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1. Liberty

I

HE CONFUSION of contemporary American political
thought shows itself nicely in the paradoxical fact that while
liberals invoke the authority of John Stuart Mill’s great lib-
ertarian tract, On Liberty, conservatives echo the rhetoric
and deploy the arguments of Mill's other great contribution
to social philosophy, The Principles of Political Economy.
What is more paradoxical still, Mill’s strongest arguments
for what is today known as conservatism are set forth in
On Liberty, a fact which liberals seem congenitally unable
to notice; while in the pages of the Principles, we can find
the germs of a justification of that welfare-state philosophy
which modern conservatives abhor. As a radical, 1 view this
conceptual chaos with a certain quiet satisfaction, but as a
philosopher, T find myself irresistibly tempted to try some
analysis and clarification, much as a doctor might feel his
professional interest aroused by a particularly complicated
case of cancer in his sworn enemy. I propose therefore to
take a careful look at Mill’s argument with particular atten-
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4 - The Poverty of Liberalism

tion to the fundamental assumptions on which it is based.
I trust that my analysis will not merely strengthen the con-
victions of liberals and conservatives.

Mill sets for himself a quite precisely defined problem in
On Liberty. What, he asks, are the nature and limits of the
power which can legitimatelv be exercised by society over
the individual? The question is moral, not political or his-
torical, for it is the limits of legitimate constraint that Mill
seeks. His answer, for which the entire essay is a defense,
appears clearly and forcefully in the following lengthy para-
graph:

The sole end for which mankind are warranted, individ-

ually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of

action of any of their number, is self—p_rotection. The
only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised
over any member of a civilized community, against

his will, is to _prevent harm to others. His own good,

either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant.

He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear be-
cause it will be better for him to do so, because it will
make him happier, because, in the opinions of others, to

do so would be wise, or even right. These are good

reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning with

him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not for_
compelmhlm or visiting him with any ev11 in case

he do otherwise. To ustlf}_ that, the conduct from which

it is de51red to deter him, must be calculated to produce

evil to some one else The only part of the conduct of

any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that

which concerns others. In the part which merely con-
cerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute.

Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individ-

ual is sovereign.

All of On Liberty, running to well over one hundred
pages, is devoted to sustaining this thesis. The actual argu-
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ment is quite simple, and could have been stated by Mill in
fewer than a dozen pages. The length and complexity of the
essay are due entirely to the wealth of example with which
he surrounds his proof. Nevertheless, as we shall see, the bare
argument itself requires a good deal of analysis and criti-
cism, for it is very far from establishing the proposition that
Mill intended it to demonstrate.

Mill begins by distinguishing two spheres of activity and | ,ZD

experience in each ich individual’s life. The internal sphere in-
cludes the thoughtsjifeelnlgs Jand other experiences of pri-
vate consciousness| together with those actions which affect

—in the first instance—the individual alene/ The external
sphere is the arena of the individual’s interactions with other
persons, the social world in which we impinge upon others
and influence their lives.

~ On this distinction Mill builds his argument. Society, he
claims, has no 1lght whatsoever to_interfere in any matter
falling within the inner sphere of any individual’s llfe, and
it has only a conditional right to interfere in social affairs
involving interactions between sever ral persons. In the latter
case, society’s gmdlng rule must be the, pr 1n01ple of utility
or greatest happiness principle: Society is to take action only
in order to promote the greatest happlness of the greatest
number. Where intervention will not serve that utilitarian
purpose, society has no right to impose itself upon indi-
viduals.

In establishing this pair of principles governing society’s
relation to the inner and outer spheres of individual hfo
Mill proposes to rely solely upon the so-called Greatest Hap-
piness Principle which he and Jeremy Bentham before him
had made the cornerstone of the doctrine of Utilitarianism.
Mill tells us that he will ¢ ‘forgo any advantage which could
be derived . . . from the idea of abstract right.” Other de-
fenders of pmsondl liberty had sought to buttress their posi-
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6 £ The Poverty of Liberalism

tion by appeals to “natural law,” or “inalienable rights,” or
“the pure light of reason.” Theyv separated oft certain rights
of person and property as absolute inviolable even b\ a
justly constituted government. In this way they hoped to de-
fend personal hbert\ against the pow erful and ever-insistent
claims of the state and its interests.

But Mill deliberately and with a touch of bravado rejects
all such modes of argument. He will let his case stand or
fall on the single principle of Utilitarianism. In the well-
known essay of that name, Mill states his principle in the
following manner:

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals
“utility” or the “greatest happiness principle” holds that
actions are right in proportion as they tend to_promote
happiness; wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of
B;iﬁ;ﬁqus“B\ ‘h"{ppmess is intended pleasure and the ab-
sence of pain; by unhappiness, pain and the privation tion of
pleasure To give a clear view of the moral standard set
up by the theory, much more requires to be said; in
particular. what things it includes in the ideas of pain
and pleasure, and to what extent this is left an open
question. But these supplementary explanations do not
affect the theory of life on which this theory of morality
is grounded—namely, that pleasure and freedom from
pain are the only things desirable as ends; and that all
desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian
as in any other scheme) are desirable either for pleasure
inherent in themselves or as means to the promotion of
pleasure and the prevention of pain.

In short, whenever we face a choice among alternative
courses of action—whether we be private persons or the
authors of public laws—we should weigh as best we can the
probable happiness and unhappiness to How from each alter-
native, and then choose that course which promises the
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greatest happiness for the greatest number. For example, if
we are laying down the penalties to be attached to crimes
(a subject close to Bentham’s heart), we must weigh the pain
of the penalty against the happy prevention of future crimes
which its infliction accomplishes. Somewhere between dra-
conian severity and licentious levity will lie an appropriate
schedule of punishments which achieves the greatest pos-
sible total happiness throughout the society as a whole. If
the question be one of restraints upon business activity or
the distribution of welfare supplements to indigent citizens,
here too we must weigh the pains and pleasmes and strive

for a maximum of the latter.

Thus Mill sets himself the task of proving that the great-
est happiness for the greatest number will flow fromrapolicy
of absolute nonintervention in the private sphere of human
affairs, tc together ‘with a pohcy of quahﬁed interference in
other-regarding or public actions, the ¢ (1uallﬁcat10ns to be
the selfsame principle of Ut111ty

Now, if we begin with the assumption that every action
by anyone whatsoever should aim at the greatest happiness
for the greatest number, then of course it follows trivially
that society’s acts of constraints upon the individual, which
are after all merely a sub-category of actions in general,
should obey that principle. Hence the second half of the
thesis requires no very great demonstration in terms of the
assumptions of the essay. But the first half of the thesis, that
society has no right at all ever to intervene in_the private
sphere_of human experience, is 0bv10usl) going to need
something more in the way of argument. It is not surprising,
therefore, that all but a small portion of On Liberty is de-
voted to this first proposition, which I shall for purposes of
our discussion call h__lls Doctrine of thc 1])01tv of tho
Inner Lifew — T R— . m W

Accordmg to Mill, it follows from the greatest happiness
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principle that society must never interfere with an individ-
ual’s private life or self-regarding actions even for the pur-
pose of making him happier! On the face of it, this is a very
paradoxical claim. The total happiness of the society, we

may suppose, is nothing other than the sum of the happmess
of all the individuals in the society. Certainly Mill never
gives us any reason to think differently. One would expect,
therefore, that the very best way in the world to increase
this social sum of happiness would be to interfere quite ex-
tensively in people’s lives, prodding them to do the things
that will bring them happiness, stopping them from impru-
dent or self-defeating actions which threaten to make them
unhappy. Mill might, for example, succeed in persuading us
that the forcible rehabilitation of drug addicts violates the
civil liberties, natural rights, or dignity of the individual
drug addict; on such grounds as those he might maintain
that society has no right to interfere even in so hideously
self-destructive a case. But can he really show us that it will
reduce the sum of human happiness to cure addicts, even
against their will? Clearly, some very powerful arguments
indeed will be needed to establish so unh]\elv a claim.

]

Instead of making a direct defense of the Doctrine of the
Liberty of the Inner Life, Mill begins by discussing one
important instance of that doctrine, namely| the liberty of
thought and discussion. In a section fully one-third the
length of the entire essay, he develops the famous argument
for unconditional hbelt\ of thought, speech, and writing.
Most readers of On Lzbe)tt/, indeed, are under the mlstal\en
impression that freedom of thought and expression is the
sole topic of the essay, and when modern liberals invoke
Mill's name, it is usually in support of the right of a dissenter
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to speak his mind, or against the censorship of the written
word.

Mill is uncompromising in his articulation of the prin-
ciple to be defended. “If all mankind minus one,” he asserts,
“were of one opinion, and only one person were of the con-
trary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silenc-
ing that one person, than he, if he had the power, would
be in silencing mankind.” Indeed, this absolute prohibition
would remain valid even if we could be sure that the opin-
ion were false, “We can never be sure that the opinion we
are endeavoring to stifle is a false opinion,” he reminds
us; “and if we were sure, stifling it would be an evil still.”

This is bracing talk, and the breast swells at the sound
of it. But before assenting in an access of libertarian senti-
ment, let us consider Mill's arguments. The entirc_case, it
will be remembered, is to rest on tlg_e_g_sfiffz;tion of future
consequences ’E}I-ld. ‘thgi_rjvtendenrcyr to prmhot(; the happiness f;),,
or unhappiness of the members of society. C

The proof depends upon the reiﬁjsc,@nm&gﬁjoned by ~ %
Mill but clearly essential for the ;i;gﬁ;neny"'{hat knowledge J}(', 2
makes men happv./ihis Baconian prc_S{ip‘posi'ti(*)«n must un-4

derlie any utilitarian defense of free speech which does ’¢ )
not content itself with pointing to the pleasure derived 4_:,\ k=
merely from speaking one’s mind. If knowledge does not , 4
tend to increase human happiness, then of course there is 77 /JL}
no possible utilitarian ground for protecting the institutions ,»j |
which conduce to the discovery of new truths. Inasmuch as
there is an old Christian tradition according to which man’s
unhappiness in this world stems from his defiant tasting of

the fruit of the tree of knowledge, one might expect Mill

to make some effort to prove that knowledge brings happi-

ness. Unfortunately, he makes no such attempt. Indeed, had

he done so, he would have encountered a curious paradox

o\ X
5o



10 : The Poverty of Liberalism

which lies at the core of the utilitarian defense of free
speech. The dilemma is this: LEither an increase in knowl-
edge tends toward an increase in human Fppiféss or it
does not. TF it does, then we ought to promote the growth of
knowledge if it does not, then we shou[cf—shﬂeT(nowledge
and strive to maintain a condition of happy 1gnorance Now,
the relation of knowledge to happiness is a matter o§ fact,
not of principle, and cannot definitively be settled at any
point in time. Hence, when we leave off speculating and
make a social decision whether to allow free inquiry, we
must perforce base our decision on provisional informa-
tion. If the preponderance of evidence suggests that knowl-
edge causes more unhappiness than it alleviates, then on
utilitarian principles we ought to close down the research
laboratories and universities, and content ourselves with
repeating the old truths. /fo go against the evidence, to in-
sist on the pursuit of knowledge even in the face of nega-
tive experiences in the past, would be to flout the dictates of
utlhtarlanlsm in_the namealderhaps of the sanctltv of the
truth or the inviolability of man’s-natural right to know.

Now the paradox is clear. In order to decide whether we
sh_cgﬂ_d_ggmﬁ_th%of empirical knowledge; we must
settle a_question which is itself fmpirical,_and hence a very
part of that knowledge whose value we are attemptmg to
estlmaigf If we al]ow the question to remain open until it
has been decisively settled, then by that very postponement
of decision we have come down on the side of the advance
of knowledge. On the other hand, if we close off investiga-
tion and opt for a static society, we deny ourselves addi-
tional data with which to improve our judgment on the
issue. In,short, so long as we restrict ourselves to the prin-
ciple of utility, we cannot deal consistently with the ques-
tion of the relation between knowledge/and l,nppmess
Hence, Mill’s entire argument rests on an articte of faith for
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which he advances no argument, and for which no utilitar-
ian argument could suffice.

Lest this dispute appear a quibble, we might reflect
that only twenty-five vears ago, a number of the world’s
leading nuclear ph\ sicists seriously debated whether it was
possible and desirable to forestall the development of nu-
clear weapons by banding together in a league of silence.
Leo Szilard sought to persuade his fellow-scientists in the
interests of humanity deliberately to refrain from pursuing
the lines of investigation which, thev had every reason to
suspect, would shortly lead to the dlscovel v of a practicable
means for triggering a nuclear fission reaction. Szilard may
have been too optimistic about his colleagues’ ability to
halt a major movement in physics, but it is a matter of
historical fact that they made their recommendations to
proceed to President Roosevelt only because of their belief
that key German physicists had already begun the race for
the uranium bomb. When we consider the history of the
past quarter-century, can we so readily echo Mill’s confi-
dence that the advance of knowledge serves the enlightened
interests of humanity?

If, for the sake of argument, we grant that knowledge
contributes to ham)mess we must still ask whether com-
plete freedom of speech and expression is a_necessary or

even a p‘_tl(,llldll\’ useful means to the advance of l(nunmg

Mill’s arguments are familiar, and need not be rehearsed in
detail: Competition amol__zlldcas strengthens the truth and

roots out erroff the repeated effort to defend (mcs convic-

N

tions serves to keep their. justification alive in our minds and
gu“rds against th(* twin (Lm;,cn of falscﬁood and fanatwmn
to stifle a_voice is I ]]dl]]\llld ()f its mcbsa&v ~which,
we must acknowlcd&o might p()ssﬂ)lv be more true than our
own deeply held convictions. The root metaphor in all these
arguments is of course that of théziwc nhul\ot of 1(10‘1?“]11%

A



12 . The Poverty of Liberalism

as an unfettered competition among commodities guarantees
that the good products sell while the bad gather dust on the
shelf, so_in the intellectual marketplace the several compet-
ing ideas will be tested by us, the consumers, and_the best
or— them will be pmchased The American slang expression,
“T'll' buy that!” as applied to a theory or idea exactly cap-
tures, albeit in a somewhat vulgar manner, the spirit of
Mill’s vision.

Mill’s arguments, like all utilitarian calculations of effects,
are estimates of probable future consequences. Since such
estimates rest upon past experience, it may be that we are,
one hundred vears later, in a somewhat better position than
Mill to judge the\usefulness of unconstrained discussion nas a
spur to the advance of knowledge. Needless to say, even
now our conclusions can only be tentative, for as Mill him-
self repeatedly reminds us in his Logic, empirical judgments
are never certain. Indeed, we may wonder how Mill hoped
to ground an absolute prohibition against the limitation of
speech on merely conditional and probabilistic arguments.
But putting aside these methodologlcal doubts, letus look
directly at the relation betw eeanrﬁedom of speech ]'ind the
(growth of knowledge,/ i =~

Tmmediately it becomes apparent that we must make
some distinctions among different kinds of knowledge if we
are to throw any light on this question. Among the species
of actual or supposed knowledge which can be dlstlngmshed
Mill pays particular attention to at least three, namely Ge-
ligious knowledge, gcientific know ledge) and what mlght be
called moral or I]Olllli?l: e knowledge, I think a closer look
will reveal that the usefulness of flee discussion to the ad-
vance of each of these species is quite different.

Consider first religious knowledge. I speak of knowledge

rather than of faith or belief because Mill is concerned with

et
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the search for truth and the benefits it brings to humanity.
We may ask two questions: first, will genuine religious
knowledge bring human happiness? Clearly the answer is
ves. Christianity—which we may, with Mill, identify as the
relevant religion—promises eternal bliss, and threatens
eternal torment. Nothing could be more important to a true
utilitarian. Second, will a complete absence of restraints on
discussion and advocacy offer the best chance for the dis-
covery of religious truth? Here we encounter a paradox
which has bedeviled religious liberals and nonreligious liber-
als alike. C}mstlanlty is a dogmatic, exclusive religion. It
claims to have the truth about God, to-effer through the
savior, ]esus Christ, the true path to salvation. Faith, the
precondltlon of salvation, is an unswerving trust in the prom-
ise of ofCod Now, a “a scientific belief might be compmcd to a
ﬁnanual mvestment both are rlsks whlch one takes in hopes
of_Eroﬁt ready at a J momen fo hqmddte one’s holdings
if a better prospect offers itself ut faith_is like love—only
an_irrevocable commitment }ToIds “the. shghtest chance of
reward.

Thus there are two possibilities. Either I think there is
not the slenderest argument or evidence for believing any
religious doctrine, or else I see some reason, however shaky,
for the commitment of faith. In the former case, 1 will be
quite content to see religious debates go on, although I will
not expect anything useful to come of them. But what of the
latter case? What attitude should T take toward freedom of
religion once I perceive some faint probability that one of
the competing creeds is actually true? If the ereed is true, ‘| /
then as we have scen I ought to be intolerant of all other |
creeHszb_gt each creed says is that it is the one true |
faith. And since each creed holds out the promise of infinite
reward, any probability of its truth, however small, makes
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it rational for me to choose it and commit mvself to it over
all merely secular alternatives.” Hence, as soon as I see
even a glimmer of a case for any religion, I ought on utilitar-
ian grounds to commit myself to it unquestioningly and be-
come completely dogmatlc in my rejection of competing
faiths.

On Mill’s own principles, then, men who have no reli—
glogf_be_zll_efs should favor religious toleration, whlle men
who have any faith at all, however tentative, should be
dogmatlc 1111belal and exclusionary ,/4In short, religious
liberty is a principle for \agnostlcy, not for true believers. So
far is Mill from having a conv mcmg argument against reli-
gious bigotry, that his own principles actually encourage
it in all those who have religious beliefs!

This paradox has of course long been a familiar fact of
our lives, although it may not always have been formulated
in quite this manner. Interfaith tolerance is always a sign
of declining religious commitment. True believers, be they
devout Catholics, orthodox Jews, i@n‘damentahst Protes-
tants, are of necessity intolerant. The Catholic Church, to

® When the outecome of an action is uncertain, beeause several series of
consequences appear probable to differing degrees, the modern theory of
utility instruets us to evaluate the entire gamble, as it is called, by multiply-
ing the values of the several alternatives by their probabilities, and then
summing the products. The total is a discounted aggregate of the “expected
value” of the action. For example, if 1 am offered five dollars for heads and
ten dollars for tails in a coin toss, the value of the gamble is given by
(% X 5) + (% X 10), or $7.50. This is the way a gambler ealculates whether
his chances are good or bad in a complicated game of ehance. Now, the
value of salvation to a utilitarian is infinite, even if he has deelining marginal
utility for bliss; and as every schoolchild these days knows, a fraction of an
infinite quantity, however small, is still infinite. So, when a good utilitarian
is offered a choice between the barest chance of salvation, on the one hand,
and no chance at all on the other, then no matter how much fun he ean
have by shunning salvation, it is rational according to utility theory for him
to seize the possibility of heavenly bliss. This is the mathematical basis for
what Kierkegaard called the leap of faith. Needless to say, very few true
believers are converted by these calculations, impeceable though they are.
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its credit, resisted for a good many years the secular seduc-
tions of ecumenism, but the pressures of the modern irreli-
gious world have finally forced it to succumb. As an agnostic,
I welcome this decline in religiosity, but should I ever be-
come persuaded of even the probability of religion, I shall
with Mill's On Liberty in hand become as intolerant and
persecutory as ever the Inquisition was.

The case of_scientific knowledge also poses some prob-
lems for Mill’s thesis. There is no doubt that the advance of
science benefits humanltv exceptmg ‘of course the develop-
ment of weapons of 1 mass destruction./Buf it is not so clear
that scientific research demands _an_absolute fleedom of
speech and debate. Rather the evidence suggests that cer-
tain kinds of unfreedom place no obstacle in the way of
science, while other kinds may indeed completely stifle fruit-
ful investigation.

At any given moment, a scientific discipline is like a
nomadic community moving through new and uncharted
territory. There is a frontier along which exploration is tak-
ing place, a settled and well-established interior in which
the accepted body of scientific truth is to be found, and a
hinterland of old hypotheses, discarded theories, and ex-
ploded superstitions. Any obstacles placed in the path of
those at the frontiers of knowledge, any restriction on the
5peculat10ns they are permitted to project ar and the experi-

ments_they may per forulll most cer ta_lpjy 1n111b1t scien-
tific advance./Bo it was that Stalin throttled the science of
genetlcs in Russia by leqmrmb Soviet I)lOlOElhts to espouse
the Lysenkoist theories of the inheritance of acquired char-
acteristics. So too the liberal dogma of the identity of the
several human races inhibits investigation of mcmll\ linked
differential distributions of intelligence, sllscq)tll)lllt\ to

discase, and so forth. And of course it is thus that science
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has been impeded by the religious objections which have
from time to time been raised against new theories of as-
tronomy, medicine, evolution, or psychology.

But it is not at all clear that any material harm can be
expected from the suppression of those dlscarded ‘theories

which have bggn b\ passed and which are studied now only
bv phllosopEers or historians of science. Sc1ence is notori-
ouslv intolerant_of its own history. No serious student of
physics or astronomy wastes his time studying the writings
of Aristotle, Ptolemy, or even Copernicus, Galileo, and New-
ton. Does anyone suppose that a bright young physicist must
keep his belief in quantum mechanics alive by periodically
rehearsing the crucial experiments which first gave rise to
it? Is there a working chemist today who has at his fingertips
the refutation of the phlogiston theory of combustion? Tt
cannot have been such knowledge that Mill had in mind
when he wrote:

Even if the received opinion be not only true, but the
whole truth; unless it is suffered to be, and actually is,
vigorously and earnestly contested, it will, by most of
those who receive it, be held in the manner of a prej-
udice, with little comprehension or feeling of its rational
ground.

Orthodox science is “established” in our society in just
the- way that particular religious creeds have been estab-
llshed in earlier times. The received doctrine is taught in
the_schools, its. e\poundels are awarded positions, fellow-
ships, hon 1018, and public acclaim; dlssentmg doctlmes such
as sA\‘ stems of astrology, 1)11re110100}, dlvmmg or- clamox-
ance, are excluded flom places of instruction, denied easy
access to media of communication, officially ridiculed, and—
in the case of medical practices—even plohlblted by law

from translating their convictions into action.
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Despite these restrictions, which in the case of religion
are taken as the very stigmata of an unfree society, science
flourishes and human happiness is advanced. It is hard to
beheve that even the most dedlcated llbel al w111 call for the

ments or insist that medlcal schools allot a portlon of their
curriculum to the e _I)_letl_on _of chiropractic in order to
strengthen our faith in the germ theory of disease.

When we turn our attention to questions of morals and
politics, Mill as it were comes into his own. The doctrine
of religious liberty may be no more than a tactical maneuver
by a nonbeliever to protect himself agatst the threat of
official dogmatism; and the intellectual marketplace may not
be an appropriate image of scientific activity. But in matters
of collective social action concerning \moragl___ggﬁcl P_Ollthdl
issues,/the freest possible expression of competing views
does seem called for/ Even before we have reasoned out the
principles underlymg the right ordering of the political
community, our instincts tell us that society is diminished
by the arbitrary stifling of dissenting parties. Experience
sug\gests that a vigorous competition of opposéd policies,
however disruptive of social tranqmlhty is to be preferred
to the enforced quiet of political repression.

