
If liberal statesmen fail in the near future to satisfy the
prevailing hunger for economic and military security, the
masses of mankind will turn with relief to the apparent
simplicity and certainty of dictatorial solutions. To rem-
edy the existing deficiencies of democracy in so short a
time will be difficult, and may prove to be impossible.
That the effort should be made, however, is a matter of the
highest consequence. Liberalism offers the one last chance
to preserve the characteristic achievements of Western
civilization for the benefit of future generations.
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