
BEACON BP 346 $1.95

Robert Paul Wolff

The
Poverty

of

Liberalis





frmcefan

The Poverty of Liberalism





The Poverty

of Liberalism

By ROBERT PAUL WOLFF

BEACON PRESS BOSTON



Copyright © 1968 by Robert Paul Wolff

Library of Congress catalog card number: 68-29314

First published by Beacon Press in 1968

First published as a Beacon Paperback in 1969

Published simultaneously in Canada by Saunders of Toronto, Ltd.

Beacon Press books are published under the auspices of the

Unitarian Universalist Association

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

International Standard Book Number: 0-8070-0583-5

Third printing, September 1970



To Patrick Gideon—as it turned out



Digitized by the Internet Archive

in 2012

http://archive.org/details/povertyofliberaOOOwolf



chapter one: Liberty 3

chapter two: Loyalty 51

CHAPTER THREE: Power 84

chapter four: Tolerance 122

chapter five: Community 162

Index 196





The Poverty of Liberalism





1. Liberty

TJLhe 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 Liberttj, conservatives echo the rhetoric

and deploy the arguments of Mill's other great contribution

to social philosophy, The Principles of Political Econonu/.

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 congenitallv 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. 1 propose therefore to

take a careful look at Mill's argument with particular atten-
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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 legitimately 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-protection. 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

compelling him, or visiting him with any evil in case

lie do otherwise. To justify that , the conduct from which

it is desired 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

experience in each individual's life. The internal sphere in-

cludes the thoughts^ feelings,] and other experiences of pri-

vate consciousness^ together with those actions which affect

—in the first instance—the individual alftne; 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 right whatsoever to interfere in any matter

falling within the ]nner sphere of any individual's life, and
it has only a conditional right to interfere in social affairs

involving interactions between several persons. In the latter

case, society's guiding rule must be the, principle of utiliu

or greatest happiness principle;. Society is to take action onlv

in order to promote the greatest happiness 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 life,

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 personal liberty had sought to buttress their posi-

i
%
T
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tion by appeals to "natural law." or "inalienable rights/' or

''the pure light of reason." Thev separated off certain rights

of person and property as absolute, inviolable even by a

justly constituted government. In this wav thev hoped to de-

fend personal libertv against the powerful and ever-insistent

claims of the state and its interests.

But Mill deliberated 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 essav 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 thev tend to promote

happiness; wrong as thev tend to produce the reverse of

happiness""Bv happiness is intended pleasure and the_ab-

sence of pain; bv unhappiness. pain and the privation of

pleasure. Tfo give a clear view of the moral standard set

up bv the theorv, 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 theorv of life on which this theory of morality

is grounded—namelv. that pleasure and freedom from

pain are the onlv 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 flow 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 pleasures 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 from a policy

of absolute nonintervention in the private sphere of human
affairs, together with a policy of qualified interference in

other-regarding or public actions, the qualifications to be

the selfsame principle of Utility.

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 obviously 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 Mill's Doctrine of the Liberty of the

Inner LifeJ

According 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 happiness

of all the individuals in the societv. Certainlv Mill never

gives us any reason to think differentlv. One would expect,

therefore, that the very best wav 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

unhappv. 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? Clearlv, some very powerful arguments

indeed will be needed to establish so unlikely a claim.

ii

Instead of making a direct defense of the Doctrine of the

Libert\ T of the Inner Life, Mill begins by discussing one

important instance of that doctrine, namely 1 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 liberty of thought, speech, and writing.