Mill is rlght Or SO we may p10v1310nally grant. But is he
right for the reasons he gives?|Is freedom of political ex-
pression an efficient means to the discovery and preserva-
tion of some sort of truth or knowlcdzj(,pjlf it is a matter of
applying economic, socmloglcal statistical, or psychological
knowledge to problems of taxation, urban planning, agricul-
tural price supports, or mental llealth, then our discussion
of science is more in point. Liberals do not object to the
appeal to experts when social policy is to be implemented.
But _when it comes to debates concerning goals, norms,
questions of value, then the very r widest possible diversity of
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opinions must be actively encouraged. The doctrme of free-
dom of speech finds its natural nghcatlon in dlstlnctlvelv
pohtlcal disputes_ about the pr1nc1ples of soci’al justice and

But'1"t~—15~ not to assist the advance of knowledge that free
debate is neededr—éthel it is in order to guarantee that every
legitimate interest shall make itself known and felt in the
political process. Every party to the decisions of government
—which is to sa say, every citizen—must have the opportunity
to argue his case and bring his pressure to bear. A voice
silenced is a grievance unredressed or an interest denied a
measure of satlschtlon/justlce not truth, is the ideal served
bv m}ﬁ

Indeed, it is just because norms and goals are Qoz ob]ects
of l\nowledge but mther of choice, that the gre_atest free-
dom_of duscussion with regard to them is necessary. If
Plato were right, and Ethics like mathematics were actuaT
a science, then there would be moral experts, and a front1e1
almh they advanced, and a hinterland of discarded
doctrines that it would be neither fruitful nor desirable to
keep alive.

The plausibility of Mill's doctrine of free speech derives
almost entirely from the confused way in which his argu-
ment shifts from one sort of discourse to another. To the
agnostic Mill, religious claims are neither true nor produc-
tive of human happiness, but precisely for that reason he
would rather pay the cost of permitting free worship and
proselytizing than suffer the social strains of interfaith war-
fare. Science is indeed a fruitful form of knowledge, but its
advance requires only a limited freedom of speech, and

the gxeatest benefit is actually deu\ ed from a_systematic

SubSIdlZ"lthIl o>f_tTl—é‘ best established doctrmes to the det-
riment . of those. \Vthh have been dlSCledlted 01 discarded.

Po_h_ucs finally, is not a matter of l\nowledge at tﬁl but

-~
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ratllgj;_the,ax;ena_o_ﬂsq;ﬂmnng_l_m_e_l_estslan Qg@_%%fmisocml
goals JF reedom o‘f_ﬁp_e,g_ch_he;e_ls_the_mdlspensa ble medium

of democracy, for it helps to protect individuals and groups
against the_tyrannical suppression of then legmmate con-
cerns. /It may W be, of course, that the free expression of com-
peting interests will advance the happiness of the members
of society, although that depends at least in part upon
whether it is happiness that they seek. But if so,vjt\_will,;not
be by way of the increase of knowledge.

Mill, it will be recalled, forswore any advantage He
might derive from an appeal to human rights, contenting
himself with the utilitarian calculation of future happiness.
I think it is now clear that Mill’s tactic has failed, and that
an adequate defense of free speech will after all be forced
to invoke some notion of man’s rights as a free and rational
agent, rather than his satisfaction as a receptacle of pleasule
and pain.

111

Our lengthy critique of Mill’s defense of free speech has by
no means exhausted the subject of the Liberty of the Tnner
Life, for it will be recalled that thought and expression are
only a small part of that sphere from which society is to be
unconditionally excluded. Leaving off consideration of spe-
cial cases, we must now confront directly the doctrine of

\ludmu]_uahmﬂ or, as we may somewhat facctlousl) label it,
the doctrine of thd Sanctity of Idlosyncmsy\.

Immediately we encounter a difficulty which crops up
repeatedly in the writings of Mill: his noblest and most in-
spiring thoughts are almost invariably those which cohere
least well with his professed utilitarianism. We have already
seen that the absolute prohibition on censorship and the
suppression of speech cannot successfully be supported by
appeals to utility. It is notorious that Mill’s distinction be-
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tween higher and lower pleasures, although undoubtedly a
refinement of the rather mechanic sensibility of Bentham,
destroys the last vestige of plausibility of the utilitarian
calculus. Here too, we must ask whether Mill really intends
us to understand the principle of individuality as an infer-
ence from utilitarian premises, rather than as an independ-
ent maxim grounded in some natural human right.

If we take Mill at his word, we will interpret the prin-
ciple of individuality purely as a theorem of utilitarianism,
for in addition to his initial rejection of any but utilitarian
arguments Mill offers estimates of future happiness—or at
least of “well- belng —in defense of the rlght.of_eagh individ-
ual to live as he wishes so long as be&fﬂs not 1nfr1nge upon
the lives of others. JOn the other hand, the utilitarian de-
fense of individuality is, as we shall see, even less convinc-
ing than the correspondlng defense of free speech, and in
the Principles of Political Economy, Mill acknowledges a
series of exceptions to the principle so broad as to destroy
its force entirely. It would seem that here, as elsewhere,
charity dictates that we ignore Mill’s professions and read
him as a libertarian in the tradition of Locke rather than
Bentham.

Nevertheless, I propose to hold Mill to his word, and
take seriously his attempts to ground the liberty of the in-
dividual in a calculation of utility. My purpose in adopting
this apparently unfriendly course is not polemic; more than
one great philosopher has developed an insight or proved a
principle despite himself, so to speak, and there is no wis-
dom to be gained from treating a philosophical text as
though it were a legal brief, making much of each slight
error or misplaced comma. Rather, I want to show that
when_we attempt a strictly utlhtalmn rian_defense-of extreme
libertarianism, we. Lex-x-wglu}mst w]umlc;dg@,_l_ e weighty
empirical evidence which can be brought against it. And
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when we then ask what new doctrine in place of libertarian-
ism is called forth by the evidence, we find—or so I shall
argue—that the natural answer is quite simply Welfare State
Liberalism. In short, modern welfare liberalism and classical
Millean libertarianism can be derived from the same philo-

————

sophical Rresupp091t10n§] They differ only in their evaluation
of the facts of society_and_economy. Mill himself, in his
Prmczples can be observed shifting from one doctrine to the
other as his evaluation of the evidence forces him to alter
his doctrines. Modern American “conservatives” are merel\}

nineteenth-century Milleans who have refused to_admit th

fac_ts{_and.have elevated to the status. of absolute and inviot \ /

tain on emplrlcal groun_ds That mdeed is the reason why
conservatives have fared so badly and liberals so well in the
political arguments of this century. When _two d disputants
agree_on principles, and one denies the most evident facts
while the other affirms them, it is not hard to pledlct who

will win thﬁm;gument

Mill’s argument requires that he prove three distinct
propositions. First, he must show that there is a legitimate
and reasonably sharp line to be drawn between self- f-regarding
or private actions, belongmg to the so-called inner sphem
and other-regarding or public actions, bclonémg to the
outer or social sphere. Then, he must show that the cultiva-,
tion and encouragement of individuality is, tal\ing att-in all,|
more conducwe to human happmcss—]mn any set of legal
and socml constmmts by wlnch men’s choices might be
guided and their lives shaped And ﬁnally he must offer
some evidence in support of the extreme dictum that abso-
lute freedom from social interference is the best way of
strengthening the growth of individuality and thereby of
producing “the greatest happiness for the greatest number.”

v
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Let us begin with the inner-outer distinction. It is worth
quoting at length Mill's own account of the distinction:

If any one does an act hurtful to others, there is a prima
tacie case for punishing him, by law, or, where legal
penalties are not safely applicable, by general disap-
probation. There are also many positive acts for the
benefit of others, which he may rightfully be compelled
to perform . . . In all things which regard the external
relations of the individual, he is de jure amenable to
those whose interests are concerned, and if need be, to
society as their protector . . . But there is a sphere of
action in which society, as distinguished from the in-
dividual, has, if any, only an indirect interest; compre-
hending all that portion of a person’s life and conduct
which affects only himself, or if it also affects others,
only with their free, voluntary, and undeceived consent
and participation. When I say only himself, I mean
directly, and in the first instance; for whatever affects
himself, may affect others through himself; and the ob-
jection which may be grounded on this contingency will
receive consideration in the sequel. This, then, is the
appropriate region of human liberty. It comprises, first,
the ,mward domdm of consciousness; demanding liberty
of consmence in the most comprehensive sense; hberty
of thought and feelmg absolute freedorn of opmlon and

tific, moral or theolomcal Secondly, the prm(nple re-
quires liberty of tastes and pursuits; of framing the plan
of our life to suit our own chm acter; of doing as we like,
sub]ect to 5uch consequences as may tollo“ without
impediment from our fellow creatures, so long as what
we do does not harm them, even though they should
think our conduct foolish, perverse, or wrong. Thirdly,
from this liberty of each individual, follows the liberty,
within the same limits, of combination among individ-

uals; freedom to unite, for any purpose not involving
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harm to others the persons combining being supposed
to be of full age and not forced or deceived.

Initially, the distinction seems plausible. The image we
are invited to form is that of an individual alone in his own
home—his castle, as the English proverb has 1t—mdulg1ng
his tastes and gratifying his interests in ways which harm
no oﬁé—?é-ve himself and which are not thelefore properlv
the business of either his nelghbor or of society in general.
If he chooses to dress oddly, practice unfamlhqr religions,
ruin his health with drugs, or squander his small income on
low pleasures, he hurts only himself; and #f he persuades
other “consenting adults” to join him, who outside the circle
of participants can claim that his interests have been
affected?

Mill is aware of some of the more obvious objections to
the distinction, and adjusts his principle to take account of
them. For example, when a man has contracted with others,
as in marriage or business, his purely self-regarding actions
may take on other-regarding significance. One who through
suicide leaves his children destitute has injured them by his
act, despite the fact that it is his own life that he has taken.
Mill agrees that in all such cases, whele explicit agreements
have given others the right to ¢ e_;gp_ect certain_performances,
the inner sphere is contracted, and socicty may justly claim
jurisdiction.

is the term #n m,,ﬁ am llable to othcu whcn 1 dff(‘c
their “interests.” Society may interfere only in those areas
of U_Q’__l_lf?_m which it has, or ()1 tdkcs, an__/jntc_g_f/ Now this
distinction between those dspects of my life which affect
the interests of others, and those aspects in which they do
not take an interest, is extremely tenuous, not to say unreal,
and Mill does nothing to strengthen it. Mill takes it as be-
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yond dispute that when Smith hits Jones, or s his purse,
or accuses him in court, or sells him a horse, he is in some

way Eggc'ting Jones interests. But Mill also seems to think
it obvious that when Smith practices the Roman faith, or
reads ph_i_lo_'sgg}_lur eats meat, or engages in homosexual
practices, he is/not z;ffecting Jones™ interesty. Now suppose
that Jones is a devout Calvinist or a}fﬁﬁéipled “vegetarian.

—

The very presence in his community of a Catholic or a ineat-
eater may cause him fully as much pain as a blow in the
face or the theft of his purse. Indeed, to a truly devout
Christian a physical blow counts for much less than the
blasphemy of a heretic. After all, a physical blow affects
my interests by causing me pain or stopping me from doing
something that T want to do. If the existence of ungodly
persons __in__ngy community tortures m}r soul and deét}oys my
sleep, who _ismﬁ'ﬁiy’ interests are not affected?
Since mf‘ﬁs‘sigﬁ?fﬁé pleasures and pains of the
soul a superior rank over those of the body, he is hardly in
a position to deprecate the spiritual suffering which the
atheist by his mere existence inflicts upon the devout.

Naturally, we wish to reply that I take a legitimate inter-
est in the safety of my person, while my interest in the pri-
vate practices of my neighbors, however strong, is not
legitimate and hence need not be taken into account when
the public-private distinction is being drawn. But this an-
swer, though appealing, is not available to Mill, for by
ruling out arguments based on natural rights or a social
contract, he has denied himself any a priori distinction be-
tween legitimate and illegitimate interests. From the point
of view p'f_}gir_litel_‘iz_l_qisn_ll_a_l}}"potentially El_e_a_Sll‘\{ﬂ)leA event,
act, or experience is a legitimate object of interest. The only
ground of distinction permitted by utilitarianism is degree
of pleasure or pain produced.

The root of the problem is that Mill treats the distinc-
tion between the inner and outer spheres as a matter of fact,
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whereas actually it is a matter of rights or norms. Self- )”'
regarcyng actions are those which only the individualhimself :
has a ffight)to concern himself with;/his interests are the I’"'x%)
oan interests whlch can 1§g1t1mately be_mvpkecL in any fzh F
/]

.a(T

I;Imral_exaluatlon {External or other-regarding actions are

/

just those in which other persons have a a rightful interest.

Oddly enough, after insisting so strmgentlv on the
reality of the distinction, Mill virtually gives it up in the
course of replving to some of the objections which might
be urged against his position. In Chapter IV of On Liberty,
“Of the Limits to the Authority of Soc1etv over the In-
dividual,” he says:

But with regard to the merely contingent, or, as it may
be called, constructive injury which a person causes to
society, by conduct which neither violates any specific
duty to the public, nor occasions perceptible hurt to any
assignable individual except himself; the inconvenience
is one which society can afford to bear, forthe sake of
the greater good of h human freedom. [Itallcs added.]

The argument contained in the last phrase is identical to
that which would be put forward in connection with any
other-regarding action. LSo Mill in effect admits that there
is no_factual dxffelencc in kind_betw: bctwccn actions of the in-
nwhele and '1ct10ns of the outer sphexc Any action one

cales to name mav lll’ldCl SOITIL Cnc,umstdnccs anC(,t d]] in-

tg;e‘st Wthh some other pelson holds; and conver scl\, any
action, even that of mmdumg another or stealing his w mlth

may_ fdll ail to_affect someone’s interest] It is entirely a matter | ..
of the things men choose to take an inter est in, "and on Mill's { A
principles at any rate, there is no no a priori method for deter- |

mining whatltl}(y)qle)c .

The second of the three steps in Mill's argument is the
claim that individuality is a significant element—indeed,
possibly the most significant element—in happiness or well-
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being. Mill himself is unclear about the precise nature of
his claim. On some occasions, he seems to say that the free
development of individual tastes and inclinations is a val-
uable means to the end of happiness. So he writes:

As it is useful that while mankind are imperfect there
should be different opinions, so is it that there should be
different experiments of living; that free scope should
be given to varieties of character, short of injury to
others; and that the worth of different modes of life
should be proved practically, when any one thinks fit
to try them.

At other times, his language suggests that individual expres-
sion is itself a satisfving experience and hence one of the
ends of life, not merely a means to some end. The truth
most plobabl\ s that Mill Eersonallv valued 1nd1v1duahtv
for itself, but felt it necessanlo.defenilt to the world bv
a utlhtanan _a_1_gpment Certaml\ some_persons at least de-

]ust as most of us like now and agqm to make our own
decisions even if we make them badly. Certainly, too, the
consequences of unfettered individuality are on at least
some occasions beneficial to human happiness. The matter
reduces, therefore, to the third of Mill’s claims: Is the en-
couragement of\@‘%iﬁh}x and with it the expansion of
human happiness, accomplished bv_an absolute pro-
hibition aga lpb_t_él” gocial interference in the inner sphere
of each person’s life? Kven assuming that we can draw a
sharp line between inner and outer, will we maximize
happiness by resolutely refusing to place constraints upon
the most destructive actions, so long as they are self-destruc-
tive, and hence harmful only to the agent himself? Indeed,
we may wonder whether the absence of all constraint is
conducive to the development of individuality itself, or
whether perhaps ;Egl}mcv}’()ggs,somaHrrmt-&Bons_Lgon_dev1dual
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action might noi actuallv-be-a-better-wav-of -nurturing a
trulﬁ autonomous person.

Despite the importance of the principle of noninterven-
tion and the unconditionality with which he formulates it,
Mill offers very little in the way of support for it. Here is
his principal argument:

Neither one person, nor any number of persons, is war-
ranted in saying to another human creature of ripe
years, that he shall not do with his life for his own bene-
fit what he chooses to do with it. He is the person most
interested in his own well-being: the mterest which any
other person, except in cases of strong pcrson.ll attach-
ment, can have in it, is trifling, compared with that
which he himself has; the interest which™ socwtﬂhas in
him_ individually (except as to his conduct to othcrs) is
fractional, and altogether indirect: while, with respect
to his own feelings and circumstances, the most or dinary

man or woman has means of knowledge nnmmsumbly
surpassing those that can be possessed by any one else.
The interference of society to overrule his judgment and
purposes in what only regards himself, must be grounded
on general presumptions; which may be altogether
wrong, and even if right, are as likely as not to be mis-
applied to individual cases, by persons no better ac-
quuintcd with the circumstances of such cases than
those are who look at them merely from without. In this
department, therefore, of human affairs, Individuality
has its proper ficld of action,

In other/ worels} everybody is the best judge of his own in- \
terests. / ’ T
There are two ways of interpreting this claim, one of
which makes it trivially true, the other of which makes it
significant and, so far as the evidence is concerned, prob-
ably false. Looking at the (uestion in one way, we might
choosc to interpret the notion of an “interest” behav iorally
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and dispositionally. That is, when we said that a man had a
certain interest, we might mean that he characteristically
pursued the interest, committed resources to it, made sacri-
fices for it, and generally evinced the behavior associated
with it. On this interpretation, when we said that a man
liked opera, or took an interest in it, we would mean that he
attended opera performances, bought records of operatic
music, read opera reviews, and so forth. If he merely said that
he liked opera but did none of these things even when the op-
portunity presented itself, then we would conclude that he
was misrepresenting his own interests. A man’s failure to
act in pursuit of some interest would be taken not as evi-
dence that he did not know his own interests, but rather as
evidence that he did not have that interest. So when the
alcoholic went off the wagon, instead of saying that he
lacked the will power to stick to his own best interest, we
would say that his taking a drink showed that he really
had a stronger interest in drinking whiskey than in staying
sober. On the behavioral interpretation of interests, it is
logically immmmeone to choose against his in-
terest, for his choice is definitive of his interest. So Mill’s
claim that each man is the best judge of his own interests
would become the claim that each man is th‘ésm.@ldge of
his_own interests. Since interest is defined in terms of choice,
this is equivalent to the tautology that each man makes his
own choices. A good deal of the plausibility of Mill's*argu-
ment derives from our tendency to interpret it in this tauto-
logical way. ;

The alternative is to define interest in terms o}/ happiness.
To say that a man has an interest in remaining sober, for

tion or happiness from sobriety than from drunkenness. Thus

interpreted, assertions of Naterest fare em irical judgments
which bear a contingent relation to the facts of choice. A
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man can perfectly well choose in a way which will fail to
maximize his happiness or satisfy his desires. So the ques-
tion becomes this: Tww the evidence
of past social experiments—in—constraint and.- freedom, and
we_ghmg as_accurately as possible the Plobable conse-
quences of alternative courses of social action, is th the totality
of happiness in our society likely to be greater if society in-
terferes with the private lives and personal choices of its
members ll)r if it keeps hands off and qllowsﬁ@e&gb} ‘man to
live his own life as he sees fit? B

T long as we confine ourselves to a case-by-case con-
sideration of individuals, it seems plain thdt a bit of judi-
cious meddling would considerably-reduce the pain which
imprudent persons inflict upon themselves; and of course, in
the felicific calculus, a pain avoided is as good as a pleasure
engendered. A drug addict who has successtully kicked the
habit is thoroughly justified on utilitarian grounds in stop-
ping some incautious young experimenter from taking the
first steps down a road which may prove to have no turning.
He knows, as the uninitiated cannot, how great are the pain-
ful consequences of true addiction in comparison to its
undoubted pleasures. And if a friend, momentarily blinded
by grief, thinks to take his own life, I may be better dbl(‘
to see that his future promises satisfactions which will i
time outweigh the pain he is now suffering. Can 1 p()ssﬂ)]\
be wrong, on grounds of utility, if T prevent him from de-
stroying himself?

When acts as serious as suicide or drug addiction are
under consideration, there is another sort of argument which
is sometimes used to salvage the libertarian position. Indi-
viduals who commit such acts, it is said, cannot possibly be
in full possession of their rational faculties. Hence they

may be assigned to the same residual category as children,
idiots, and madmen, and treated as wards of the society
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rather than as mature adults capable of self-determination.
This argument has much in common with the familiar doc-
trine, now much in vogue, that antisocial acts are evidences
of psychological derangement and should be treated medi-
cally rather than legally. A serious discussion of this argu-
ment would take us too far afield of our subject, but it is
worth pointing out that once we allow societal interference
with individual choice in all the really important areas of
personal life, very little is left of the doctrine of the liberty
of the inner life. M ill's position will count for nothlng unless
he is prepared to insist that a man has a nght to make his
own decisions at wng hlm\Tf or losing his

life " =" -

Mill’s answer to this argument, of course, is that govern-
ments are not at all like thoughtful friends. Governments
interfere with the lives of their subjects by means of laws
backed by a monopoly of phvsical force. We cannot there-
fore settle the question of the limits of social constraint
merely by reflecting on the actions of friends and relations.
We must ask whether the evil consequences of establishing
legal mechanisms of constraint and interference may not be
worse, taking all in all, than the particular good which
here and there results.

Whatever the truth about this murky matter, modern
welfare liberals have again and again come down “against
Mill’s claim that ¢ government interference causes more un-
happlness than a strict pohc\ of noninterference in the pri-
vate sphere. Consider, for example, the problem posed by
those persons too old or infirm to work. A good nineteenth-
century liberal would argue, first, that each individual
should be left to make his own arrangements for old-age
pensions through voluntary private savings; second, that col-
lective pension schemes should be privately organized and
run; and third, that government action, if indeed it can
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be justified at all, should be limited to the establishment of a
purely voluntary pension scheme which workers could join or
not as they wish. Instead, of course, American liberals
instituted social security, A forced-savings pension plan de-
signed to protect individuals against the consequences of
their own imprudence. Liberals judged, correctly no doubt,
that those who needed a pension plan most would be just the
ones not to join a voluntary plan and stick to it.]The less
money one has, the less likely one is to set a bit of it aside
each week against the day, twenty or thirty or forty years
hence, when one no longer earns a wage. A benevolent, inter-
fering government took into its own hands A task which, on
Mill’s principles, should have been left to private individuals.
The same decision has been made with regard to medical
insurance and a host of other dangers which threaten the im-
prudent individual. Even in so private an area as the decision
to smoke cancer-producing cigarettes, liberals today incline
toward protective government legislation.

What distinguishes the modern liberal from Mill is the
belief that/greater happiness will flow from government in-
tervention than from_government abstention The modern
conservative, on the other hap_d»,__g-_lﬂi_ngs_ to_the Tactual esti-
mates made by Mill/ That is why the Principles of Political
Economy so often read like a Republican handout. It is in-
dicative of the consensual stability of American politics that
the two major strains of political thought agree in their
fundamental principles and differ principally on a question
of sheer fact. The absence of ideological rancor is traceable
to this phenomenon, as is the superficiality of most political
debates in contemporary America.

v

When Mill turns to the question of the role of government in
the public sphere, he offers a modified version of the classical

>
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liberal doctrine of laisser-faire. The subject is not treated in
On Liberty, but in the concluding chapter of the Principles,
entitled “Of the Grounds and Limits of the Laisser-faire or
Non-Interference Principle,” Mill makes his case. His general
thesis is that:

“Laisser-faire . . . should be the general practice: every

departure from it, unless required by some great good,

is a certain evil.”
It is worth summarizing his particular arguments, for they
remain the best statement ever made of the doctrine of
classical liberalism, as well as of the philosophy of the
Republican Party. Mjll offers five principal reasons for

limiting _governmental authority and leaving as much as
possible in_the hands of private individuals.

First: every restriction on tndividual action “starve(s) the
develoEment of _some portion of the bodily or mental facul-
ties.” Human well- -being is furthered b\' the ﬂowermg of
talents and the strengthening of individual facultles But
what the government does for a man he fails to learn’ to do
for me pupil cannot learn to do his sums if the
1mpat1ent teacher tells him the answer before he has had a
chance to struggle with the problem himself, so an over-
solicitous government, out of a commendable concern for
the welfare of its subjects, may stunt the intellectual, spirit-
ual, and cultural growth of a people by doing for them what
they would better learn to do for themselves.

Second: each new task assigned to the govemment in-
creases by so much its power and influence, and experience
shows that those who possess power, e\m'u—gh they exer-
cise it in_the name of a ma]on y of the people tend to
abuse_their_authority and ° encumclLulALl) “on_the hbelt\
of private life.” Mill is as suspicious as any Midwestern con-
servative of central governments which’ gather into their
hands the several reins of power.
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Third: it is inefficient to burden-an-already over-com-
rnitted centraLgbVeliifnent with a multipl licity of of ta'sks which
ation of the v1rtues of d1v1510n of labor would lead one to
see that social actions, if they are to be assigned to the
government, are better distributed throughout a variety
of bureaus at several levels of administration. On this point,
we might remark, Democrats and Republicans have come
to see eye to eye, and the current trend in Washington
among welfare-state liberals is toward decentralization of
such administratively complex affairs as the poverty program
and aid to education.

Fourth: even well-organized governments tend by and
large to do th ings less well than those persons whose inter-
ests_are directly involved. It is generally true, Mill says,
that “people understand their own business and their own
interests bettey, and care for them more, than the govern-
mentd&m can_ be exLﬁe_,c_ted fo What is more, a govern-
ment which takes upon itself a task which might be
performed by private individuals thereby deprives society
of the skill and inventiveness of those individuals. Now, the
normal workings of supply and demand tend to draw the
best-suited individuals into the performance of any task for
which there is a social need. If the government intervenes,
at best it will employ those very same individuals, in which
case there is little or no gain; and at worst, it will assign the
task to less well-qualified persons, in which case society
as a whole will suffer.

Flnally, Flfth thc atmp],

quires for 1ts maintenance and hcalth ﬂu more t]mn mclcl\'
a democratic constitution. The only defense of freedom is a
free people, accustomed by practice and experiment to act
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for themselves. In a moving passage which, ironically, would
be equally at home in the writings of Robert Taft or Paul
Goodman, Mill voices this dedication to the supreme value
of individual autonomy:

The only security against political slavery, is the check
maintained over governors, by the diffusion of intel-
ligence, jactivity, and public spirit among the governed.
Experience proves ; the extreme difficulty of permanently
keeping up a sufficiently high standard of those quali-
ties; a difficulty which increases, as the advance of
civilization and security removes one after another of
the hardships, embarrassments, and dangers against
which individuals had formerly no resource but in their
own strength, skill, and courage. It is therefore of su-
preme importance that all classes of the community
down to the lowest, should have much to do for them-
selves; that as great a demand should be made upon
their intelligence and virtue as it is in any respect equal
to; that the government should not only leave as far as
possible to their own faculties the conduct of whatever
concerns themselves alone, but should suffer them, or
rather encourage them, to manage as many as possible
of their joint concerns by voluntarily co-operation; since
this discussion and management of collective interests
is the great school of that public spirit, and the Great
source of that intelligence of public affairs, which are al-
ways regarded as the distinctive character of the public
of free countries.

What are we to make of this defense of laisser-faire?
It is_through and through utilitarian,/which is t6 say that
it rests on a series of ¢mpirical estimates ofthe probable
cénsequences_af different courses of ac ion or inaction.
MiTT does not offer anyvthing in the way of Tactual confirma-
tion for his estimates, and in the absence of any method for
measuring happiness and adding up pleasures and pains it
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is difficult to see how he could. Even in the face of a social
catastrophe as great as a depression or war, a dedicated de-
fender of laisser-faire could claim that less unhappiness
was being caused than would result from government in-
tervention. How would we even begin to decide such an
issue?

The obvious suggestion is to take a vote. So long as
everyone casts his ballot on the basis of a self-interested
calculation of personal interest, something resembling a
utilitarian calculus might emerge.” The objections to this
proposal are rather technical, and an adeql]ate rehearsal of
them would require us to venture into the rarefied atmos-
phere of theoretical economics. Simplifying a good deal, the
principal difficulty is that voting gives us no measure at all
of the intensity of private interest, and since it is the sum of

concern is precisely what we most wish to measure. Suppose,
for example, that ten percent of the population suffer extreme
economic deprivation as the result of some institutional ar-
rangement, while the other ninety percent gain a small, not
very significant economic advantage from it. If everyone votes
his interest, there will be an overwhelming majority in favor
of retaining the existing state of affairs. The unhappiness
suffered by the ten percent, if we could measure it, might
far outweigh the slight gain in happiness for the ninety
percent, but the vote could not show that fact. The mi-
nority would be forced to find some way, such as a riot, of

? Note that it is essential to the success of this proposal that everyone
vote selfishly. If too many people, out of a misguided concern for the gen-
cral good, vote for what they think will benefit society as a whole, then the
result will be an opinion about the total happiness rather than a measure
of it. As I have argued in Chapter 4, this structural constraint on individual
concern for the social good is one of the principal theoretical inadequacies
of welfare state liberalism. The system has a chance of working only so
long as politics is an expression of private interests.
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making the continuation of the status quo less desirable
to the majority than a change. This, in effect, is what Negro
slum dwellers in the United States have done, and viewed
from the standpoint of liberal utilitarian democracy, their
action is perfectly rational and quite legitimate.

Mill eventually realized that the policy of absolute nonin-
tervention could not be defended on the utilitarian founda-
tion he had laid. In the concluding portions of the very
chapter in which the five-point defense of laisser-faire is
elaborated, he acknowledges certain exceptions. Most of
these consist of cases in which the factl‘l assumptions
un@ﬁi@‘tﬁé‘“mnnterference doctiine turn out to be false.
With admirable consistency, Mill thereupon admits that
government regulation is ]ustlﬁed if not indeed virtually
demanded by utilitarianism. Mill ObVIOuS]V‘VIEWS* the ex-
ceptlons as no more than minor ad]ustments of a principle
which in the main is valid, but it is not difficult for us to
see in his list the elements of a social philosophy much closer
to modern welfare-state liberalism than to the individualism
which he thought himself to be defending. In that sense, as

. I suggested earlier, welfare liberalism is a logical extension
of the original libertarian position, which in turn is a deduc-
tion from utilitarianism rather tlnn a doctllne ‘of natural
rights.” -

One of the exceptions, however, has a rather deeper
significance, for, as we shall see, it hints at a non-individual-
istic conception of society and a thoroughly new theory of
the role of collective action in pursuit of the general welfare.
Mill himself seems to have been quite oblivious of the impli-
cations of his remarks, but with the hindsight derived from
a century of development in social theory we can read into
his observations a suggestion of the arguments which ulti-
mately refute the most fundamental presuppositions of the
entire liberal philosophy.
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Mill distinguishes two sorts of cases of individual actions
to_which the principle of noninterference is supposed to
apply. With regard to each category, situations arise which
fail in some way to fit the assumptions on which the prin-
ciple is founded; the exception is then a consequence of this
failure. The first sort of case concerns the individual in his
role_as consumer, purchasing goods and services in the
marketplace; the second concerns the individual as agent,
making contracts, undertaking business ventures, and other-
wise pursuing his interests directly rather than through the
medium of the market.jln general, as we have seen, Mill
holds that the buyer is the best judge of what he bu,\;s;J‘the
buyer, rather than the state, can decide what interests he
has and which commodities will best satisty them. But the
buyer is not always the best judge of the commodity, and
if he is not, then quite consistently Mill concludes “the
presumption in favour of the competition of the market does
not apply to the case.”

Oddly enough, Mill thinks that consumers are in general
better judges of material than of spiritual or cultural com-
modities. When it comes to drugs, foods, soft and hard goods,
Mill thinks we may confidently let the buyer beware, as-
sured that he will, by and large, shun poor merchandise and
encourage the good by his custom. Today, the almost uni-
versal judgment is that material goods are the commodi-
ties which consumers are least competent to judge. Who
among us can tell whether an aspirin tablet is pure, or a
can of clams contaminated, or a refrigerator improperly
wired? In this, as in so many other cases, modern welfare-
state liberals do not disagree with Mill’s principles; they
merely come to opposed conclusions about the facts. Charac-
teristically, when conservatives argue today against govern-
ment regulation of some commodity or productive process
—for example, when ethical drug companies lobby against
tighter federal controls on their products—they appeal to
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the same principle of utility and support their case both by
citing the supposed ill effects which will result from regu-
lation, such as a stifling of invention and enterprise, and by
minimizing the dangers of unregulated commerce. As I re-
marked earlier, the victory of-the liberals-in-one legls]atlve
battle Wm_,superlorlt}f of their
pohtlcal phllosoph\ but from the preponderance of evi-

dence on their sﬂépf the factual dlspL@ A deformed baby
traceable to an impure dlug is a very strong answer to the
general proposition that freedom from constraint stimulates
experimentation and invention.

With regard to. iti ind; as it were, Mill

adopts an unexpectedl\ paternal attitude. How similar in
tone is the followmg passage to the animadversions against
popular culture of writers like T. S. Eliot and Ortega v
Gasset:

But there are other things of the worth of which the
demand of the market is by no means a test; things of
which the utility does not consist in ministering to in-
clinations, nor in serving the daily uses of life, and the
want of which is least felt where the need is greatest.
This is peculiarly true of those things which are chiefly
useful as tending to raise the character of human beings.

"The uncultivated cannot be competent judges of culti-
vation

Mill goes on to apply this obser\ ation to the case of educa-
tion, which he tl he thinks nght pr Ol)ell\ to be pr ov1ded by the
goy ernment and required at least of every child, whcthel the
parents agree or-not./But an equally plausible application is
to the subsidizing and censoring of the arts. There is here a
conflict with the doctrine of absolute freedom of speech and
expression, for many of the novels, plays, poems, and paint-
ings whose aesthetic merits Mill would leave to the culti-
vated contain within them advocations and explorations
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whose aim is as much truth as beauty. Shall we ban some
pornographic novel because it panders to inclinations which
Mill and his fellow initiates know to be low, or shall we per-
mit its publication because it espouses a deviant “philosophy
of life” from whose barren roots may spring some flower of
truth?

In a curious inversion of opinion which reflects a rising
faith in technical expertise and a declining aristocratic con-
fidence in matters of taste, the same liberals who rush to
regulate drugs and dlshwashel Mnl)oslllg

their aesthetic convictions on the sweaty masses. As a con-

cern for social welfare has pushed the Tetleral government
ever deeper into the business of regulating and guiding indi-
vidual economic affairs, the legal constraints on artistic ex-
pression have been progressively removed.

Ironically, liberals intent upon defending the principle of
free speech in the absolute version espoused in On Liberty
have found themselves forced to use the sorts of utilitarian,
elitist arguments more at home in Mill’s Prmczple If one
takes On Ltbertq as a g_,mde for example, then thé right of
adults to indulge their lascivious desires by lcadmg deliber-

at(_e,y_p____o_(.atmc_meogaphv or bv vmwmg ]cwd movies

9@5@( eaving aside thc fdctual (lucstl()n whcthm thc plcas—
ure that one derives from such indulgence is greater or less
than the pain which it might in some indirect way engender,
the doctrine of the liberty of the inner life dlctatcs that each
person be left to make his own dccmon ognudmgr SO mani-
festly_private a choice. An honest 111)01(11 therefore, might
be expected to go before a court and ar gue for the publica-
tion of Fanny Hill on the grounds that every man has a right
to decide for himself whether he wishes to arouse his pruri-
ent desires by reading flowery descriptions of a variety of
sexual practices.
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Instead, we have over the years witnessed the less-than-
edifying spectacle of a succession of literary critics testify-
ing under oath that this or that book has “redeeming artistic
merits” which override the unquestionably arousing char-
acter of some of its passages. So D. H. Lawrence is said to
be a social psychologist and Henry Miller a moral philoso-
pher. The natural consequence is that when some author or
publisher, encouraged by the laxity of the courts, frankly
seeks to minister to—pander to, we say—the desires whose
secret satisfaction has swelled the sales of these literarily
admirable productions, then the courts descend upon him
with the wrath provoked by the failure of previous efforts at
censorship. And appalled liberals find themselves stripped of
arguments, for by their appeals to the criterion of literary
merit, which is to say social usefulness according to superior
standards of taste, they have implicitly forsworn the doc-
trine of absolute freedom of expression.

So much for commodities of the body and commodities
of the mind. Now that psychiatry has achieved recognition
as a legitimate branch of medicine, there is very little em-
pirical ground for maintaining that the ordinary consumer
is the best judge of the utility of either sort of commodity.
If the liberal’s mclnntlon to regulate drugs is to be made

consistent with ersi sorship, he s shall have to

find some other principle than Mill's utilitarianism on which
to base his arguments.

The second category considered by Mill, though not so
appealing to the literary mind, raises issues of much greater
importance. We have to do here with cases in which there is
no consumer whose choice in the marketplace determines
the success or failure of some commodity, but where the
individual as agent engages in some enterprise or activity
either singly or through contract w1th other free  agents. The
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general principle Mill says, is the same here as elsewhere,
namely that “most persons take a juster and mq_r‘e_mtelhgent
v1ew of their own interest, and of the means of promoting
1t than can either be £rescr1bed to them by B gener’ll enact-
ment of the leggslature or pointed out in the particular case by
a public functlonary Nevertheless Mill recognizes as many
as seven sorts of cases in which government intervention
can be justified.

Three of these categories of exceptions are of no very
great significance for a general critique of the libertarian
doctrine. Mill makes the usual bow in the ‘direction of chil-
dren and idiots (and, also, of course, the lesser breeds with-
out the law—no man, it seems, can entirely free himself from
the prejudices of his time), and sanctions as well a legal con-
straint on contracts which, however freely entered into, bind
the participants in perpetuity. This latter exception takes in
the practice of indenturing oneself as a servant, and also
covers the case of marriage, on which Mill for well-known
personal reasons took a strongly reformist line. A third set of
excepted cases includes those in which the action to be con-
trolled is onc performed for the good of others. Charity,
for example, since it is already a non-self-interested activity,
might just as well be regulated by the state. Mill reasons
that though we may generally expect cach man to be the
best judge of his own interests, there is no reason to suppose
that private individuals will be better judges than the state
of the interests of third parties. Again, Mill has in mind a
particular social problem of his day, namely the Poor Laws
of England, but it is not difficult to discern a very much
wider application for this apparently trivial exception.

The next three headings carry us very far indeed into the
camp of modern welfare liberalism. The range of cases
which they cover is so broad that by the time Mill is finished
sketching them, we may wonder where he imagines there is
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any room remaining for the doctrine of laisser-faire. The im-
portance of this list of exceptions, needless to say, does not
lie in the mere fact that Mill proposed them, nor that in
doing so he seriously undermined his own position (I am not
attempting to sketch Mill's intellectual biography, or to
catch him out in textual contradictions). The real point is
that by way of Mill's own limitations on the laisser-faire
principle, we can see more clearly the connection between
traditional and modern liberalism. [The crucial point to re-
member is that laisser-faire is not, for “Mill,_afirst principle
or mmal__premlsé/ The whole purpose of On Liberty is to
><w derwe the prmcmle of nonmterference fl‘(l.m the moral ax-

ISR

==

thlough and throu ence, when he lecognlzes
facts which contradict the conclusions drawn in On Liberty
he quite consistently limits the noninterference principle. As
I have already lemal]\ed in_the realm of economics Amer-
ican_conservatives defend as u unquestloﬁed axioms and first
‘principles the very laisser- faire rules which Mill put forward
as inferences from the doctrine of utilitarianism. American
fliberals, on _the other hand, swear fealty to the memory of
7\'Ii11 but draw non-laisser-faire conclusions from new and
(different facts. When it comes to the matter of free speech,
- s the roles are reversed. Conservatives treat freedom of speech
>\‘ las.a sub51d1an plmc1ple to be forfeited whenever utilitarian
con51delat10ns (“of national security”) warrant; modern lib-
erals, on the other hand, have long since elevated fréee speech
to. the sanctity of a_dogma, forgetting (if they ever knew)
Jl&t the clL1§§Lcal llbeml defense was empirical and utllltaualy‘
Before ITl?ﬂxlng some final attempt at sorting out this con-

ceptual chaos, let us look briefly at Mill's three major excep-

tions to the principle of noninterference in economic matters.

The first category concerns enterprises which, in their na-

ture, can only be managed by delegated agency. When a
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man launches some economic enterprise and personally over-
sees its direction, then Mill assures us he may be relied upon
better than the state to perceive and pursue his own best
interest. But if the enterprise must be placed in the hands of
others, as in a joint -stock _company, then there is little to
choose between “private” and “public” management. In
either case, ‘the individual is at the mercy of some othe1
man’s estimate of his interests. “Government management,”
Mill writes, “is, indeed, proverbially jobbing, careless, and
ineffective but so likewise has generally been joint-stock
management. The directors of a joint-stock company, it is
true, are always shareholders; but also the members of a
government are invariably taxpayers; and in the case of di-
rectors, no more than in that of governments, is their pro-
portional share of the benefits of good management, equal to
the interest they may possibly have in mismanagement, even
without reckoning the interest of their case.”

Since virtually the entire American economy is now con-
trol]ed by joint- stock cmporatlons we may conclndo tlmt

m_@_g_ty of Eerdte b}lgmess The plemlses of 111(11\/1(111‘111sm
quite naturally entail this collectivist conclusion: all that is
required is a recognition of the changed circumstances in
which the major portion of the economic activity of the
nation is conducted. Modern individualists, having trans-
formed Mill’s conclusions into a priori principles, are quite
naturally no longer able to argue for them. Mill, on the other
hand, is sufficiently aware of their original justification to
recognize their limitations. It is of course understandable
that he might fail in 1859 to see how deep his “exception”
cuts into the core of the individualist doctrine.

In the light of these reflections, it is interesting to note
that recent apologists of corporate enterprise have taken to
portraying the executives of modern joint-stock companies
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as quasi-statesmen, motivated by an essentially political con-
cern for the general good rather than by the traditional
liberal virtue of unalloyed greed. To read Berle and Means,
for example, one would imagine that the president of Gen-
eral Motors modeled himself on Max Weber’s “ethic of
responsibility” rather than on Benjamin Franklin’s autobi-
ographical reflections concerning the economic value of the
appearance of honesty. There is, of course, a certain logic
to this refurbishing of the portrait of the modern corporate
executive. If, as Mill says, there is no essential difference
between the delegation of authority and interest in a cor-
poration and a government, then it may begin to occur to
people to transfer that authority to men who have demon-
strated some measure of competence in the art of representa-
tion. The natural defense against this dangerous conclusion
is to claim that the authority is already in the hands of states-
men—corporate statesmen—and hence that no unsettling
transfer of control is necessary. Perhaps the last word here
may be given to Mill, who exhibits a quite unsentimental
awareness of the political limitations of “people’s capitalism.”

It may be objected, that the shareholders, in their col-
lective character, exercise a certain control over the
directors, and have almost always full power to remove
them from office. Practically, however, the difficulty of
exercising this power is found to be so great, that it is
hardly ever exercised except in cases of such flagrantly
unskilful, or, at least, unsuccessful management, as
would generally produce the ejection from office of
managers appointed by government. Against the very
ineffectual security afforded by meetings of sharehold-
ers, and by their individual inspection and enquiries,
may be placed the greater publicity and more active dis-
cussion and comment, to be expected in free countries
with regard to affairs in which the general government
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takes part. The defects, therefore, of government man-
agement, do not seem to be necessarily much greater, if
necessarily greater at all, than those of management by
joint-stock.

A second class of exceptlons Mill says, are those actlons
by individuals which, “though intended ﬁ)ﬂlglv for their own
benefit, involve consequences extending mdeﬁmte]v be\ ond
them, to interests of the nation or posterity, for which society
in its collective capacity is alone able, and alone bound, to |
provide.” Mill has in mind colonization, but here as in the’
previous case, a consistent application of hisreasoning would
extend the exception far beyond the limits he indicates.
In a complex, highly integrated society, there are no eco-
nomic actions, and scarcely any othels whose long-term
consequences do not materially affect collective interests for
which only the entire society can be responsible. Even so
private an act as the conception of a child becomes part of a
population growth whose ecconomic and social consequences
pose critical problems for the state. A policy of enforced
sterilization would, on Mill’s pnnuplcs be justified, indeed
demanded, in situations like those which exist in many na-
tions today.

This example is typical of all of Mill’'s exceptions to the
rule of laisser-faire. Z\‘Vh'; iees as peripheral adjustments
affectmg such reldﬁv;h.nmmus.su(,.&_&_ngl_(_um}jmn turn out
in fact to carry implications whose thorough working-out
resulfs in aﬁtﬁqtgl transformation of the responsibilities of the

state and a major_shift of emphasis from private initiative
to go VW1JJLLLQLIQIVHQ, p11nc1plos remain un-

C}h mged: Always act fm the greatest happmcss ()f the great-

est,nJ.lm}.)f.l2 ahd Never 111t01fuc with anyone save to serve
'——d———‘“

the general welfare. But we begin to see that consistent

obedience to these txm_nmwntdds an_enormously active

state machinery and a conslduablc neasure ()f socml con-

—— e e —

1
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trol, Thus is welfare-state liberalism born from the seeds of
cldssical laisser-faire libertarianism.

Mill’s third major category of exceptions to the principle
of laisser-faire has an equally broad application in the con-
ditions of contemporary American society. Whenever any
social need develops which, by some accident of the market,
fails to offer a profit sufficient to entice private capital into
its satisfaction, then he says, the government has a duty to
“make the work its own.” Mill cites the mounting of scientific
explorations and the maintaining of lighthouses as instances
of this principle, but we are today familiar with considerably
more important social needs which come under the heading
of unprofitable enterprises. Good low-cost housmg for ex-
ample, is desperately needed in the United States, but the
economics of the building industry makes it impossible for
capltal to earn a high enou,ghrproﬁt to guarantee the satis-
faction of the need through the workings of the market.
The obvious solution is either to alter the economic prospect
artificially, through such measures as tax incentives, so that
a previously unprofitable opportunity becomes potentially
profitable; or else to invest tax money directly in the under-
capitalized sector through a program of pubhc housing.

A number of commentators on society and economy;, fore-
most among them John Kenneth Galbraith, have analyzed
the divergence of the market mechanism from the demands
of social utility. Over a broad and growing range of cases,
effective nunket demand bears no relation to manifest social
need. Themehcall\ schools, roads, Ddll\& sanitation, police,
and even national dgfmm;@@tdd—be“pms_kded in a capltahst
society by private firms drawn into production _grf_goods and
services b\ the hope of a profit. But for a host of familiar
reasons-America assigns these functions ns to gove emment rather

than to private industry. During the protr acted stmggle be-
tween conservatives and liberals over the appropriate limits
of federal responsibility, the conservatives have repeatedly
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lost because of their inability to show that private initiative
could actually provide the desired commodity or service. In
the peculiar political conditions of the United States, this
dispute has been confused with the struggle between state
and local government on the one hand and the national
administration on the other. Since state and local govern-
ments are indisputably governments, it is very hard to see
the logic in the conservatives” position. In fact, of course, the
appeal to states’ rights is an ill-concealed attempt to justify
inaction rather than private initiative. If local communities
actually showed themselves willing to provide the services
now demanded from the federal governmetit, there is every
reason to believe liberals would be delighted.

It remains to be seen whether tax incentives and direct
government spending can adequately correct the grotesque
imbalance in America’s investment of its capital resources.
The principal obstacle to the success of these welfare-state
techniques is not political opposition to them but the con-
tradiction which lies at their heart. Absurd as it may seem,
under the present system, if the economy is making too
many cars and building too few schools, the only effective
way to get more schools is to make yet more cars! Schools
are paid for by taxes, which in turn are levied on profits
and wages. If taxes are increased economic growth is stifled,
and in the end a smaller amount of money actually comes
into the government’s treasury. So spending in the “public
sector,” as Galbraith has called it, is financed out of ever
greater growth in the private sector. So long as the demands
of the public sector are small relative to the economy as a
whole, and needs in the private sector are being serviced by
the general economic growth, the logical absurdity of this
system will only bother philosophers. But the time is fast
coming when the need for direct transfer of capital from
the private to the public sector will make itself felt in the
political life of the country. Enormous sums of money are
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now being asked for such major public projects as the sys-
tematic reclamation of the central cities of America. The
question is not simply whether the private sector is large
enough to provide the tax revenues with which this reclama-
tion is to be accomplished, but whether it makes any social
sense at all deliberately to stimulate the sectors of the econ-
omy which are already out of balance in order to ensure the
profits and wages from which the taxes will come. How
many cars must we build in order to pay for a central city
from which the car is banned?

\7

We have come a long way from the simple maxim that each
man is the bes best judge of hlS own 1nterests Even if the doc-

fended on utilitarian grounds—and in the first sections of
this essay I indicated why I think such a defense must fail—
the more general rule of laisser-faire in regard to the public
sphere_cle: clearly cannot be derived from the Gieatest Happi-
ness Pllncg)_le Nev eltheless, as 1 have tried to "show, the
movement from thé individualism of On Liberty to the wel-
fare-state liberalism of the final sections of the Principles of
Political Economy involves no fundamental revision of the
assumptions underlying Mill’s social philosophy. He remains
in the Principles, as he was in On Liberty, committed to a
utilitarianism which, in_its conception of human hal)plness
and social relationships, is methodologically individualistic.
In the final essay, of this book, T shall t1\ “to suggest a founda-
. tion on which a mdlcall\ different conceptlon of social goals
‘and human 1e1at10nshlps might be grounded. At this point,
I' wish only to indicate a way in whlch Mill himself acknowl-
edges the inadequacy of the individualist model. The hint
is contained in the last of the exceptions to the laisser-faire

principle.
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There are some matters, Mill notes, “in which the ipter-
ference of law is required, not to overrule the ]udgment of
individuals respectmg their own interest, but to_give effect
to that judgment.” This happens, he argues, when the end
they seek requires them to concert their actions in a way
which is rational for each only so long as he can be sure of
the cooperatlon n of all\Mill cites the instance of a group of
workmen who seek to raise their wages. Under the condi-
tions of a market economy, if any individual by himself de-
mands higher wages, he merely prices himself out of a job
and is replaced by a competing worker who accepts the
lower wage. But if all the workers unite *and collectively
insist upon a raise, then they can make their wills felt and
achieve their end.”

Familiar as Mill’s point is, we ought not to ignore the
full power of its implications. Until now, Mill has been deal-
ing with enterprises which are individual in their nature,
however much they may be influenced by the behavior of
others. Here, for the first time, he recognizes the existence of
activities_which, at least inja certain limited sense, are in-
herently somal or col]ectlve He is on the edge of formulat-
ing Marx’s central thesis that human production is social in

its_nature_and hence cannot be_correctly analyzed by the |

1nd1v1duahst - model of classical economics.JTo be sure, Mill
still _sees “the_rc relationship among the several warkers as
purely instrumental in character; to_each individual worker,
the actlvﬁiz:s and s SZItle’lCtl()nb of the other wml\us are im-
portanu)nly as means.to-his-own.satisfaction. But he begins .

to see that in_ the,_puwmt—ef«theu-_plmatc_( nds_they may. I)c
so bound together that tl k or swim. collectiyely.

o

? One would have thought that this simple lesson of the necessity of
labor solidarity would by now be as well known as the roundness of the
earth, but there are still a great many salaried employees, notably on the
faculties of universities, who seem not to grasp its simple logic.

¥
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IQ&LLMMIW inherently social, the public-

rivate, interference-noninterference._ model of, hl‘l.—mfil‘l rela-
tlonshlps breaks down. The central problem ceases to o be the
regulatlon of each person’s infringement on the sphere of
other persons’ actions, and becomes instead the coordination
of the several actions and the choice of collective goals. It
would be madness, for example, to suppose that the basic
problem for a string quartet is to determine where the rights
of the first violinist end and the rights of the cellist begin.
For the quartet, the real problem is to achieve harmonious
interaction. Now, of course, disputes arise which require
resolution—for example, what composition to play. But these
are not disputes over infringements of individual liberty, and
they must be settled by some technique of collective decision-
making, not by arbitration and the guarantee of mutually
self—regardnlg hbertv
The'collective character of social_actiomys the universal
presupposition of the social sciences, and modern liberals,
who have wholeheartedly adopted the theories of sociol-
ogy and social psychology, are accustomed to view society
through the eves of conservative social theorists like Weber
and Durkheim and radical social theorists like Marx. Despite
thelr assimilation of collectivist sociology, however,. liberals
continue to emplov the assumptions and _models of an indi-

vidualist poll tics. The result is a confusion which contributes
to the incoherence of contemporary political discussion in
the United States. In the essays which follow, I shall return
several times to this conflict between the political convic-
tions and sociological theories of liberal social philosophy.
It is a measure of Mill’s perspicacity, and also a revelation of
his limitations, that he should in his own writings have re-
flected the contradictions which haunt liberalism a century
later.
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2. Loyalty

-

IHE DIFFIDENT AND INEFFECTUAL RESPONSE of American
liberals to the attacks of the political right in the 1950’s re-
vealed a deep confusion over the concept of “loyalty.” Lib-
erals were uncertain about the propriety of the federal loyalty
and security program, and confused over the legitimacy of
judging a man’s loyalty by his “associations.” The govern—
ment itself seemed not to know what was meant by “loyalty
to the United States.” The standards of loyalty defined by
the various executive orders were either vague or else hodge-
podges of inspirational exhortations and injunctions against
acts which were already crimes under existing laws. The
questions raised by the loyalty program were many and diffi-
cult to answer: Could a man have done nothing for which
any court might try him, and yet be disloyal to his country?
Should the determination of loyalty be a quasi-legal proce-
dure subject to the restrictions of due process and protected
by constitutional guarantees? Were a man’s tastes, interests,
perscnal associations, or family ties relevant data for a judg-

® This essay is an expanded and revised version of “An Analysis of the

Concept of Political Loyalty” in my Political Man and Social Man, ©
copyright 1966 by Random House, Inc., and used here by permission.
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ment of loyalty? Was loyalty anything more than the mere
negation of disloyalty?

The literature provoked by the lovalty crisis discussed
the issues heatedly but without very much illuminating
them. At first, liberals merely defended from attack anyone
whom they conceived as a kindred spirit. The phllosophlcal
foundations of the response seemed to extend roughly to
the principle, “The enemy of my friend is my enemy.” The
very same people who ridiculed Midwestern superpatriotism
insisted that the suspected security risks were as patriotic,
as loval, as any American Legionnaire. One and the same man
would be pralsed for his lovalty and for his willingness to
place principle above country. In all, the showing of Amer-
ican liberals was not one to inspire admiration. There were
acts of courage, but very little intellectual clarity about the
principles which dictated them. In a way, we might say that
the root problem was conceptual rather than moral. The idea
of loyalty was so obscure that even those men willing to
stake their reputations and fortunes on a matter of principle
found it difficult to discern just what acts their principles
required.

In this chapter, I try to advance debate on the prob-
lem of loyalty by dev eloplng a conceptual analysis of the
idea before plungmg into direct argument on the substantive
issues of the dispute. The discussion, particularly in the first
several sections, may seem overly abstract and refined. After
all, as Aristotle wisely remarks at the beginning of his
treatise on ethics, there is nothing to be gained from trying
to achieve greater precision in an investigation than the sub-
ject matter will allow. Nevertheless, I hope to show that
some of the most tangled questions, including the disputes
over loyalty oaths and guilt by association, can be cleared
up through the application of the results of the analysis.
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I

What is loyalty? We can hardly decide whether the state
has a right to demand it of its citizens, or what evidence of
it ought to be allowed in courts, until we become somewhat
clearer about what we mean by the term. Perhaps the best
way to approach the problem is to ask what we mean when
we say of a man that he is loyal. There are at least four quite
distinct things that we may be saying about a man when we
call him loyal.

First, we may mean to attribute to him a certaln disposi-
tion of character, much as we might say that he was cou-
rageous, or generous, or industrious. In other words, people
who speak of loyalty or demand it of American citizens may
have in mind a certain personality trait. Now, character traits
are habits of behavior, or propensities to act in certain sorts
of ways. When we say that a man is courageous, for ex-
ample, we mean that he tends to do such things as stand and
fight when attacked on the battleficld, or endure pain when
it is necessary, or risk his life in the performance of his duty.
Similarly, we call a man generous if he exhibits a propensity
for sharing his wealth with his friends. Of course a man
need not take every opportunity for bravery in order for us
to consider him brave, any more than he need give away all
he has in order to be truly generous. But if his behavior, over
a long period of time, exhibits a certain pattern, we attribute
courage or generosity to him.

The ascription of a personality trait to a person is at one
and the same time a description and a prediction. When we
call a man brave, we are saving that he has in the past ex-
hibited some of the behavior which we associate with cour-
age, and that in at least some of the situations which might
arise, he will continue to do so in the future. Like any other
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description and prediction, the ascription of a personality
trait is based on past observations in conjunction with some
general knowledge about human nature. He has done thus
and so, we say, and that, together with other things we
know about him, shows that he is the sort of person to do
similar things in the future. Needless to say, such empirical
estimates are fallible, but like all empirical estimates thev
are capable of being improved by additional evidence.

Philosophers have offered two different analyses of the
relation between a character trait and the individual acts
associated with it. On the simpler, and older, view the char-
acter trait is an internal state of the self which causes the
individual to act as he does. To say that a man is courageous
is to say that he possesses a certain strength of personality
or moral set, whether he actually reveals it or not. Then,
when he stands firm in battle, we explain his brave action
by saying that it was caused by his courage. Viewed in this
way, brave acts are evidences that courage is present in the
1nd1v1du'11 much as a temperature is evidence of an infec-
tion or the smell of rotten eggs is evidence of the presence
of hydrogen sulphide.

Recently a number of philosophers have shown that this
picture of character traits is a logical confusion, based on
the false notion that the self is some sort of entity which
lurks inside the body and moves it about like a puppet. They
argue that courage, for example, simply is the disposition
to exhibit certain sorts of behavior. “Courage” is not the
name of an internal state of the mind which produces brave
acts: it is the name of those acts themselves, or rather the
name of the disposition to commit them. Understood in this
way, courage is rather like gracefulness. Just as it doesn’t
make any sense to say that a man walks, sits, stands, and
dances gracefully, but is really clumsy inside, so it doesn’t
make any sense to say that a man stands firm in battle, en-
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dures pain, and risks his life in the line of duty, but is really
a coward inside.

How shall we describe the character trait called loyalty?
First of all, a loyal person is loyal to something. The proper
object of loyalty is either another person, a group of persons,
or an institution. The loyal man comes to the aid of the
object of his loyalty when its interests are threatened; he
identifies himself with its career, making its successes his
successes and its enemies his enemies. He is prepared to sac-
rifice for it, even to the extent of giving his life in order that
it may be safeguarded. The loyal man takes pride in his
loyalty object and expresses solidarity with it through ritual
acts which evoke and reinforce his emotional identification
with it. Frequently he focuses his feelings through symbols
such as a song, a flag, or a name.

Strictly speaking, loyalty conceived as a personality trait
is the disposition or tendency to exhibit a pattern of action
which includes many of these particular acts, and others
besides. The appropriate evidence for an ascription of loy-
alty (or disloyalty) would be past acts together with such
general knowledge of human behavior as allows us to pre-
dict future actions. Since loyalty, thus conceived, is a dispo-
sition to a certain pattern of behavior, a broad diversity of
evidence would be relevant to it. Legally, the best sort of
supporting testimony might be “character witnesses” who
could establish the existence of the appropriate pattern by
recounting incidents from various periods in the sub]ccts
life. In short, loyalty-as-a-personality-trait would be demon-
strated in just the manner that we would prove someone to
be courageous, generous, or thoughtful. Later on we shall
have to ask ourselves whether a court of law or security
board is an appropriate place for deciding such a question.

In addition to the concept of loyalty as a character trait,
there is a second sense which is sometimes intended when a
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man is called “loyal.” We may mean to ascribe to him a cer-
tain status as defined by law. The notion of a legal status needs
elucidating, for it is neither descriptive nor normative, but
what has been called “ascriptive” in character. When we say
that a man has killed someone, we assert a causal connection
between some act of his and the other’s death. But when we
call him a murderer, we are strictly speaking asserting that a
duly constituted court of law has tried him for the crime of
murder, that it has found him guilty, and perhaps also that
he has appealed and lost. In short, the term “murderer” is a
legal term, and we use it to ascribe a legal status to a man,
one which makes him liable to certain punishments and disa-
bilities determined by law. A killer who has been acquitted
is not a murderer, in the proper sense of the term. When we
call him such, we usually mean that he is morally repre-
hensible and deserves to be punished in the way that the
law customarily punishes murderers. Speaking quixotically,
we mean that he ought to be a murderer—ought, that is, to
have the legal status of murderer imposed upon him.

The notion of a legal status is easily illustrated from the
law of property. The thought which first comes to mind
when one thinks about property is that ownership is based
upon some natural relationship, such as actual physical
possession, as when a squatter claims to own the land he
sits on or as in the saving “possession is nine points of the
law.” But a little reflection reveals that there is no natural
relation between a man and a piece of land, object, or eco-
nomic right, which is either sufficient or necessary to his
ownership of it. To own something, it is not necessary to
have one’s hands on it, nor even to be in its vicinity. One can
own something without ever having seen it, or even knowing
of its existence. Ownership usually does not carry an abso-
lute right to do with the property as one wills, or to destroy
it if one chooses. Ownership is a complex set of legally de-
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termined rights and responsibilities which cannot be reduced
to a natural relationship. The legal fact of ownership is
determined by a court of law, just as is the status of mur-
derer. The court does not discover ownership; it determines
it, in the proper sense of the term. Until the court has
handed down an opinion, there is strictly speaking no own-
ership at all. Here again, however, we may assert moral prin-
ciples which we believe ought to find expression in the laws
of property. A classic example is John Locke’s argument that
a man gains a proprietary right to an object through mixing
his labor with it and fitting it for human use.

The interpretation of loyalty as a legal ‘status has his-
torical antecedents in the medieval concept of a “legal” man,
which is to say a man who was entitled to appear in court
as a free man, possessed of the full rights and protections of
the law. A legal man was contrasted either with a serf, who
could not for example serve on a jury, or with an alien, who
stood outside the normal processes of law. In modern times,
as in classical Athens, the concept of legality is submerged
in that of citizenship, or perhaps “full” citizenship, to dis-
tinguish it from the disadvantaged status of criminals and
others who have lost some of their political rights. On this
interpretation of “loyalty,” then, to say that a man is loval
is to say that he is lcgll]v a citizen in good standing, and
fully possessed of the rights of citizenship as defined by law.

Loyalty so understood is a status to be ascribed by the
deuslon of a legal or quasi-legal body. As a man in medieval
England might go to law to establish that he was a free man
and hence entitled to own land, marry whom he chose, or
inherit property, so an individual ac cused of disloyalty would
come before a court to have the charge d(l]ll(hut(‘d Calling
a man disloyal would, in the first instance, be equivalent to
asserting that he had been denied the status of citizen for
one or more of a number of specified causes. In a precisely
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analogous manner, when we call a man an alien, we assert
that he has a legal status and imply that it has been ascribed
to him (by law) for one of the causes laid down by law
(such as foreign birth, conflicting citizenship, falsification of
naturalization papers, etc.). Needless to say, we may charge
a man with disloyalty just as we may charge him with mur-
der, meaning thereby that by his acts or omissions he has in
our opinion earned the status of “disloyal.” We may by ex-
tension mean that although the law does not now proscribe
such acts as his, it ought to do so. But strictly, to call a man
disloyal is to assert that he has been adjudged disloyal by an
appropriate tribunal. Lovalty, on this second interpretation,
is precisely what the law savs it is.

In vet a third sense, “loyalty” may also mean “orthodoxy”
with regard to some set of political or philosophical princi-
ples. Calling a man disloyal can be a way of saying that he
has dissented from a dogma or perhaps merely that he has
failed to confess it with sufficient frequency and vigor. Dis-
loyalty is thus assimilated to heresy or apostasy.

As with religious orthodoxy, so with the political variety.
The creed may consist either of factual assertions or of
moral pnnclples The loval man is one who believes that
the assertions are true, or who believes in the principles. In
political life, there is no limit to what may come to be either
a test or a component of doctrinal lov: alt\ To be a loyal
American, on the view of some people, one must believe that
the theory of laisser-faire capitalism is an adequate analysis
of industrial life. Others demand that one believe in the
equality of man, which still others interpret as the belief
that intelligence is not genetically linked to skin color.

It is useful for analytical purposes to treat the identifica-
tion of loyalty with orthodoxy as a distinct meaning of the
term, but its connections with the first two meanings are of
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course very close. Beliefs, as motives of action, are evi-
dence for the existence of character traits, though experience
teaches us not to take them at face value without some cor-
roborating support from behavior. Beliefs also may be among
the criteria for the ascription of a legal status. The history
of religious persecutions has made Anglo-American law wary
of test oaths and other enforced expressions of belief, but in
principle there is no legal impossibility in requiring a con-
tession of faith as a condition of obtaining or preserving
one’s status as a citizen. (The oath of allegiance is not such
a confession, as we shall see presently.) .

The last and most important sense of loyalty is that of
remaining true, being faithful, honoring a moral commit-
ment. This is probably the most common use of the term
today, as well as its original meaning. Loyalty as the honor-
ing of a moral commitment must be dlstlngmshcd from loy-
alty as a character trait, though the two are obviously very
closely related. To have a character trait is to be disposed to
respond in certain ways to situations of a spcciﬁc type. These
responses are spontaneous and issue from inclination, not an
awareness of duty. A man may be of a faithful disposition
without having contracted a moral commitment to the object
of his loyalty; conversely, he may loyally fulfill his obliga-
tion without feeling an unforced inclination to do so. Some
philosophers argue that in fact the fulfillment of moral com-
mitments—the doing of one’s duty—psychologically must in-
volve habits of character. Aristotle and Plato may both be
read in this way. But since the concepts of lovalty as a dis-
position and loyalty as the honoring of a commitment are
logically distinct, it is as well for our purposes to treat them
separately.

There are many sorts of moral commitments, and most
are not entitled “loyalty.” Strictly, men are said to be loyal
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either to individuals, to groups, or to institutions. By exten-
sion, we sometimes speak of being loyal to a principle or an
ideal, and some philosophers have made a great deal of this
sort of abstract loyalty. I shall not treat it in this essay, save
insofar as it can be subsumed under the heading, lovalty-
as-a-belief. To be “true to one’s principles” is either a meta-
phor or else an elliptical way of describing loyalty to other
men who share those principles and are relying upon you to
observe them. With regard to moral commitments to men or
institutions, the term “loyalty” is usually reserved for a
total commitment to the interests, safety, and preservation
of the loyalty-object. We can see here one source of the con-
fusion between the concepts of lovalty as a disposition and
as a commitment. Speaking loosely, there may be a little
difference between a man who lays down his life out of love
for his country and another who makes the same sacrifice in
fulfillment of his sworn promise of loyalty. When we come
to consider the limits of the demands which a state may
make upon its subjects, the distinction is quite material
indeed.

Within the category of total moral commitment, there
are a number of sub-categories which can be distinguished,
depending upon the way in which the commitment arises
and the person or persons to whom it is made. Some moral
obligations are contractual in origin; they come into being
through a deliberate, explicit act of commitment, as in a
promise or pledge of fealty. Some obligations, on the other
hand, are “natural.” They have their roots in a human rela-
tionship, like that of child to parent, which generates moral
commitments without explicit decision. These total commit-
ments, whether natural or contractual in origin, can bind an
individual to another person, to a group of persons, or to a
social institution conceived as something other than the
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particular individuals who occupy its ranks at any particular
time. *

If we permute and combine the several tvpes of total
commitments, we arrive at a convenient classification which
displays diagrammatically the relationships among a number
of traditional and modern conceptions of political loyalty.
The following two-by-three matrix summarizes the six major
conceptions of loyalty-as-a-moral-commitment.

OsjECT OF LOYALTY

Type of
Obligation Individual Group ®  Institution
(Subject to king; Clansman to Native-born to
child to parent  clan; individual ~motherland
to human race
Natural J
Paternal theory  Tribal view of Plato’s Crito:
of kingship; loyalty: World  nationalist
“family loyalty” Federalism ideologies
(Vassal to liege  Social Contract  Loyalty oath;
lord naturalization;
“implicit
Contractual contract”
Medieval theory Locke; Rousscau Locke; modern
of feudal king legal concept of
loyalty

Each box contains examples of a kind of lovalty and
authors who have defended such a conception or theories in
which it figures. Thus in the middle box of the lower line we

® There is an important difference between obligation to an institution
and obligation to a group of individuals who may be organized institu-
tionally, This point arises in discussions of social contract theories of political
obligation, where the question is whether the original promise of all to all
remains in force after some of the original contracting parties have died
and others have taken their places.
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have an example of contractual total commitment of an indi-
vidual to a group, namely the social contract, followed
by two authors—Locke and Rousseau—who have offered a
group-contractual analysis of political loyalty.

1. Natural Moral Obligation to an Individual: Under
this heading we find the form of authority, and its correlative
loyalty, often cited by traditional authors as the prototype
of all political authority, namely that of a father over his
sons. The obligation of the sons is supposed to stem from
the debt they owe their father for having given them exist-
ence. The analogy is frequently drawn between the paternal
authority of God and that of the head of the family. From
extended family to tribe to nation, so Aristotle for exqmple
tells us, paternal authority and the duty of filial obedience
grow into kingly authority and the subject’s duty of loyalty.
Although sovereignty has been rationalized and rulers insti-
tutionalized, a tendency can still be seen in even the most
advanced democracies to invest the political leader with an
aura of paternal majesty. Thence comes the horror we feel
at the assassination of a Prime Minister or President.

2. Contractual Moral Obligation to an Individual: As the
tradition of patriarchal tribes gives us the model of natural
loyalty to an individual, so the equally ancient institution of
the comitatus exemplifies contractual loyalty to an indi-
vidual. In early Germanic culture, it was the practice for an
outstanding warrior to gather about him a band of comrades
who swore a personal oath to follow him, fight at his side,
and lay down their lives for him if necessary. In return they
received a share of the booty from the raids which consti-
tuted the principal occupation of the group. The custom
was fused in early medieval times with Roman practices to
form the characteristic feudal relation of vassal to lord. Both
parties to the ceremony of fealty were free men, and though
the vassal submitted himself to the lord in postures of hu-
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mility, he might be, and often was, a count or bishop or
even king. In late medieval times, with the growth of mer-
cenary armies and the centralization of political authority,
the relationship became more and more an economic con-
tract, and the notion of loyalty to a national king took the
place of the old individual fealty.

3. Natural Moral Obligation to a Group: The most an-
cient and the most modern conceptions of loyalty fall into
this category. The loyalty of a clansman to his people is one
of the earliest moral obligations to be recognized by society.
It is based on the ties of kinship, flequentl) extended and
indirect, which unite a tribe into a single “ingroup.” The
idea has been universalized in the modern concept of loyalty
to the whole human race. Opponents of nationalism argue
that the same obligation which all men acknowledge to their
kinsmen or fellow-citizens is owed by ecach of us to the
human race taken collectively. As with the loyalty of son to
father, our obligation to mankind is said to rest on a natural
relation, that of a common humanity. In the absence of an
adequate analysis of the concept of a collective humanity,
it is not clear how we are to distinguish this special debt of
loyalty from the general moral obligation to treat all men as
ends and take cognizance of their needs and rights.

4. Contractual Moral Obligation to a Group: The prin-
cipal example of this sort of obligation of loyalty is the social
contract which, according to political philosophers in the
democratic tradition, first creates and defines the political
community and gathers together the individual moral au-
thority of the separate individuals into the collective sov-
ereignty of the society. As the name itself implies, the social
contract is modeled upon the concept of a legal contract.
Several consequences follow from this legal metaphor. First,
the parties to the contract are equal before the law, although
of course some may be wealthier, more powerful, or of



64 " The Poverty of Liberalism

higher status than others. Second, the contract is a self-
interested agreement from which each party expects to gain
and under which each party must give. Third, the contract
is limited in its scope and force by the terms of the original
agreement. Its goals and methods of implementation are
more or less explicitly spelled out and there may even be
stated circumstances in which the contract is void and the
parties have the right to violate it.

5. Natural Moral Obligation to an Institution: In the past
century and a half political loyalty has by and large been
understood as a natural tie binding the individual to his
native land. The concept is as old as Socrates, who argues
in the Crito that he owes a debt of filial obedience to the
Athenian Laws which have raised and cared for him. Soc-
rates makes it clear that his obligation is to the laws (i.e., the
state) and not to his fellow Athenians. In like manner, many
a modern patriot conceives himself as protecting his nation
against its present inhabitants and recalling them to its his-
toric faith or mission. In a world which has seen the de-
mystification of authority and the demythologization of
Christianity, a religious horror is still felt at the traitor. He
is viewed not as a man who has broken a contract or reneged
on a debt but as a defiler of sacred things.

6. Contractual Moral Obligation to an Institution: As the
natural authority of father over son is the original of all
political authority, so its most recent variety is the last of
our six types, the contractual debt owed to a political insti-
tution such as the state. Social contract theory holds that
the authority created by the original contract is vested in the
state. Thereafter it remains the possession of the state even
though the original contracting parties die out and are re-
placed. New citizens either take a formal oath of allegiance
upon admission to the status of citizen or else—as in the case
of native-born children who achieve legal maturity—are con-
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sidered to have made an implicit contract with the state by
remaining in the country and accepting the benefits of citi-
zenship. The voluntary character of contractual political ob-
ligation is preserved in most social contract theories by the
fiction that the citizen may leave the country and annul his
contract if he is no longer able to support his government
in good conscience. There may just barely have been some
reality in this notion in the seventeenth century, when
Locke advanced it. Today, with the earth’s surface exhaus-
tively divided into sovereign nations, not even the wealthy
man can escape submission to some state or gther. The only
sizable group of people in the modern world who owe no
political allegiance are the displaced persons and refugees
who live a life of bare subsistence and wait for a chance to
return to their native land.

I

We have now distinguished four distinct senses of the term
“loyal,” and six sub-categories of the fourth sense. One might
think that was more than enough conceptual machinery for
analyzing the problem of political loyalty, but there are still
two more distinctions which need to be drawn before we can
discuss the subject with any measure of clarity. In a way,
the elaborateness of the analytical tools which we need for
the job is a measure of its difficulty, and an indication of the
tangle of confusions which we can stumble into if we simply
plunge right into an argument over loyalty oaths and secu-
rity boards.

The first distinction is between two different senses of the
term “disloyal.” It is, after all, disloyalty rather than loyalty
which causes all the dlmér(‘cmcnt Now, disloyalty is, of
course, the opposite or negative of loyalty, so we might
simply match off every sense of loy alty with its correspond-
ing opposite. But there are two different kinds of opposites,
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which logicians identify by the labels “contradictory” and
“contrary.” The contradictory of a term is simply its denial
or negation. For example, the contradictory of black is not-
black; the contradictory of strong is not-strong. When we
deny the application of a term to some entity, we make no
positive assertion about the character, or even the existence,
of that thing. The contrary of a term, on the other hand, is
another independent term which we imagine to stand in
some opposed relation to it. The contrary of black is white,
the contrary of strong is weak. A pair of contrary terms can
be conceived as lying at opposite ends of a continuum de-
fined by the presence or absence of some property. The
ancients, for example, thought that white and black lay at
the ends of the spectrum according to whether color was
present or absent. The several colors were thought to be
aligned between the two extremes.

“Disloyalty” can be taken either as the contradictory or
as the contrary of “loyalty.” Disloyalty as the contradictory
would be simply the denial of loyalty. Disloyalty, under-
stood as the contrary of loyalty, would be a character trait,
legal status, belief, or moral condltlon in some sense oppo-
site to loyalty. There would presumably be a middle ground
which was defined neither as lovalty nor as disloyalty. The
point appears quibbling, but it has far- -reaching consequences.
There is all the difference in the world between a govern-
ment which demands that its citizens be loyal in the sense
of simply not being disloyal, and a government which re-
quires active, positive displays of adherence to official dog-
mas and support for official positions. The difference is
expressed by the two sayings, “Everyone who is not against
us is with us!” and “Anyone who is not with us is against us!”

The notion of positive loyalty has about it the flavor of
coerced belief that we associate with totalitarian regimes,
but democratic nations have also been known to demand
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from their citizens more than merely the absence of positive
disloyalty. For example, the Supreme Court decisions con-
cerning a mandatory flag salute in public schools turn on the
issue of the state’s right to require positive displays (pre-
sumably sincere) of loyalty to the United States. In the pe-
culiar circumstances of American life, this issue has become
tangled with the quite distinct debate over religious liberty,
and the Court has tended to release schoolchildren from the
obligation of saluting when a conflicting religious or quasi-
religious belief is involved. Nevertheless, whenever the po-
litical temperature of the nation rises a few degrees and
enemies, foreign and domestic, are descried, the demands
go out for displays of positive loyalty, and any hesitation
to comply is taken as evidence of disloyalty. The indecent
eagerness of so many American liberals to garnish their
timid dissent with anticommunist protestations is an evi-
dence of their perpetual fear of accusations of insufficient
loyalty.

To each sense of “loyal” we can attach both a contradic-
tory and a contrary sense of “disloyal.” Thus, if loyalty is
conceived as a character trait, then disloyalty will be either
the mere lack of that trait (contradictory) or some distinct
and opposite trait disposing the individual to betray his
nation, fail to come to its defense, and so forth (contrary).
Loyalty as a legal status has as its opposites the lack of that
status (contradictory) or another status, like that of criminal,
carrying various penalties and determined by law (contrary).
In the case of loyalty as a belief, disloyalty is either absence
of the belief (contradictory) or a conflicting belief (contrary).
The analogy in religion is agnosticism versus atheism. I inally,
if loyalty is interpreted as the honoring of a total commit-
ment, then disloyalty is either the mere failure to keep the
commitment or else the deliberate breach of it for some con-
flicting purpose, not necessarily self-regarding.
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The second distinction we need is that between actual
and potential loyalty or disloyalty. The concept of potential
loyalty is rather complex, and it will help to consider it in
connection with each of our four senses of loyalty in turn.

1. If loyalty is a character trait, then it is already in a
certain sense a potentiality. Courage is the disposition, or
potentiality, to act bravely when faced with danger. As
Aristotle pointed out, a man may be potentially courageous
either in the sense that he now has the disposition to act
bravely, or in the sense that he has the capacity to develop
that disposition. Analogously, a child is said to have musical
talent, meaning that he has it within him to become a fine
musician; an accomplished musician, by contrast, is said to
be a fine pianist, meaning that although he is not now per-
forming, he can do so (actualize his potentiality) when he
chooses. As I mentioned in my discussion of loyalty as a
character trait, one analysis of such traits makes the per-
formance of some characteristic acts or other a necessary
condition of having the trait, while a second analysis does
not. The former will apply the concept of potential loyalty
to persons who have not vet given evidence of their loyal
disposition; the latter will employ the concept of actual
loyalty rather more widely.

. There is a certain asymmetry in the interpretation of the
concept of dislovalty by the lovalty-as-character-trait school.
Whereas a man is said to be loyal insofar as he is disposed
to act in defense of his nation, etc., he is often said to be
disloval only when he has actually committed a breach of
faith. Tn that sense, “lovalty” is what Gilbert Ryle has called
a disposition-term, and dlsIO\ alty is what he calls an occur-
rence-term. Nevertheless, one can find some instances in
which a man’s lovalty is questioned not because he has com-
mitted some act, but because he is likely to do so. A man
might be called chronically disloyal, despite the fact that
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he has not in the present instance broken faith, because he is
thought to be prone to dislovalty. This, indeed, is one of the
grounds on which alcoholics and homosexuals were denied
security clearance by the State Department.

2. Strictly speaking, there is no valid use of the concept
of potential loyalty in the case of loyalty-as-a-legal-status.
Either a man has the status of citizen in good standing or he
has not. We may of course predict the outcome of a loyalty
hearing, just as we may predict the outcome of a murder
trial, but the injunction to treat a man as innocent until
proven guilty holds good in all cases of asceiption of legal
status. It may be reasonable to bar a man from government
employ because he is thought likely to commit acts which
would ordinarily be punished by a judgment of disloyalty.
However, if disloyalty is a legal status, then a man is not dis-
loyal until he has been so judged by an appropriate tribunal.

3. The distinction between actual and potential loyalty
has an equally dubious application in the case of loyalty-as-
a-belief. One could think up some meaning for the term
“potential belief,” but in general it hardly seems a useful
concept to define. One might imagine cases, for example, in
which a religious or political leader, alert to the dangers of
heresy in his flock, came to recognize certain types as prone
to heterodoxy. He could then say of someone, “He is one of:
the faithful at present, but his sort is prone to fall away, he
is potentially unfaithful.”

4. Moral commitments are in some respects like character
traits, in that a man may correctly be said to have and honor
a moral commitment even when, at the moment, he is doing
nothing which relates to it in any way. If T have sworn to
defend my country in time of war, and if 1 remain so re-
solved, then I am a loyal citizen even though mv country
is at peace and I am quictly minding my business. To
acknowledge and honor a commitment is to do what is re-
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quired by the commitment when the occasion arises. Save in
odd cases like keeping a secret, where not doing something
moment by moment is what is required, moral commitments
are operative only intermittently. It would be absurd to say
that between wars, the valiant soldier is not loval because
he is not then fighting.

We encounter once again the asymmetry in the concepts
of loyalty and disloyalty which appeared in the case of
loyalty-as-a-character-trait. When a man is called “loyal” it
is never meant simply that he has committed certain acts,
although those acts may be evidence of his loyalty. Whether
loyalty is conceived as a character trait, a legal status, a
belief, or the fulfillment of an obligation, it is something
more than any number of specific acts. (Namely, a proneness
to commit acts of that sort, or a legal status ascribed because
of those acts, or a belief which issues in acts like those, or a
moral commitment which those acts serve to honor.) Dis-
loyalty, however, is sometimes treated not as a proneness to
certain acts, or as a legal status ascribed because of certain
acts, etc., but simply as the performance of those acts them-
selves. In part this follows from the fact that a single counter-
instance refutes a universal judgment. Hence, if “disloyal”
simply means “not loyal,” any disloval act is enough to de-
stroy the implied univ ersaht\ of “He is (unfailingly) loyal.”
In part, however, it is a reflection of the fact that whereas
“loyal” is most often taken to mean “having the character
trait of loyvalty” or “honoring a total commitment,” the con-
trary term “disloyal” usually has the legalistic sense of hav-
ing broken some law or security regulation.

III

We come finally to the substantive question which lies at the
heart of all disputes about loyalty, the question which might
be said to encompass the entire philosophy of politics: Does



Loyalty Vi

a state ever have the right to demand the loyalty of its sub-
jects? Or, to turn the question around and state it in a way
which focuses on the individual, Does a man ever have a
moral obligation to be loyal to the state? The great medieval
debates about the origin and location of sovereignty, the
modern disputes over the rights and limits of civil disobedi-
ence, all come together in this simple question.

In the light of the analysis which we have just com-
pleted, it might seem that the obvious answer is, “It depends
on what you mean by loyalty.” Indeed, this is the right
answer, as we shall see. But I should like to,try to narrow
the issue somewhat by performing a preliminary application
of the results of our analysis of loyalty. Instead of proceed-
ing directly to the question, Does an individual owe loyalty
to the state, let us first ask, In what senses of the term
“loyalty” would it even be possible for a state to require
that its subjects be loyal?

This move, from actuality to possibility as it were, is a
typical philosophical maneuver. Perhaps T can make it a bit
clearer by an analogy. Suppose that we wanted to know
whether scientists could construct a thinking machine. The
first step, obviously, would be to analyze the term “thinking.”
Once we had identified a number of distinct meanings asso-
ciated with the term, we might ask, in connection with cach
one of them, whether in that sense of “thinking” it was even
logically possible for scientists to build a thinking machine.
For example, one meaning of “thinking” might be “assem-
bling information and solving problems.” Presumably, there
is no lagical impossibility about a machine that could do
that. Bat another meaning might be “activity of an imma-
terial soul.” Obviously a scientist cannot build an immaterial
soul. Hence, we can say a priori that if thinking means the
activity of an immaterial soul, then scientists cannot build
a thinking machine.
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Now let us look at the four senses of loyalty already dis-
tinguished and in each case try to decide whether it is even
possible for a government to demand loyalty, in that sense,
from its subjects.

If we understand loyalty as a character trait, then the
state clearly never has the right to demand that its subjects
be loyal. The first principle of all moral philosophy is that
a man cannot have an obligation to do what it is not within
his power to do. It makes no more sense to demand that a
man have a loyal disposition toward the state than it would
to require that he be naturally courageous or possess a gen-
erous temperament. The state might demand certain acts of
loyalty, or the forebearance from certain acts of disloyalty,
for acts are within our power to do or abstain. But a man
simply cannot, by an act of will, alter his personality.

The local, state, and federal governments in the United
States do not require loyal dispositions from their citizens
(though a number of enthusiastic legislators are perpetually
engaged in attempts to write such demands into law). But
they do require American citizens to take part in activities
whose purpose is to create and sustain such dispositions.
The public schools not only teach romantic versions of
American history in an effort to inspire pupils with a love
for their country; they also require regular ritual repeti-
tions of ceremonial gestures and incantations which are
thought to be particularly efficacious in producing a dis-
position of loyalty. Justice Frankfurter, in a famous Supreme
Court decision (\Ilnels\ ille School District v. Gobitis), de-
fended the right of the state to require such rituals in the
following words:

The ultimate foundation of a free society is the binding
tie of cohesive sentiment. Such a sentiment is fostered
by all those agencies of the mind and spirit which may
serve to gather up the traditions of a people, transmit
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them from generation to generation, and thereby create
that continuity of a treasured common life which consti-
tutes a civilization. . . . The influences which help to-
ward a common feeling for the common country are
manifold. Some may seem harsh and others no doubt
foolish. Surely, however, the end is legitimate.

We may question the moral legitimacy of patriotic edu-
cation, however much we grant its logical possibility. For
myself, I see too close a similarity between such education
and the totalitarian indoctrination of other nations. Never-
theless, one thing is clear; no state has the right to demand
success in its efforts at inspiring loyalty. Just as it makes no
sense to require an adult to love his country, so we cannot
in reason compel a child to develop such a sentiment, no
matter how many rituals we impose upon him.

In sum, if loyalty is understood as a personality trait,
then no state ever has the right to demand loyalty of its
citizens, even if it does have the right to submit them to
patriotic education.

Beliefs, like traits of character, cannot be commanded.
If being loyal to a nation-state means believing in some
political ideology which it is supposed to embody, then no
state ever has the right to command its subjects to be loval.
It may perhaps require them to utter ritual words (“I
pledge allegiance . . .”) or to sign oaths promising never to
falter in the faith, but the significance of such acts will be
nil. So long as a man retains coherent autonomy of his
cognitive facultics—so long, that is, as he is not brainwashed
—he cannot be forced to believe. The essence of belief is its
free origin in the rational processes of the mind. We can no
more force a free man to believe in democracy by making
him pledge allegiance than we can make a fundamentalist
believe in evolution by requiring him to read aloud The
Origin of Species.
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The interpretation of loyalty as orthodoxy leads quite
naturally to censorship, inquisitions, and all the hated con-
comitances of an established religious or political dogma.
For that reason, one might expect men of a liberal persua-
sion to avoid such an interpretation and fix instead on one
of the other possibilities. Nevertheless, when the question
arose of the right of communists to teach in schools and
universities, a great many liberals argued that in order to
be granted such a right, a man must “accept the ground
rules of free debate on which a liberal society is founded.”
Put somewhat less circumspectly, communists were to con-
fess their faith in Mill's On Liberty before being admitted
to the classroom. Those who found themselves in all honesty
unable to subscribe to the liberal creed were to be academi-
cally excommunicated.

Now, of course, the liberals didn't view the matter in
this light at all. To them it would have appeared grotesque
to use words like “confess” and “faith” and “excommunicate”
to describe their position. Indeed, they couldn’t see that
communists were being forced to believe anything sub-
stantive at all; the only requirement was acceptance of a
purely formal or procedural rule for the regulation of de-
bate. Only close-minded ideologues or sinister hypocrites
could reject the principles of the free marketplace of ideas!

Since the first chapter of this book is devoted to refuting
precisely those principles, I shall not comment upon them
here, save to remark that true believers always find it im-
possible to imagine that decent men could honestly disagree
with them. If a member of the intellectual community is per-
mitted to question every dogma save the dogma on which
that community organizes itself, then he is no freer than a
Chinese plofessm forced to chant the sayings of Mao. There
is, of course, an alternative. Following the wise and for-
giving practice of the Roman Catholic Church, liberals
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could announce themselves willing to gather to their bosoms
all those souls who, though unable to believe, nevertheless
submitted themselves to the superior authority of John
Stuart Mill. As usual, we could expect that there would be
more rejoicing in academia over the return of one sinner
than . . .

What shall we say of lovalty considered as the honoring
of a total moral commitment? In this case it would seem that
we can readily make sense of the state’s demand that its
subjects be loyal. If the moral commitment4s conceived as
a natural obligation, then the government would, like the
Laws in Plato’s dialogue The Crito, demand that the citizen
acknowledge the debt he had incurred to the state by living
within its territory, accepting its protection, and bencfiting
from its institutions. In the case of loyalty-as-a-contractual-
obligation, the state would cither remind the citizen of the
agreement he had made, or appeal to the concept of an im-
plicit contract to prove that every adult citizen had made a
quasi-contract with the state.

The essence of a moral commitment is that it be freely
made. In political terms, this means that the citizens have
an alternative to binding themselves to the state, namely
emigration. Most social contract theorists include an emi-
gration clause in order to make sense of the notion of an
implicit contract. The theory of contracts in law posits two
free and legally equal parties who come together in agree-
ment for mutual benefit. If one of the partics has no choice
in the matter—if there is coercion—then the contract is not
binding. The analogous argument is presupposed in political
theories. In the modern world emigration is in general im-
possible. The question inevitably arises, therefore, whether
a state can have the right to demand a total moral commit-
ment from what is essentially a captive citizenry. 1 am not
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asking here whether it is wise or just for the state to make
such a demand but only whether it makes sense for it to do
so. The answer clearly is that when an individual has no
choice in the matter, it is illogical to ask him to choose.
Hence, insofar as loyalty is viewed as a total moral commit-
ment of the citizen to the state (or of the citizen to his fel-
low-citizens), the state cannot have even the possibility of
a right to demand that commitment save in the most special
of circumstances which rarely exist in the modern world.

There remains only the conception of loyalty as the legal
status of full citizenship. Clearly the state by its very nature
has a right to demand such “loyalty” from its citizens, for
that is simply to demand that thev be citizens. Attention in
this case shifts to the criteria which are laid down by the
state for citizenship but whatever they are, the method of
ascertaining “loyalty” will be hedged round \\1th qll the safe-
guards adumbrated by the phrase “due process.”

Obviously there can be no justification for a legal defini-
tion of citizenship which makes reference to or requires
character traits or beliefs. Nor can a moral commitment be
demanded as a precondition of citizenship, save perhaps in
the unusual case of immigrants who theoretically have an
alternative to residence in the United States. The appropri-
ate sorts of criteria, I would suggest, are the familiar quali-
fications of birthplace, parentage, and residence, together
with the absence of any defeating facts such as conflicting
citizenship, past convictions for specified crimes, and so
forth. Loyalty thus conceived is purely a function of be-
havior; it does not involve the inner man, neither his beliefs
nor his inclinations and character. It also does not place him
in the false position of having to announce a moral com-
mitment as though he had freely chosen it when in fact it
has been forced upon him.

It should now be clear that the United States has no
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right to demand any sort of loyalty of its citizens which goes
beyond merely fulfilling the legal conditions for ordinary
citizenship. In a voluntary community which men could join
or leave at will, different and more stringent conditions
might reasonably be imposed, but we are too far from the
world imagined by Locke and Rousseau to invoke their
ideal of a social contract.

In light of these conclusions, we might expect American
liberals to shun the interpretation of loyalty as a character
trait or orthodoxy, and instead restrict themselves to the
notion of legal citizenship. Their widespread emotional re-
jection of oaths, affidavits, and investigations of personal
behavior confirms that expectation. Nevertheless, when
American social scientists of a liberal political persuasion
turn their professional attentions to the subject of loyalty,
they surprisingly embrace a sociological rather than a legal
interpretation. This tendency, which I have already re-
marked as a universal characteristic of contemporary liberal
thought, is clearly displayed in The Loyal and the Disloyal
by Morton Grodzins, which appeared in 1956. Professor
Grodzins, a Chicago political scientist who had published
a study of the effect of internment on Japanese-Americans
during World War II, broadened his investigations to pro-
duce a systematic theory of political loyalty. Grodzins’
aim was to base topical political commentary on social
scientific foundations. He interpreted loyalty essentially as
a personality trait fostered and sustained by certain social
relationships and institutional settings.

Grodzins conceives of loyalties as habit patterns which
organize and orient human interrelationships. As such, they
are indispensable elements in the formation and mainte-
nance of personality. “It is a contradiction in terms to speak
of a man without loyalties. He does not exist.” (p. 5) Loyal-
ties are “given in return for gratifications received. They or-
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ganize the life of the individual, reducing the area of his
uncertainty and anxiety. . . . One is loyal to the groups
that provide gratifications because what serves the group
serves the self; what threatens the group threatens the self.
There is no self outside group activity.” (p. 6)

Loyalty on this view is in the first instance an attitude
of identification of self with some primary group of persons
from whom one seeks gratifications, either material or psy-
chological. The principal gratification, perhaps, is simply
the confirmation of one’s own self-image which is provided
by the expected responses of the group. Loyalty to the state,
Grodzins argues, is built up out of the interlocking and
pyramiding of loyalties to primary and intermediate groups.
The state is thus onlv indirectly an object of lovalty, and
as Grodzins makes clear, it may be an amblguous ob]ect
when the several primary loy alties of an individuals life
fail to integrate and pyramid completely. Thus a German-
American feels a conflict of lovalties in 1940 because his
identification with the culture and society of Germany can-
not be integrated with his identification with his American
neighborhood, church, or place of business. So too, a scientist
experiences a contradiction between his lovalty to the inter-
national community of physicists, which includes Soviet and
Chinese scientists, and his lovalty to home and society as
symbolized in the security regulations of the American gov-
ernment.

Grodzins™ intentions are “liberal.” That is to say, he de-
ploys his psychology of lovalty for the purpose of eliciting
sympathy for Japanese-Americans torn between their native
and adopted lands; he speaks with sweet reasonableness to
the red-hunters of the lovalty-security program. The follow-
ing is a characteristic passage:

Those responsible for security should recognize that loy-
alties change with time and circumstance. They should
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recognize that affiliations of the past are less important
than actions of the present. They should recognize that
investigation can erode loyalty as well as disclose dis-
loyalty. They should recognize that men properly have
multiple loyalties in a democratic state, that super-
patriotism is not always a desirable attribute, and that
judgments concerning security are more limited and
easier to make than those concerning loyalty. They
should recognize that all men have a disloyalty (and
loyalty) potential, that some risk is therefore inevitable
in all government enterprise, and that [as Alan Barth
has said] absolute security is likely to result in nothing
save absolute sterility.

In short, Grodzins endorses the governments demand
that its citizens exhibit an emotional identification with the
United States, but he cautions against stupid, narrow, self-
defeating methods of ascertaining whether that character
trait is present in government employees. When he writes
that affiliations of the past are less important than actions
of the present, he does not mean that men’s loyalty should
not be judged by their affiliations; he merely means that such
affiliations are usuall} less significant evidence than are pres-
ent actions (including present affiliations, presumably). If
I may draw an irreverent (but not, I think, irrelevant) anal-
ogy, Grodzins’ relation to the red-hunters is rather like
that of the Jesuits to the Jansenists. Like so many other
liberals, he objects to the loyalty and security program be-
cause it was conducted by insensitive bigots who used its
machinery as a device for proscribing all manner of behavior
and belicf that they feared or disliked. In short, Grodzins’
criticism is that the program was carried out inefficiently.
There is no disagreement about its ends, or about its concep-
tion of loyalty.

The liberal confusion concerning the nature of loyalty is
perfectly epitomized by the heated debate over the notion
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of guilt by association. During the height of the loyalty
crisis, many an individual’s loyalty was called into question
because he was friendly with a member of the Communist
party, had been part of a social circle of people with left-
wing politics, was the son or father or brother of a suspicious
person, or even because he liked the ballet and subscribed
to foreign (noncommunist) publications. There was a great
deal of know-nothing parochial stupidity in the administra-
tion of the loyalty program, as many of the more sophis-
ticated red-hunters themselves complained. It was therefore
dangerously easy for at least some liberals to concentrate
their attacks on instances of crudity or ignorance and so
avoid a direct confrontation with the principles which
underlay the program. It was outrageous to brand a man
disloyal because of the friends he made and the journals
he read. And yet, the spy trials revealed that a distressingly
high proportion of those convicted were intellectuals, former
adherents of left-wing causes, friends or relations of Com-
munists, and even readers of foreign publications. Liberals
found themselves in the impossible position of maintaining
that who a man knew and what he read would give no clue
to his political convictions or probable future behavior.

If loyalty is indeed a character trait, then nothing could
be more relevant to its discovery than associations, interests,
and kinship ties. Here, for example, is an account of the way
loyalties are formed, written by another liberal student of
the problem of loyalty, Professor John Schaar:

What is called loyalty is really a kind of norm . . .
resting upon the familiar processes of attitude forma-
tion and change. The roots of loyalty are to be found in
social interaction. Expressed briefly, shared activities
evoke shared activities of sympathy. As the group lives
together as a social unit, members experience mutual
debts of gratitude, mutual likes and dislikes, and shared
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interests which bind them together. This culminates in
the simply stated and profoundly felt emotion of owing
much to each other and to the group as a whole.*

In short, associations are the very source of loyalty-as-a-
character-trait. They are not merely legitimate evidence
of loyalty, they are the primary evidence of it. “Where
there’s smoke, there’s fire,” may be a bad rule of law, but it
is the first principle of social psychology! A man’s personal
and political associations are perfectly good empirical evi-
dence for his inclinations and attitudes. Indeed, used intel-
ligently and with a certain sophistication, exen information
about his tastes in art and literature are some indication
about his political attitudes and probable behavior!

It is instructive to compare liberals’ criticisms of the
loyalty investigations with their attacks, during the same
years, on the foreign policy of Dulles and Eisenhower. A
grcat deal was made of Dulles’ moralizing (again the Jesuit-
Jansenist contrast), Eisenhower’s lack of intellectual graces,
and the embarrassing failure of new ambassadors to remem-
ber the names of the prime ministers of the countries to
which they were assigned. This critique of technique was
put forward as fundamental analysis of policy, with the ex-
pectation that all our state department needed was to pro-
mote career officers to ambassadorial posts, learn some for-
eign languages, and act a bit less like fundamentalists loose
in the big city. John F. Kennedy was greeted by liberals as
the answer to their prayers. He was young, bright, atten-
tive to academic advice, had actually written a book, and
was married to a woman who spoke fluent French. Conse-
quently, it came as something of a shock when this paragon
of liberal virtues invaded Cuba and brought the world to
the brink of a nuclear war. In the aftermath of the Cuban

® Loyalty in America, 1957, p. 16.



82 2 The Poverty of Liberalism

adventure, liberal ranks split into two unequal groups. The
majority, confronted by the refutation of their confident
faith that technique was all that American foreign policy
had lacked, retreated into the brittle cold-war belligerence
of the Roches and Rostows. The remainder were forced into
an examination of the roots of American policy in an effort
to discover where it had gone wrong. This radical turn of
the American left was of course considerably aided by the
death of Kennedy. Yet so susceptible is the ordinary Ameri-
can liberal to beguiling personalities and the superficies of
sophistication that many who were disenchanted with John
Kennedy had already begun to reenchant themselves with
Robert Kennedy.

Finally, let us give some consideration to the “loyalty
oath” which has played so prominent a role in American
political debates. There are two distinct sorts of depositions
which are both somewhat confusedly referred to as “loyalty
oaths.” The first, the loyalty oath proper, is a pledge to up-
hold the Constitution of the United States (or of one of the
fifty states) and protect it from its enemies “both foreign
and domestic.” The second is an affidavit swearing to cer-
tain matters of fact, such as that one is not now and never
has been a member of the Communist party, or that one is
not a member of some other organization proscribed by the
federal government. The affidavit is quite clearly a dubious
legal instrument. If the activities to which it refers are
against the law, then it invades the constitutional protection
against self-incrimination; if the activities are legal, then the
affidavit is a method of punishing an individual nonjudi-
cially. In practice the affidavit is an unsavory device for
transforming a legal act into an illegal one. A man is asked
to swear that he has not done X, an act which is perfectly
legal. He knows that if he refuses to swear, he will suffer
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the loss of a job, social and professional ostracism, and other
quasi-punishments. If he lies to avoid those sanctions, he can
then be prosecuted for perjury, even though not for the
original act. All in all, not a pretty business.

The loyalty oath is quite another matter. If the state is
conceived to be founded upon a social contract, then the
original promise of each to all is a loyalty oath. It is a pledge
to accept the decisions of the duly constituted government
as one’s own, to make such sacrifices for the good of all as
may be demanded, and to defend the political community
against its enemies. Thus, if loyalty is interpreted as the
honoring of a contractual total commitment, then every
citizen is assumed to have taken an oath of loyalty and to be
bound by its conditions. It may be doubted whether any-
thing is gained from constant reiterations of the pledge, but
no social contract theorist could ever deny the government’s
right to require it.

The matter is rather different once we acknowledge the
inapplicability of the social contract model to contemporary
politics. When a man has no real choice but to live in the
country of his birth, the demand that he swear loyalty to
it has the quality of a coerced promise which is morally
worthless. States can perhaps require their subjects to obey
the laws and punish them for not doing so. But it makes no
sense, in addition, for the government to exact the lip service
of a loyalty oath.

Loyalty oaths are inappropriate as well in the cases of
loyalty-as-a-character-trait and loyalty-as-a-belief. In the
former, a willingness to take the oath may be one sign of a
loyal disposition, but since one cannot acquire a new per-
sonality trait by an act of will, the oath is not morally bind-
ing. As for loyalty-as-a-belief, the appropriate instrument
would be a confession of faith or catechism rather than an

oath of loyalty.



3. Power

IHE QUESTION which most sharply divides radicals from
liberals in modern America is well expressed in the title
of Robert Dahls influential study of New Haven poli-
tics: Who Governs? The traditional liberal view, from the
eighteenth-century notion of separation of powers to Gal-
braith’s modern theor\ of countervailing powers, has been
that Wmum.&dﬁmwattered
among a plurality of competing interests and elites so that
no single group acquires a mongpoly of control, and ncTsTgnif-
icant segment of the population is_entirely excluded from
the exercise itical power. By contrast, the common
theme of radical critics is the existence of a concentration of
power in the hands of a class or interlocking set of factions
whose will is imposed on the people behind a facade of in-
effectual democratic institutions. C. Wright Mills crystallized

84
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the radical theory for American readers with his enormously
influential book, The Power Elite. Since then, the English
term “Establishment” has been adopted to describe the sup-
posed domination of American life by a system of private
and public institutions whose governors shuttle from ex-
ecutive suite to executive suite in a closed circle from which
the great mass of ordinary Americans are quite thoroughly
excluded. Recently, the term “Power Structure” has been
taken over by the more militant leaders of the Negro move-
ment as a label for the white leaders who block escape
from the ghetto and control the jobs and homes for which
the slum dweller reaches out.

It would be easy to interpret this apparent opposition
of views as merely a rhetorical war of words growing out of
differing emphases on essentially the same picture of Ameri-
can life. The liberals, after all, are quite well aware that
political power is unevenly distributed among American
citizens; and radicals, when pressed, will acknowledge that
there is no cabal or conscious conspiracy manipulating a
docile public. Perhaps we have here no more than a dif-
ference of temperament: liberals tend to emphasize the
stability of the American political system and its responsive-
ness to pressures from aroused citizens; radicals are enraged
by the misery and injustice which flourish in the midst of
such wealth, and refuse to relax into attitudes of self-
congratulation when confronted by so great a gulf between
what is and what could be.

Such a resolution of the disagreement would be easy,
but it would also be wrong. Behind the rhetoric lies a gen-
uine dispute, not so much over the actual nature of Ameri-
can politics, but rather over the norms or standards by
which a modern political society should be judged. To be
sure, the issue is hopelessly confused by the conceptual
imprecision with which it is debated, but the instincts of
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the participants are accurate. Radicals and liberals really
do go separate ways over the question of political power.
If we are to evaluate the soundness of modern liberal philos-
ophy, we must attempt to come to grips with the concept
of power.

I

Instead of launching a frontal attack on the concept of
power, let us approach the subject obliquely by explicating
the notion of an igbject of decisigﬁ.” By an object of deci-
sion I mean any event or state of affairs which someone or
other is in a position actually to choose to bring about.
For example, I can if I choose walk from my study To my
kitchen and pour myself a glass of beer. Therefore my
having a beer is an ob;ect of my decision. Similarly, I can
if I choose buy a car, although it will strain my resources
to do so. So my buying a car is also an object of my deci-
sion. On the other hmd I cannot as things now stand choose
to run a mile in four minutes or play the Beethoven violin
concerto flawlessly. Therefore those things are not objects
of my decision.

There is virtually no state of affairs or event which is an
object of decision for ev ery single person, although there
are countless things which are objects of no one’s decision at
all. For example, no one at the moment has it within his
ability to choose to vacation on the moon, while some un-
fortunate people cannot even choose to take a breath or
open their eyes. Obviously also there are many things which
groups of people can choose to do as groups, but which
no single individual can choose to do. Some of these, like
playing a game of baseball or having a discussion, logically
require several people for their accomplishment. Others,
like lifting a truck, simply happen as a matter of fact to re-
quire the cooperation of a number of individuals.
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In addition, there are some things which are not actually
within a given individual’s scope of choice, despite the fact
that he is legally authorized to choose them and his right
to do so is acknowledged by everyone around him. It is a
commonplace of American politics, for example, that the
powers which the Constitution and laws give to the Presi-
dent are far in excess of his real ability to translate his will
into practice. Every new incumbent discovers the mysterious
capacity of even the most precise directives to disappear
without trace into the innards of the State Department.
Robert McNamara earned himself a permanent place in
history merely by exercising in fact a measure “of the author-
ity which every previous Secretary of Defense had exer-
cised only in theory.

Many of the unclarities and ambiguities which becloud
the notion of power are present as well in the notion of an
object of decision. If the only advantage enjoyed by Secre-
tary McNamara over his predecessors was his superior ad-
ministrative skill, should we say that effective management
of the Department of Defense was, or was not, a real ob-
ject of their choice? To take another example, if I can bring
about some state of affairs only by employing means which,
for some reason or other, I consider unacceptable, is that
state of affairs an object of my decision or not? A com-
plete analysis of the concept of power would require that
these ambiguitics be diminished, but for our purposes it
will be possible to put them to one side and develop other
implications of the notion of an object of decision.

Of particular importance is the case of the event or state
of affairs which is a consequence of decisions, but yet is not

itself an object of decision. This is the unintended conse-
(Lll_%lyd;fwhich economists and sociological theorists have
made so much of in their analyses of large-scale social be-

havior. A traffic jam, for example, is the consequence of
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thousands of individual decisions by motorists—decisions
to visit the kids, to go to the store, to take in a movie, to get
out of town. As a result of all those decisions, too many
cars arrive simultaneously at a bridge or tunnel or inter-
section which can’t handle the load. %ﬂall de-
cided to cause a traffic jam. Hence the traffic jam is not
properlv an 0}')].(3(4‘ of 9“}'“3\,,3 deaision. ==

“ Social life is full of occurrences and situations which are
consequences_of_individual or collective decisions but are
not objects of decision/In the early days of liberal optimism,
social philosophers tended to call attention to the felicitous
consequences which issued unintended from the interplay
of unconnected decisions. Adam Smith’s famous image of
the “invisible hand” captured the liberal confidence that
the_public good would unintentionally but efficiently be
served by countless_self-interested decisions immly
economic_activities of a free markete Latterly, sociologists
of a liberal political bent have been influenced by the pessi-
mism of the conservative continental socmloglcdl tradltlon
so that today the phrase “unintended consequences” does
indeed conjure up traffic jams rather than prosperity. One
of the characteristic arguments of piecemeal social reformers
against the more systematic proposals of their opponents to
the left is the 1mpossxb1ht\ of forestalling the unfortunate
and unintended byvproducts of even the best-intentioned
programs. Natulall), conservatives view even piecemeal re-
forms with apprehension. They are fond of invoking the
metaphor of society as an organism in an attempt to dis-
suade liberal tinkerers from upsetting the delicate equilib-
rium of social life.

In addition to the notion of an object of decision, we
shall have need of a distinction, admittedly vague, between
matters of little or no social importance and matters of major
social importance. The daily actions of an ordinary citizen
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are not, save under the most unusual of circumstances,
matters of major social importance, but the actions of the
President are. Among matters which are currently objects
of someone’s decision, the level of federal taxation is of
major importance while the marital life of the President’s
daughter is not (though it may, of course, be a matter of
major public curiosity). The distinction is patently impre-
cise, and I do not wish to pretend by the elaboration of
technical jargon that it can be made much more precise.
Nevertheless, T shall persist in employing it because, as we
shall see presently, it is indispensable to an and]vms of the
concept of political power.

It might be worth pointing out that the notion of
matter of major social importance, in addition to being im-
precise, is also relative to the values and interests of the
members ol the socicty.(In the United States, for example,
virtually_evervthing related to the overall size and distribu-
tion of the gross national product\qmnm:mltte' of
major_social importance, but in a devoutly religious society
which cared htmuend] wealth, signs of divine favor

or disfavor might far outweigh in importance mere fluc-
tuations in production. Some of the most intractable social
disputes concern the relative ranking of different matters
rather than the choosing of a course of action with regard
to any one of them.

Any adequate analysis of the distribution of political
power in American society would require an investigation of
the sorts of matters of mn: jor social importance which are,
and are not_objects of someane’s decisions There are, after
all, Two questi(;ns which can alw(ws\he-‘/lsl\cd about any

event or state of affairs: First, is it an object vone's

decisj II? and Second, who decides it? 1 sug,gest that ‘?(\
w zl.t.tm.&.u.l.l.-dﬂeeh-euommnvs decision in a_society

is a more significant-fact ghout that society than who de-
N
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cides them. Hence, modern Russia strikes us as more like
modern America than either society is like its eighteenth-
century counterpart.

Indeed, there is something like a law of historical de-
velopment—one of the very few—to the effect that once a
matter of major social importance becomes an object of
decision, it never reverts to the status of fact of nature or
unintended consequence. This might also be called the law
of the progress of rationality, for there is a fundamental
sense of the term “rational” in which “to be rational” means
“t@_be_the author of one’s actions, to act rather than | her than to be
acted upon.”fTo become more rational, in this root sense,
means to transform into ends things which previously were
not ends. A man becomes more rational just insofar as he
brings within the scope of his will some datum of experience
which previously confronted him as independent of his
will.®

Once any feature of the social world is known to be with-
in human control, it is irrevocably an object of decision, so
that even the failure to act with regard to it becomes a de-
liberate decision. For example, so long as a government is
ignorant of the technique of controlling the volume of
money in the economy, it must view that fact of social life

? Liberals, by and large, employ only the more superficial notion of
rationality as the fitting of means to ends. In this sense of the term, ra-
tionality is equivalent to efficiency. Ends or goals are viewed as given by
feeling, and hence not open to rational deliberation. From this identifica-
tion of goals with feclings and means with reason, it is not a very long
step to the much-celebrated value neutrality with which modern liberal
social scientists emasculate their research. They are unable, for example, to
see that a society which fails even to set itself certain social goals—which
fails, that is, to make certain matters of importance objects of collective
decision—is to that extent an irrational society. Naturally, since they cannot
see this fact, they cannot undertake as social scientists to explain it.
Hence, they remain at the level of predicting variations in public prefer-
ences among toothpastes or presidential candidates.
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as on a par with the weather. But once it learns the trick
of expanding or contracting bank loans, the volume of
money is ever after an object of decision, whether it chooses
to avail itself of its ability or not. The willingness to rec-
ognize this fact, as we shall see, distinguishes political con-
servatives from political reactionaries.

Irreversible historical progress, as opposed merely to
historical alteration, takes place when_some matter of
major social importance fir§t becomes an object of someone’s
decision within the society. The most striking series of such
extensions of rational decision is to be found in the area
of economic activity. Initially, men find themselves en-
gaged in production and exchange. Gradually, they become
aware of apparently objective laws governing the relations
of prices, wages, profits, and interest levels in the market.
What seem to them at first to be iron laws, as foolish to flout
as the laws of physics, slowly are recognized as possible
objects of collective decision. The total production of goods
and services in a society—its Gross National Product—is of
course a consequence of the economic decisions of acts in
the market, but it can also itself be an object of social deci-
sion. Even so abstract a fact as the annual rate of growth of
the GNP may become a direct object of deliberate decision.
As knowledge grows and modes of collective action are de-
vised, there is a steady expansion of the realm of decision.
So in the history of society the conception of babies is first
an inexplicable accident, then an uncontrollable outcome of
natural human activities, then a planned event, and finally a
part of a national policy regulating the birthrate.

Eventually, through a generalization from social experi-
ence, the general concept of a social problem may be formu-
lated. There is a natural series of stages through which each
problem progresses. First the problen js identified. In some
cases, the recognition of a problem may require nothing
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more than a deep breath of polluted city air or a brief ride
through ghetto slums. In other cases, however, only refined
techniques of statistical analysis will reveal the existence of
the problem, as when comparisons are made of rates of un-
employment among Negro and white workers, or when
infant mortality rates in the United States and Scandinavia
are contrasted. Next, the causal determinants of the phenom-
na _under examination are discovered. Finally, ways are
found to make the phenomena fobjects of social Qgci\sigx(l.
At this point, What was initially a fact of society has become
a_subject of policv deliberatior. Once such a transtormation
B(__ has been achieved, there is no going back. The age ot social
innocence is lost. and from that moment anv decision, in-
cluding the decision to do nothing, is a deliberate~policy
for which the authors of the decision can be held r respon-

L{r-]anv point in the history of a society, there will be a

body of matters of major social importance which are clearly
objects of someone’s decision, and a number of not-yet-
determinate matters which are for the first time being
brought within the sphere of rational choice. A conserva-
tive, generally speaking. is g man who resists bringimg-new
matters of importance within the scope of decision. For rea-
sons erther of tradition or of timidity, or from a frequently
well-grounded fear of the loss of social innocence, he pre-
fers to_see even quite important matters left to_the inter-
play of individual decisions. To the conservative, unintended

consequences are preferable to deliberate decisions. The
eactionalyson the other hand, is a man who indulges in the
fantasy ‘eturning to a time of innocence before some

matter of social importance hecame an object of decision.
He literally wishes to turn the clock back, and of course he
is doomed to perpetual disappointment. Before the develop-
ment of modern economic theory, governments were unable
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to control the cycle of booms and busts which dominated
nineteenth-century Europe and America. Now that we know
how to dampen the fluctuations, we can, as a deliberate
policy, choose to allow the full swing of inflation and de-
pression, but we can never return to the time when the GNP
was an uncontrollable fact of nature.

We sympathize with the reactionary, of course. It is
pleasant to be relieved of the burden of deciding things, and
even death, insofar as it cannot be controlled, offers a cer-
tain security. But knowledge once stolen cannot be returned,
as Adam and Eve discovered.

11

Now let us turn directly to the concept of political power.®
Since we are interested in chaice, degision, and purposeful
action,ave are not concerned with the sort of power an en-
gine is said to have, orw#h the force exerted by a lever. In
the most general sense) the sort of power we wish to analyze
is the ability to make and enforce decision}@:it/iciéﬁ)ower,
then, can best be understood as the power 1o make and
enforce decisions with regard to mallersg@major social im-
portance.[(Hence the necessity of introducing this admit-
tedly vague term.) It is tempting, but T think mistaken, to
define political power in terms of. access to, or control of,
the formal institutions of law and government in a society.
The trouble with such a definition is that it manages to beg
the very questions about the real locus of political power

? The analysis developed in this section is quite similar in some respects
to Robert Dahl’s analysis of the concept of power in his essay, “The Con-
cept of Power,” Behavioral Science, July, 1957. Although 1 have very
great differences with Professor Dahl on the nature of political power,
particularly as it manifests itself in contemporary America, I would be
remiss in failing to acknowledge the precision and subtlety of his essay.
In later sections of this chapter I shall try to indicate just where we part
company.
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which our analysis is designed to answer. We must not as-
sume in advance that those who control the legal and gov-
ernmental institutions of a modern state exercise effective
power of decision over virtually all the matters of major
social importance which are objects of decision at all. That
may be true, hut we wish to define political power in such
a way that it becomes an _empirical truth and not a trivial
tautology It is at least loglcallv possible that the locus of
such power be elsewhere ment,
for %Wes if
someé radicar critics of Ameriean-saci ioht, Bv defin-
1ng political power asEhe ability to make and enforce

ns concernmg matters_of major social importancet we
leave 1t open whether political power has anything at all
to do with what is ordinarily called politics.

When I introduced the notion of a matter of major so-
cial importance, I pointed out that it was both vague and
relative to the interests and values of the society. In addi-
tion to this, it is also unavoidably evaluative. Since most
contemporary social scientists aspire to the condition of
methodological grace known as value-neutrality, it might be
worth devoting a few words to defending a definition of
political power which rests on a frankly non-value-neutral
concept.

The dispute over the thesis of the power elite obviously
involves some sorts of assumptions about the relative impor-
tance of various matters of decision. No one in his right mind
would attempt to refute the claim that Stalin was a dicta-
tor by pointing out that millions of Russian citizens made
countless individual decisions about when to rise, whom to
marry, and what to eat. The point is_that so far as politics
is concerned, Stalin made more decisions about important
matters than anvone clse did, and he showed—timself ca-
p%Te of enforcing his decisions against opposition from other
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major political figures in Russian society. But suppose
someone argued that Congress, in the past decade, had made
virtually no decisions about matters of truly major impor-
tance, and that _instead the power of decision had shifted
completely to the President and his Administration. Those
who rank the Cuban missile crisis, the Cuban invasion, and
the Vietnam war far above the assortment of New Frontier
and Great Society social legislation in importance might
agree with this judgment, and they might conclude that the
relative inability of Congress to call the turn in military and
foreign policy meant an end to genuine parliamgntary democ-
racy in America. Those, on the other hand, who assigned
greater importance to the domestic developments of recent
vears might insist that"Congress retained significant power
over matters of major social importance, and hence pos-
sessed considerable political power. To some extent, of
course, the dispute is over facts: Does the mood of Con-
gress restrain the President more severely in foreign policy
than appears on the surface? Will the social legislation have
no lasting effect on American life, or is it the first wave of a
tide which will transform America? But at bottom, there
is an ineradicable@ dimension to the argument.
Radicals and liberals are not so far apart in their values as,
say, Bolsheviks and Czarists, but they do genuinely disagree.
Hence any dispute between them about the nature and loca-

tion of political power will in part be_a_dispute aver what
is What is worth trying to control\in modern

socicty.

Faced with this necessity of introducing value judg-
ments nto the very foundations of his work, the liberal
social scientist is liable to attempt to retreat into “objectiv-
ity.” The consequence, unfortunately, is merely that he re-
places his own evaluations with what Galbraith so acutely
labels the “conventional wisdom.” He simply adopts unthink-
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ingly the consensus gentium of the moment. If everyone is
talking about the decisions of war and peace, he studies the
process of decision in the Pentagon. When interest shifts
to urban renewal, he launches a foundation-supported in-
vestigation of the dynamics of City Hall politics. One of the
curious effects of thisdalse objectivite~is the creation of the
myth that the liberal center is populated by objective, value-
neutral seekers after the truth, whereas the right and left
wings are manned by impassioned (and hence biased) cru-
saders whose studv of socletv is motivated by a—gwite~un-
scientific moral concern, The truth, as Max Weber pointed
out some time ago, is that every investigation of social
phenomena, involves some ev aluative judgment as to which
,goblems Alstmctlons/categorley are_important. The very
concept of a “power elite” presupposes, as we shall see, some
assumptions about how power should be distributed in a
society. A political scientist could as easily discuss political
power in America without making some judgments about
what is and is not important as an art historian could discuss
the history of art without making some judgments about
what is and is not beautiful.

111
We are finally in a position to examine the dispute over the
thesis of the power elite. Drawing on the definitions and
clarifications that we have just developed, we can define a
wmw%mcidc most
of the matters of major social importance which are ob-
jects of anyone’s decision at (lwms group
Mhar marks of social cohesion, including

common origins, interlocki amilial alljances, 1on life-

stylesy educational experiences, and economic level, we may
call them a Ruling Class. Such a class need not be heredi-
tary, although experience suggests that it will do its best
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to make itself so. But at the very least, entry to its ranks
must be by cooptation rather than independent effort, so
that it can truly be said to control its membership and its
perpetuation. Nor need this elite be fully self-conscious of
itself as such; group- or class-consciousness is hardly a neces-
sary condition for the existence of a ruling class. And it
goes without saying that the members of the elite need not
be partners to anything resembling a conspiracy. The con-
cept of a power elite, or ruling class, is an objective concept
purporting to describe the actual distribution of political
power, not a subjective concept characterizing men’s be-
liefs about that distribution. >

Very simply, then, C_Wright Mills maintains that the
United States is ruled hy a power ehlg_whlch_cxblhltumnv
if ot all, of the ohqrqoferlsncs of a ruling class. Most of
the decisions concerning matters of major social importance
are made by this elite, which operates sometimes in full
view, sometimes behind the scenes. The decision-making
activities of sypposed power centers such as ggl_gress are
limited to matters of middling social importance. There
are a great many such decisions, to be sure, but neither in-
dividually nor in sum do they amount to much \The real
power—which is to say, the power of natters
of major importance—is vested in a relati J/_Cl)«’—&niﬁu group
of men occupying the “command posts” of industry, the
mlestqbllsllmwmwwr he ruling
elite is not a cabal or a clique; it may even be torn by in-
ternal dissension. Nevertheless, it has a common P()lltl(‘dl

® Notice that one cannot even formulate the power elite thesis without
committing oneself to evaluation of the relative social importance of
various objects of decision. No one denies that some decisions lie outside
the control of Congress; the question is only whether all the important
decisions do. Note also, contrary to the beliefs of many “objectivist”
liberals, that it is impossible to deny the thesis unless one makes some
contrary evaluative commitments.
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ideology, pursues a single broad line of policy, exhibits
considerable social cohesion, and circulates its membership
more and more freely among the top positions of the several
hierarchies of power. Generals move into presidential poli-
tics and corporate directorates, industrial magnates take key
cabinet posts, top politicians become corporate directors.
Entrance into the elite is partially hereditary, partially by
cooptation. Despite the appearance of democratic forms in
the distribution and exercise of power, American politics
is in fact the sovereign domain of this self-perpetuating
elite. It is only marginally responsible at best to the people
it purports to serve, and it employs a variety of coercive and
persuasive devices to protect itself from invasion from be-
low.

Mills” book provoked considerable response, to put it
mildly.* Despite some praise from other radical critics of
the American dream, the reviews were predominantly neg-
ative. Liberals advanced three sorts of objections to Mills’
thesis: first, it was argued that he left the concept of power
unanalvzed and unprovided with operational tests for its
application; second, Mills’ account of the concentration of
political power in the hands of a small elite was rejected
as empirically false—quite to the contrary, power could be
seen to be divided into countervailing powers or distributed
among competing interest groups; and finally, by concen-
trating on the social origins and status insignia of his “elite”
instead of examining the process of decision-making
which they engaged, Mills allowed himself to ignore the
degree to which the major decisions reflected either a com-
mon social interest or else a confluence of competing group

® Recently, G. William Domhoff and Hoyt B. Ballard have collected a
number of critical reviews of The Power Elite, together with Mills’ reply,
and some comments by themselves, in C. Wright Mills and the Power
Elite (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968). Following Mills, they group the critics
as liberals, radicals, and highbrows.
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and private interests. It was also pointed out by a number of
critics that Mills drew his examples of decisions by the
power elite exclusively from the area of foreign and nlllltdl_\
affairs, where decisions are vested constitutionallv not even
in an elite or ruling class but in one man, the President, and
his advisers.

Since the initial dispute, something of a radical counter-
replv has been developed by social critics who admired
Mills’ work but felt that it needed buttressing. Ignoring the
first objection, they have presented two sorts of arguments
in support of Mills. The claims concerning the concentra-
tion of political power have been defended b¥ studies both
of local communities, particularly in the big urban centers
where Negro populations are denied access to the centers
of power and decision, and also of such high policy deci-
sions as the dropping of the atom bomb on Japan, the rear-
mament of the United States in the fifties, and the progres-
sive escalation of the war in Vietnam. The pluralist model of
competing and countervailing interest groups has been de-
nied any relevance to either the highest or the lowest levels
of decision-making. And in the past decade, it has been at
those two levels, rather than at the intermediate level of
Congressional decision, that the most pressing social prob-
lems have arisen.

At the same time, a number of authors have come for-
ward with detailed statistical justifications of Mills” rather
impressionistic portrait of the “higher circles.” Studies of
the distribution of wealth, career lines, educational and
social habits, and residential patterns in American society
are offered to confirm Mills” claim that the occupants of
the seats of power constitute something zlpproaching a gen-
uine social class.

Without engaging in a full-scale review of the literature,
let me simply offer my judgment that here, as in many
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other cases, the factual disputes remain inconclusive be-
cause of a prior failure to clarify the central concepts of the
disagreement.® In Chapter 4, I shall offer my estimate of
the strengths and weaknesses of the pluralist theory of
American democracy. In the present chapter, therefore, I
shall concentrate the remainder of my discussion on the con-
ceptual unclarities of the notion of a power elite. Anticipat-
ing somewhat, I shall try to show that the liberals are right
to deny the existence of a power elite, but they are right
for the wrong reasons. Mills and the radicals, by contrast, are
wrong, but in a sense they are wrong for the rlght reasons.
I trust that this conclusion will not seem too much like a
cautious stroll down the middle of the road.

The best attack on the concept of the power elite from
the liberal camp was mounted by Robert Dahl, In an essay
entitled “A_Critigque of the Ruhng Elite Model,” appearing
a year after the anal} sis of “The Concept of Power” cited
above, Dahl suggests some ways in which the notion of a
ruling elite could be transformed into an operational con-
cept with explicit criteria of confirmation and disconfirma-
tion. Although Dahl merely formulates possible criteria
and concludes the essay with the modest remark that the
evidence for an American power elite has not vet been
examined, he quite clearly doubts that Mills or anyone else
can find adequate empirical confirmation for the dramatic
claims advanced by the radical critics.

In order to make sense of the hypothesis that some men
have power over others, Dahl argues, it is necessary first to
specify the scope of the power (i.e., the set of objects of de-
cision, in my terminology). Dahl employs, unanalyzed, the

notion of “keyv political issueg” as a way of delineating the
scope of the power elite theory. If T understand him cor-

® A similar confusion vitiated the debates over political loyalty, as we
saw in the previous chapter.
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rectly, Dahl means by a “key political issue” something
rather like what I mean by a “matter of major social impor-
tance,” except that his language obscures the fact previously
mentioned that a matter of major social importance may
not be decided in the political arena. This point is not im-
portant in Dahl’s theoretical analysis, since one can easily
enough substitute “matter of major social importance” for
“key political decision.” In his empirical work, however,
Dahl seems to me to make precisely the illegitimate assump-
tion I sought to avoid. Both in Who Governs? and in “The
Concept of Power,” he simply takes it for granted that the
important decisions are all made within the polmcal sphere;
what is even more questionable, he assumes without argu-
ment that the key political issues are to be found among
those matters which have actually been decided by some-
one. This permits Dahl to rule out in advance, without con-
sideration, all questions about why certain matters of major
social importance failed to become objects of decision at all.

Within the sphere of key political decisions,/ Dahl argues
that the concept of power can be given operational meaning
only if there are disagreements over the issues. To say that
a group has power with regard to an issue isTo say that
its preference prevalls over the conﬂlctlng pTcemlccs of
ofhiers. dT there 15 some group of individuals whose prefer-
ences regularly prevail in . . . all cases of disagreement
over key political issues,” then we may speak of that group
as a controlling group (though not quite as a power elite, as
we shall sec)The point is that if no differences in preference
are ever manifested in the society over matters of major
social fmportance, or alternatively if the only “conflict” is
between preference on the one hand and indifference on
the other, then there is no empirical method for getting evi-
dence of the exercise of power. In effect, Dahl is arguing
that our carlier definition of a “power elite” is wrong. A
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power elite is not merely a group of persons who together
decide the matters of major importance which are objects
of anyone’s decision at all. Such a group might properly be
called a decisory group, but not a power elite. In order to
qualify as a power elite, a group must regularly prevail in
the making and enforcing of such decisions as are taken
with regard to matters of major social importance. And if
our concepts are to be truly operational, we must present
evidence of the existence of opposition to the prevailing
group. It is not enough to assume that those who decide in
ways we dislike must have done so in the face of significant
opposition.

Dahl now advances one further qualification before offer-
ing his definition of a power elite. Since this qualification,
in a suitably revised and expanded form, will play a central
role in my argument, I shall quote Dahl’s statement at

length:

In a full-fledged democracy acting strictly according
to majority rule, the majority would constitute a con-
trolling group, even though the individual members of
the majority might chanve from one issue to the next.
But since our model is to represent a ruling elite sys-
tem, we require that these be less than a majority.
However, in any representative system with single
member voting districts where more than two can(hdates
receive votes, a candidate could win with less than a
majority of the votes; and it is possible, therefore, to
imagine a truly sovereign legislature elected under the
strictest “democratic” rules that was nonetheless gov-
erned by a legislative majority representing the first
preferences of a minority of voters. Yet I do not think
we would want to call such a system a ruling elite sys-
tem. Because of this kind of difficulty, I propose that
we exclude from our definition of a ruling elite any
controlling group that is a product of rules that are
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actually followed (that is, “real” rules) under which a
majority of individuals could dominate if they took cer-
tain actions permissible under the “real” rules. In short,
to constitute a ruling elite a controlling group must not
be a pure artifact of democratic rules.*

I suspect that many radical proponents of the power
elite thesis would react with impatience to this sort of qual-
ification. Of course we aren’t talking about some duly elected
government! they would protest. Anyone who has lived in
the United States in recent years knows perfectly well that
there are some who rule and others who are ruled. These
definitional maneuvers and refutations of stralv-man theses
cannot change the plain facts! So they might argue—but they
would be wrong. Dahl’s clarifications are both legitimate and
relevant; indeed, they need to be generalized and extended
before the power elite thesis can be definitively evaluated.

There are a number of types of minority rule which
clearly are not what social critics have in mind when they
complain of the existence of a power elite. Dahl cites the

ase of rule by a democratically elected government which,
under the rules of the system, represents a minority of
the voters. The point, of course, is that in such a system, the
majority could perfectly well rule if it chose to do so. The
minority “rules” because there is sufficient division among
the electorate to deny any party an absolute majority of
votes. Consider now a somewhat different sort of case. Sup-
pose that in a free, democratically organized society there
was a man (or a group of men) whose grasp of the issues and
political wisdom was widely believed to be superior to that
of the general run of citizens. Suppose, indeed, that this
man, by the force of his arguments and the elevation of his
vision, regularly persuaded the electorate to support his
preference. Imagine that he was returned to the office of

® Dahl, op. cit., pp. 27-28 in Domhoff and Ballard.
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president term after term, and that he and his colleagues had
virtually a free hand in the making and execution of public
policy. Now, this situation might be very frustrating indeed
to the small band who opposed his policies, believing his
vision to be distorted and his arguments meretricious. In
exasperation at their inability to dissuade their countrymen
from following such a leader, they might grow extravagant
in their condemnations, until they denounced him as dic-
tator, and tyrant. They might feel bound in conscience to
defy the government even to the extent of violent attempts
at its overthrow. But surelv it would be very odd indeed for
them to accuse the ruler and his colleagues of being a power
elite. If the authority of the rulers rests on the persuasive-
ness (not necessarily the truth) of their arguments, they can
hardly be said to have coerced their followers! One might as
well accuse Einstein of tyranny for having so thoroughly
converted physicists and mathematicians to the general
theory of relativity.

Consider yet another case (which Dahl also briefly dis-
cusses). Suppose that a ruling group regularly wins power in
free democratic elections with the support of very much less
than a majority of the eligible voters, merely because most
of the electorate is indifferent to the entire polltlcal process
and fails to exercise its franchise. We may even suppose that
there is considerable competition among elites for control
of the government, but only within the framework of a
broad consensus on fundamental questions of policy. Here
again the unsuccessful opposition, on the fringes of the po-
litical system, may decry the lack of real debate and the
stultifying continuity of \\1ongheaded policies from admin-
istration to administration. But so long as they have every
opportunity to proselytize for votes among the great mass
of the uncommitted, they can hardly blame their failure on
a “power elite.”
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Let us distinguish two general sorts of opposition which
a government may face. Constitutional opposition is any sort
of opposition to the policies or to the tenure of the rulers
which is permitted by the “real rules” of the system, as Dahl
calls them. In the American political system, the funda-
mental power of constitutional opposition is the right period-
ically to vote the government out of office. The various
powers of Congress to check the Administration and of the
courts to check both come under the heading of constitu-
tional opposition. So do such informal and undefined powers
as the State Department’s ability to transform the Presi-
dent’s explicit directives for change into authorizations of
operational immobility, or the ability of legislative assistants
to shape the policy predilections of the Congressmen they
serve. Vzw is_opposition. which
breaks the real rules of the system. Insurlectlons revolu-
thHSW]n’ltlons are obvﬁ’lseTn—nTés of
violent oppositio : ' roup

The distinction’s value lies in reminding us that a gov-
ernment may be invulnerable to one sort of opposition and
yet exceedingly vulnerable to another. The President of the
United States is probably as secure as any ruler in history
against the threat of revolution or coup. Yet he is only mod-
erately secure against assassination, and on noon of the In-
auguration Day of his successor there is virtually nothing he
can do to protect himself against a sudden and total loss
of political power. By contrast, there are Latin American
dictators who are invulnerable to constitutional challenge
but in constant mortal danger of violent overthrow.

v
Let us attempt a new definition of the concept of a power
elite, in the light of the qualifications and limitations that
have just been advanced. A power elite, 1 suggest, should be
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understood as a a group of persons who together decide most
of the matters < s of major social importance which are ob-

jects of anyone's decision_at_all, and who are capable of

enforcing their decision against widespread opposition of

The Poverty of Liberalism

_either a violent or a_constitutional nature.\A well-entrenched

dictator together with his administrative and military en-
tourage is a power elite (but not the dictator alone, unless
he is able to win out against an organized palace revolt). A
duly elected President together with his Administration is
not a power elite so long as it is possible to remove him from
office by such ordinarv means as not reelecting him.

This is a loaded deﬁnltlon needless to say. By including
the qualification that the rulin ust be able to en-
force its decisions against widespread constitutional opposi-
tM appear to have begged the question whether America
is controlled by a power elite, for not even C. Wright Mills
denies that an organized majority of ordinary citizens could
change the direction of our foreign and domestic policy vir-
tually overnight, if it chose to act. With the exception of one
possible argument, which will be considered shortly, there
appears to be no ground for claiming that America is ruled
by the sort of power elite which I have just defined. Why
then should we adopf this definition?

In Talmudic fashion, let me answer a question with a
question. Why did Mills write The Power Elite? Why have
critics of American society seized upon the phrase, and why
have those liberal political scientists whom Mills justly ac-
cused of a “celebration” of American politics so hotly re-
jected it? Mills did not intend the term as a morally neutral
category of descriptive political science. One mlght as easily
imagine an anthropologist classifving the marital customs of
primitive tribes as “monogamous, adulterous, and promis-
cuous.” The phrasepower elite’ was an accusation flung
at a smug and self-righteous America which prided itself,
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wrongly Mills believed, on having successfully embodied
the ideals and principles of democracy in its ongoing politi-
cal institutions. In the opening pages of his book, Mills de-
fines the power elite as “those who are able to realize their
will, even if others resist it” (page 9, emphasis added). Pre-
sumably he means, even if a large part, indeed a majority,
of the population resist. If Mills is talking about anything
at all, he is talking about a society in which a small group
are able to enforce their will against the opposition of some
considerable portion of the rest. Mills has moral objections
to such a society simply because it places power in the hands
of the few rather than in the hands of the many. He blames
the few, presumably, because they use force, wealth, propa-
ganda, or trickery to preserve that power in the face of legiti-
mate opposition from a majority of the citizens. Liberals
reject the epithet “power elite” because in general they ap-
prove of the way in which power is distributed and exercised
in the United States.

Now we can, if we choose, define “power elite” to mean
simply “a group of men who make all or most of the major
decisions in a society,” omitting the qualification concerning
the sorts of opposition they are able to overcome. But if we
do so, we shall be guilty of promoting what Charles Steven-
son has called a “persuasive definition.” That is, we shall be
using a term which has acquired a certain moral flavor of
condemnation, while redefining it to eliminate precisely the
component which originally gave it that flavor. After all, if
the ruling group in a society maintains its position by free
elections, or by persuasion, or through the indifference of
the remainder of the population, why should we condemn
it for making the decisions about matters of major social
importance? To be sure, we may condemn the decisions they
make, as we may condemn those of a popular government
or cven those of the people as a whole. But a ruling group
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does not become a “power elite,” with all that implies about
the usurpation of power and the illegitimate exercise of au-
thority, merely bv making wrong—even \Vlcked—@sions.
Only a romantic with an abiding faith in the goodness of
The People will assume that when a society makes bad de-
cisions, the fault must lie with an illegitimate and anti-
democratic elite.

What is the present distribution of power in America?
This is not the place to launch a full-scale investigation of
such a question, and I certainly have no intention of bring-
ing my discussion to a standstill while I laboriously canvass
the vast literature that has grown up on the subject. Never-
theless, I think a few obvious things can be said which may
permit us to arrive at a provisional conclusion on the power
elite debate.

In the United States todav, a relatively small group of
men make virtually all the decisions concerning those mat-

eMance which are objects of decision

at all. 78OSt of them—the President and major Administration
figures, the key Senatarsand Congressmen, the few influen-
tlal\Co\velnors or Mavors, the senior military officials—are
public emplovees whose power is directly derived from their
official position.;Some—the top echelons of _the_corporate
\MOUMerparts in the great foundations—derive
such wch power as they have from their relatively brief tenure
in the presidencies and chairmanships of their organizations.
‘C-)\nr\"d very few are powerful in virtue of their pelsonql
\\teth, and even they transform their money into power
principally by buying the means for mﬂuencmg elections.

But this group of powerful men, although it ougmates
most of the major political decisions in American society, is
remarkablevulnerable to large-scale popular opposition f f'om
the ranks of the “ordinary man,”/as Mills calls the rest of us.
All the public officials among them, including those military
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men who rise to positions of political power, are either
elected by the people or else are appointed by those who
are elected. Hence a massive shift, right or left, in the dis-
tribution of voters along the political spectrum would be
reflected almost immediately in a radical redirection of de-
cision-making. The image we are encouraged by Mills to
entertain is that of a con$piratorial clique foisting its policies
on a society which either actively opposes them or else is
kept in such a state of ignorance and disorganization that its
disapproval can never develop into effective opposition. But
the facts are quite different, as even the most casual ob-
server of the American scene can see. Radical tandidates, for
example, have run in countless elections around the United
States. They receive a measure of publicity and exposure
which is surely in excess of their proportionate share of the
votes, although of course much below what is accorded the
major party candidates. The elections are free and secret—
not even the most disenchanted radical critics claim other-
wise. The result is that they rarely win more than two
percent of the total vote! In Massachusetts, candidates have
been known to do better than that merely by taking the
name of Kennedy! It is natural to be discouraged, even
bitter, in the face of such popular reaction. I have found that
a stint in the Peace Movement is more likely to turn a man
to Swift than to Marx. But it is surely wrong to explain the
unresponsiveness of the American voter by invoking a power
elite. The fact, of course, is that since this supposed elite is
headed by men whose primary desire is to be elected, a
large enough bloc of voters could turn them in almost any
political direction.

Tb_eﬁnlv segment of the group of powerful men whose
power base is i1 -

G s _1s the corporate
fectors. Their power derives from their control of the
o e

g T— G - 2
Mmajor corporafions, Which are not trturn respormsible to
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the people. Now, some of the power of big business in the
United States comes from its ability to affect the decisions
of Congress and the Administration, through campaign con-
tributions, influence in regulatory agencies, and so forth. But
the important question for our purposes is whether business
also exercises power outside the normal channels of gov-
ernment. Clearly, the great corporations regularly make
decisions whose consequences are of the utmost social im-
portance. These decisions, furthermore, are not subject to
review by the general public, as are the decisions of elected
or appointed officials. But although the unregulated decisions
of big business have censequences of major social impor-

ﬂ_taﬁcmﬂmm‘ﬁmﬁ?tg%zbjects of
decision”The reason lor this is simply that capifal in the
United States is so fragmented into administratively autono-
mous cmporatlons that such matters of ma]m somal 1mpor-
tance as total vearly investment in heavy industry, new
housing starts, economy-wide inventory levels, and so on,
are not objects of anyone’s decision at all. Some relatively
unimportant efforts at collusion are undertaken by execu-
tives, particularly within single industries. But nothlng like
economic planning takes place in the United States, and
hence no one can be said to exercise power over the cor-
porate economy. (Private power, that is. The federal govern-
ment makes a number of decisions about taxation, etc.,
which have some effect on the economy as a whole, but of
course those decisions are subject to monitoring by the elec-
torate.)

There is considerable difference between a power elite
and an esgablishment. Both are groups of men who monopo-
lize the making of decisions about matters oI major social
importance, but . ver elite is capable if_gr_l_f_o_x_‘ging its

decisions against considerable opposition of either a violent
or a constituti nature, whereas an establishment rutes, as
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it were, by a mixture of propaga ersuasion, and apathy.
The United States is ruled by an establishment which is, in
the terms of William Kornhauser, highly accessible.”* That
is, the rulers are quite responsive to pressures from the ruled,
and entrance into the elite is relatively open, although of
course restricted in numbers/ The truly powerful men in
America are not, save by accident, the sons of powerful men,
nor are they drawn from any single region or social class.
Through their control over the procedures by which young
men rise in the political, military, or corporate hierarchies,
the men at the top exercise a considerable control over the
character and policies of their successors. Nevertheless, they
are virtually powerless to obstruct for long a policy which
commands widespread, active, popular support.

To see that this is so, let us try to imagine what would
happen in America today if there were suddenly to develop
an enormous groundswell of vigorous support for a domestic
policy of full-scale socialism and planned economy. We may
suppose this policy to be violently opposed by virtually the
entire establishment of politicians, generals, corporate execu-
tives, foundation presidents, university heads, and so forth,
and yet supported by the people. The first evidence of the
change in public opinion might be a weird set of answers to
the usual Gallup or Harris polls. Initially, social scientists
would issue complex explanations stressing the limitations
of sampling as a technique of research, the finite probability
of a skewed result, and so forth. Then a minor socialist can-
didate might win a state election. Immediately, the pro-
spective candidates would appear, encouraged by this straw
in the wind. As socialist victories piled up, politicians would
begin to reconsider their positions, and businessmen would
hedge their bets by making small, private contributions to
socialist campaign funds. By the next national election, a

® William Kombhauser, The Politics of Mass Society.
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sizable group of socialist representatives would sit in Con-
gress. It could hardly take more than half a dozen years
before a full socialist ticket swept to power and captured the
presidency.

Is there anyone who really believes that “the establish-
ment” would try to block this political transformation by
such illegal means as voiding elections, refusing to relinquish
office, calling out the troops to brutalize and intimidate vot-
ers? We shall probably never have a chance to find out,
alas, but it seems evident to me that in the face of an
aroused CItlzem\ bent upon mstltutlng even so un-American
a policy as socialism, the established rulers of American so-
ciety would be quite powerless. The fact is that Americans
are ruled by default. No people in history has ever manacled
itself so W1lhngl\ so knowledgeably, so docﬂel\ in the chains
of tyranny.

The principal complaint of radical critics is not that the
American political svstem is unresponsive to the wishes of
the people, but that the policies of its rulers are wrong. That
may indeed be true—I think it is—but it is hardly by itself
evidence of the existence of a power elite.

I remarked earlier that there was one possible argument
in support of the thesis that America is controlled by a
power elite. It is often claimed that the apparent power of
the_electorate has been nullified by the control of informa-
tion and propaganda exercised by the elite: ers have
it within their power to determine tThe major political de-
cisions, but, it is said_&ley are systematically misle(}z lied to,
and indoctrinated through the massmedia and in the schools.
Public support is artificially generated for policies whose
true purposes are never revealed. Those who rebel against
this manipulated consensus either are coopted into the sys-
tem with lucrative and prestigious jobs, or else are denied a
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hearing so that their protest is robbed of any real political
significance.

Despite the popularity of this explanation of the passivity
and acquiescence of the American electorate, it is in my
opinion totally unsupported by the facts. Indeed, it is so
manifestly implausible that its popularity with radicals re-
quires an explanation, which I will try presently to provide.
As proof of the falsity of the indoctrination theory, let us
consider the issue which has dominated American politics
for the past several years—Vietnam.

The official government justification of eur Vietnamese
pohcv has been tegutarly and explicitly refuted by news re-
pogts for almost fwg vears now. The dictatorial character of
the South Vietnamese military junta is displayed nightly in
televised news broadcasts which reach tens of millions of
American homes. Vivid images of the torturing of captives,
the suppression of Buddhist groups, the burning of villages,
arc forced upon the American consciousness. News com-
mentators repeatedly remind their audiences of the chasm
between the predictions of our military advisers and the
actual course of events. The hostile questioning of Admin-
istration witnesses by dissonting senators preempts revenue-
producing afternoon and evening programs, so that Americans
are virtually forced to acquaint themselves with the anti-
government views of highly respected political figures. Those
citizens whose political interest prompts them to even the
slightest effort need only pick up the New York Times to
read condemnations of the war as vigorous as any pub-
lished in left-wing journals of protest. The bookstands are
crowded with more dissenting literature on the subject than
anyone could want to read.

How was the Johnson Administration able to persist for
so long in its policies in the face of this dissenting propa-
ganda? The answer is painfully clear: the anti-war forces
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simply did not have the votes! So long as the United States

_was not obviously losing the war_ and the costs were mar-
ginal to the economy and inflicted principally on the poor
and politically silent segment of the population, the great
mass of the American people were too stupid, or too vicious,
to be verv much_concerned by the fact that_their govern-
ment was svstematically murdering the inhabitants of Viet-
nam in order to support a petty dictatorship and maintain
a_military presence in Southeast Asiaf As the costs of the
war increased and the battle turne(T-against us, the Amer-
ican people slowly moved from enthusiastic support to pas-
sive acquiescence to tentative opposition. In response to this
shift, Johnson finally altered his policy and made the peace
moves which had so long been urged. But the evidence of
the Dominican Republic and elsewhere does very strongly
suggest that if the murder could have been continued at a
sufficiently low cost, no significant segment of the American
population could ever have been mobilized against it. Even
the Germans, we may suppose, wouldyhave turned against
the extermination of the Jews if they had realized how much
precious war materiel was being diverted from the battle
front to carry out that policy.®

* It is worth pointing out that Kennedy and Johnson were originally
prompted to become involved in Vietnam precisely because they believed
that such operations could bc carried out inexpensively and effectively.
Early in the Kennedy administration, Sccretary McNamara rejected the
Air Force first-strike nuclear policy and adopted instead the Army-Navy
second-strike policy of creating a nuclear deterrence umbrella beneath
which the struggle for the so-called Third World could go on. The theory
was that within the context of a nuclear stalemate, limited wars and
paramilitary operations would carry little or no danger of a nuclear war.
McNamara recognized that such limited operations would be political as
well as military, and so he created the system of “counterinsurgency”
forces which were to act as highly mobile, specialized, politically sophis-
ticated units in revolutionary situations around the world. New weapons
were invented to accompany the new tactics, including the helicopters so
much in evidence in Vietnam. The premise of the theory proved correct—
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If the United States is not in the grip of a power elite,
why do so many radical critics lean to that theory? There
are a number of reasons, including the natural inclination to
relieve one’s frustrations by pinning the blame for failure
on some identifiable villain. But the fundamental explana-
tion, I think, is that the radical impulse feeds on a faith in
the natural goodness of the people. If the state is permitted
to act wickedly, it must be because the people are in chains.
If there are no visible chains, then there must be invisible
chains of ignorance or a habit of servitude. If the people are
not tyrannized, it must be that they have bean brainwashed.
Otherwise they would exercise their power and dethrone
the rulers. Now up to a point, there is a rationale for this
faith. Insofar as the wicked policies of the rulers thwart the
interests of the people (even, if you will, the true interests
of the people), we may assume that natural human self-
interest would lead the people to oppose those policies. If
there is no overt opposition, we may reasonably infer that
the people are denied the chance, or else that they as yet
lack a true understanding of the nature of their rulers. We
may even be forced to conclude, as Rousseau did two cen-
turies ago, that slavery long enough imposed can become a
habit, and that real liberation requires more than the physi-
cal striking off of chains.

the nuclear stalemate, strengthened by the Soviet Union’s remarkably
pacific foreign policy, has allowed a variety of limited military operations
to be conducted with no real threat of nuclear war. But the heart of the
theory has turned out to be quite wrong, as anyone with the slightest
understanding of the revolutions of the Third World could have predicted.
The “incurgents” simply cannot be put down quickly and quietly by small,
well-equipped special units. Those among us who still value freedom and
justice can give thanks that McNamara’s calculations were mistaken. If it
had proved feasible to stifle revolutions cheaply, we can be quite sure
that the United States would have put down every threat of social change
as quickly as it overturned the Dominican government, and with as little
outery from the American people.
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But if the policies of the ruling elite do not seriously
frustrate the interests of a majority of the people—if those
policies are merely immoral, as is our foreign policy, or op-
presswe onlv to a minority, as is our treatment of the poor
and ghetto dwellers in -this country—then there is no very
good reason to expect even an educated public to reject
them. Half a century ago, European socialists discovered
that national lovaltles bound the working classes of England,
Germany, and France more strongly than the fragile ties of
class unity. Today, rational argument and overwhelming evi-
dence seem to make verv little impact on the American
people, even when thev are exposed to both in the most
forceful manner p0551b1e

To all this, the radical will reply that the analysis re-
mains at too superficial a level. There is no direct manipula-
tion of the masses through centrally controlled newspapers
and television networks. The United States is not, like Red
China, a nation in which daily life is conducted to the ac-
companiment of blaring loudspeakers and ritual readings of
the words of the great leader. The control is more subtle.
It operates through the images and language in which school
children are taught about the American past or current af-
fairs. People’s minds are molded by the endless repetition
of such ideologically biased phrases as “the f1 ee world,” “the
Communist menace,” and “the iron curtain.” Just as no one
has to be told that the cowboys in a western are the good
guys and the Indians are the bad guys, so no explicit indoc-
trination is needed to convey the established world-view of
the cold war as a struggle between American goodness and
Communist evil. The 1uhng elite in America endures, despite
the facade of democratic institutions, because it shapes the
way in which Americans perceive the world, thereby prede-
termining their apparently unfettered responses to the po-
litical choices put before them.
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There may indeed be some truth in this argument,
although the minds of Americans must be very feeble in-
deed if they can be manipulated and perverted by such mild
and ineffectual propaganda as is served up in public schools
and newspapers. But, at best, the argument only explains
the orientation of American political thought. It explains,
that is to say, why Americans should as a group lie so far to
the right of Englishmen or Swedes in the political spectrum.
What it does not show is that this fact can be traced to the
deliberate choice of any identifiable group of rulers. The
tone and bias of the public discourse in Amgrica is a conse-
quence of countless deliberate decisions, no one of which
comes close to determining the character of even a major
segment of that discourse. The tone is one of those matters
of major social importance which are not themselves objects
of anyone’s decision. To see that this is so, one need simply
contrast the American experience with that of a genuine
totalitarian dictatorship in which the content of the mass
media can be elearly traced to the explicit decisions of spec-
ifiable individuals.

What shall we say about the dispute between the radi-
cals and the liberals? The radicals say that America is ruled
by a_power elite, and thevare wrong. Those who tule in this
countrv do so by default. They are Cm -able to
popular opposition of even thc most peaceful sort, But radi-
cals are right to be outraged by the quality ¢ erica’s
political life and by the direction of her domestic and foreign
policies. Thcy are trustrated by their Tailure to p(‘l'STEI(](‘ the
A can people of even the simplest moral truths—that it is
wrong to burn peasant huts in Asia on the pretext of pro-
tecting free elections in San Francisco; that the rights of
investment capital do not take precedence over the rights of
men; that the oppressed inhabitants of urban ghettoes have
as much right to burn the stores in which they have been
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cheated as the revolutionary Bostonians had to jettison tea
on which they would not pay an unjust tax. And in their
frustration, radicals succumb to the temptation to blame the
rulers rather than those who passively permit themselves to
be ruled.

The liberals denv that America is ruled by a power elite,
and Thev are right. But having won theirtittte-victory over
the radicals, they then rejoice in the moral disaster of Amer-
ican politics, calling it stability, and moderation, and the end
of ideology. They conglatula‘ce one_another on the lack of
moral passion in our political life, much like ‘maiden school
mistresses confusing a deficiency of libido with good man-
ners. Their powers of social imagination are exhausted by
the thought of extending to Negroes those inequalities and
disadvantages already suffered by white Americans. But it
makes no more sense to blame the chroniclers of our politi-
cal apathy than the beneficiaries of it. The fault lies neither
with liberal political scientists nor with the established order
of decision makers, but simply with the American people.

v
America is not ruled by a power elite. But that is hardly the
end of the matter. The most significant fact about the dis-
tribution of power in America is not who makes such de-
cisions as are made, but rather how many matters of the
greatest social importance are (ﬁ.t))bjects ot anyéne’s de-
Wﬂy agreed, Tor example, that the
welfare ol the nation depends upon a stable rate of eco-
nomic growth, and yet virtually everyone is content to re-
strict the government to the most feeble sorts of indirect

economic controls. Americans seem willing to allow their

cities to deca\ into umntended slums despite the existence
. ding of the prob-
lem to pelmlt rational and del 1tions to be initi-
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ated. There is no significant body of socialist thought in
Kmerica today, which is to say that American intellectuals
accept a condition of social irrationality which is unneces-
sary and therefore inexcusable. The responsibility for this
lamentable state of affairs belongs at least in part to those
liberal social philosophers who have written so contemptu-
ously and dismissively of the utopian style in social criticism.

There are two kinds of social criticism, corresponding to
the two kinds of rationality discussed earlier. The first, much
celebrated by liberals as eminently “practical” and very
much in the spirit of anti-theoretical Amertcan pragmatism,
consists of proposals for improving on the manner in which
decisions are made concerning matters which are already
objects of decision. Such criticism has the virtue of “rele-
vance.” That is to say, it speaks directly to someone who is
already making decisions and tells him, Do this rather than
that. At best, it is capable of raising a society to the highest
peak on that plateau of rationality which the society has
already reached. But it is not capable of carrying the society
forward to a genuinely new level of rationality. Hence it
produces great success in the treatment of some social prob-
lems, and none at all in the treatment of others.

We might compare such criticism to the medical prescrip-
tions offered by the very best doctors before the discovery of
the bacterial origins of discase. There was a good deal that
could be done by thosg doctors through diet, rest, and nat-
ural remedies, and whatever their limitations it was obvi-
ously better to be in their hands than those of a quack. But
some diseases simply do not respond to bed rest and diet.
The doctors who recognized their bacterial causes and found
antibiotics to treat them moved the whole discipline of medi-
cine to a new level. Diseases became treatable which were
simply beyond control before; in other words, they became
for the first time objects of medical decision.
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In social theory, the criticism which produces this sort of
qualitative advance is calle@ " Tt_consists in search-
ing for ways to transform into iew—oDbjects of social decision
those matters ot importance which are not within anvone’s
power at presenpy Each such discovery is a major advance
for social rationality. In Hegel’s rather dramatic phrase, it
carries men out of the realm of necessity and into the realm
of freedom. Naturally, proposals for transformmg uncon-
trolled matters of importance to objects of detisions re-
quire new_kinds of institutional organization, Tew ways
of thinking, and—very possiblv—=new makers ol decisions.
Deeply entrenched habits of behavior may—tave wbe up-
rooted, and inevitably some patterns of privilege are de-
stroyed. Although it is impossible to reverse an advance
in social control once it has been accomplished, there is no
assurance that new advances will follow. As Robert Heil-
broner points out in his recent book, The Limits of Capital-
ism, it is extremely likely that the present system of privilege
and private ow nershlp of capital will persist in the United
States at least to the end of the century, which is about as
far into the future as anvone can see. Despite the great and
growing wealth of the American economy, the United States
may see itself passed by socialist nations of East and West
Europe as it already sees itself left behind by some of them
in such matters as the elimination of slums and the distribu-
tion of medical services. If it is true that some social needs,
such as the reformation of our cities and the final elimina-
tion of poverty, cannot be served by even the most sophisti-
cated maneuvers at the present level of social control, then
we shall witness a progressively more frustrating failure of
domestic liberalism to deal with the worsening social prob-
lems of American life. Rather like an old-time doctor who
watches his pneumonia patient slip away despite his most
skillful efforts, the welfare-state liberal will endlessly per-
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mute and combine the techniques which have served him in
the past, only to see the shums decay and the condition of
the ghetto dwellers grow more hopeless. Should this gloomy
diagnosis prove correct, it may finally be borne in upon the
advocates of “practical” reform that the solution lies in
utopian thinking. They may see that the society requires an
increase_in_power, a transforming into objects of decision of
important matters which™are now the consequences of un?
coordinated acts, rather than merely an alteration in-the way
in which present power 1s E?E[Tl(-);'cd.




4. Tolerance

HE VIRTUE of a thing, Plato tells us in the Republic, is
that state or condition which enables it to perform its proper
function well. The virtue of a knife is its sharpness, the
virtue of a racehorse its fleetness of foot. So too the cardinal
virtues of wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice are ex-
cellences of the soul which enable a man to do well what he
is meant to do, viz., to live.

As each artifact or living creature has its characteristic
virtue, so we may say that each form of political society has
an ideal condition, in which its guiding principle is fully
realized. For Plato, the good society is an aristocracy of
merit in which the wise and good rule those who are inferior
in talents and accomplishment. The proper distribution of
functions and authority is called by Plato “justice,” and so
the virtue of the Platonic utopia is justice.

® This essay first appeared under the title “Beyond Tolerance” in A

Critique of Pure Tolerance by Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore, Jr., and
Herbert Marcuse (Boston: Beacon Press, 196s).
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Extending this notion, we might say, for example, that
the virtue of a monarchy is loyalty, for the state is gathered
into the person of the king, and the society is bound together
by each subject’s personal duty to him. The virtue of a mili-
tary dictatorship is honor; that of a bureaucratic dictatorship
is efficiency. The virtue of traditional liberal democracy is
equality, while the virtue of a socialist democracy is fra-
ternity. The ideal nationalist democracy exhibits the virtue
of patriotism, which is distinguished from loyalty by having
the state itself as its object rather than the king.

Finally, the virtue of the-modern plurglist democracy
which has emerggwww.
Political tolerance is that state of mind = ondition of
society which enables a pluralist democracy to function well
and to realize the ideal of pluralism. For that reason, if we
wish to understand ¢olerance as a political virtuey we must
study it not through a psychological or moral investigation
of prejudice, but by means of an analysis of the theory and
practice of democratic pluralism.

My purpose in this chapter is to understand the philoso-
phy of tolerance as well as to subject it to criticism. I have
therefore devoted the first section entirely to an exposition of
the concept as it is related to the theory of pluralism. In the
second section, I explore several possible arguments for tol-
erance, and try to exhibit the theory of democratic pluralism
as the product of a union of opposed conceptions of society
and human nature. Only in the final section is the theory
subjected to the criticisms which, in my opinion, make it
ultimately indefensible in the contemporary age. This may
at first seem a needlessly roundabout way of proceeding. I
have adopted it because I see pluralism not as a thoroughly
mistaken theory, but rather as a theory which played a valu-
able role during one stage in America’s development and
which has now lost its value either as description or preserip-
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tion. In that sense, the present essay urges that we transcend
tolerance, and as Hegel reminds us, the process of tran-
scendence is as much an incorporation as it is a rejection.

I

Like most political theories, democratic pluralism has both
descriptive and prescriptive variants. As a deSCI‘lEtIOH it
purports to tell how modern industrial democracy—and -and par-
ticularly American democracv—really works. As preseri
tionf it ‘sketches an ideal picture of industrial democracy as
it could and should be. Both forms of the theory grew out
of nineteenth- centur\ attacks on the methodologlcal indi-
vidualism of the classical Jiberal ition.

According to that tradition, political saciety is (or ought
to be—liberalism is similarly amblguous)_aw&g@tlon of
self-determining individuals who concert their wills and col-
lect their power in the state for mutually self-interested ends.
The state is the locus of supreme power and_authority in the
community. Its commands are legitimated by a democratic
process of decision amd€ontrol, which ensures—wherit func-
tions properlv—that the subject has a hand in making the
laws to which he submits. The theory focuses exclusively on
the relationship between the indiv idua] citizen and tb_L_ov-
ereign state. Associations other than the state are viewed as
secondary in importance and dependent for their existence
on the pleasure of the state. Some liberal philosophers coun-
sel a minimum of state interference with private associa-
tions; others argue for active state intervention. In either
case, non-governmental bodies are relegated to a subsidiary
place in the theory of the state. The line of dependence is
traced from the people, taken as an aggregate of unaffiliated
individuals, to the state, conceived as the embodiment and
representative of their collective will, to the private associa-
tions, composed of smaller groupings of those same indi-
viduals but authorized by the will of the state.
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Whatever the virtues of classical liberalism as a theory
of the ideal political community, it was very quickly rec-
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