Most readers of On Liberty, indeed, are under the mistaken

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



Liberty 9

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 entire case, it

will be remembered, is to rest on the estimation of future

consequences and their tendency to promote the happiness r

or unhappiness of the members of society. tS

The proof depends-upon the premise, unmentioned by >

MjjTrjut clearly essential for, the- argmnent/that knowledge 6q , >

makes^men happy./This Baconian presupposition must un--/;

derlie any utilitarian defense of free speech which does ^y
not content itself with pointing to the pleasure derived \-> &£

merely from speaking one's mind. If knowledge dogs not y%\
tend to increase human happiness, then of course there is V, T
no possible utilitarian ground for protecting the institutions x*>

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
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which lies at the core of the utilitarian defense of free

speech. The dilemma is this:
/
Either an increase in knowl-

edge tends toward an increase in human happiness, or it

does not. It it does, then we ought to promote the growth of

knowledge; it it Hoes not, then we should stifle Knowledge

and strive^

t

o maintain a condition of happy ignoranceANow,
the relation of knowledge to happiness is a matter or 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 contenfourselves with

repeating the old truths. .A o go agajnst the evidence, to in-

sist on the pursuit of knowledge even in the face of nega-

tiyjMgxpejriences in the past, would be to flout the dictates of

utilitarianism, in the name perhaps of the sanctity of the

truth or theJrBH
'

ol^HlHy of ma4^^mtuiaLjjghj to know.

Now the_paradox_ijL-clear. Tp order to decide whlitEer we
should permit the growth of empirical knowledge; ^ve must

settle a question which is itself (eln^Trrc^ and hence a very

part of tjiatJgiowTecTge whose "value we are^attempting to

estimate/ If we allow the question to remain open until it

has been decisively settled, then bv 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 ji(L4±tility-r-^e cannot deal consistently withjhe ques-

tiorjLof the relation between knowledge/ and frappiness./

Hence, Mill's entire argument rests on an article oTratth 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 twentv-five years ago, a number of the world's

leading nuclear physicists 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, they had every reason to

suspect, would shortly lead to the discovery 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 phvsics, 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 happiness, we must still ask whether com-/ "^4*

plete freedom of speech and expression is a necessary orjv y
even^a particularly useful means to the advance of learning, f* jrT
Mill's arguments arc familiar, and need not be rehearsed in

detail: Competition among ideas strengthen s the truth and
roots out errQ^JJh£_^rjej2eated effort to defend one's convic-

tions serves to keep their justification alive in our minds and

guards against the twin da ngers of falsehood and fanaticism;

to stifle a voice is ta_dej^xiyiuiian^ which,

we must acknowledge, might possibly be more (rue than our

own deeply held convictions. The root metaphor in all these

arguments is of course that of th^frcc market of ideas? |ust
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as an unfettered competition among commodities guarantees

that the good products sell while the bad gather dust on the

shelf, so in the jntellectual marketplace theseveral compet-

ing ideas will be tested/bv^us^the consumers, and the best

of them wilT be purchased.
t

The American slang expression,

"ITT buy thatr 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 years later, in a somewhat better position than

Mill to judge thelusefulness of unconstrained discussioivas a

spur to the advance of knowledge. Needless to say, even

now our conclusions can onlv be tentative, for as Mill him-

self repeatedlv 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 methodological doubts, letfiis look

directlv at the relation between^freedom of speech/and the

(growth of knowledge/
Immediatelv 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 distinguished.

Mill pays particular attention to at least three, namely Re-

ligious knowledgey^ci>ntific knowledge^ and what might be

called moral or normative knowledge^ I think a closer look

will reveal that the usefulness of free 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
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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

yes. 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. Christianity is a dogmatic, exclusive religion. It

claims to have the truth about God, to 6fTer through the

savior, Jesus Christ, the true path to salvation. Faith, the

precondition of salvation, is an unswerving trust in the prom-

ise oFCod . Now, a scientific belief might be compared to a

financial investment—both are risks which one takes in hopes

of a profit, ready at any inomentj^o liquidate one's holdings

if a better prospect offers itself/mit faitlTis like love—only
an irrpvocarTTR^rornmitment holds,the slightest 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, I 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 I take toward freedom of

religion once I perceive some faint probability that one of

the competing creeds is actually true? // the creed is true,

then as we have seen I ought to be intolerant of all other

creeds, ro7~what 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 myself to it over

all merely secular alternatives.* Hence, as soon as I see

even a glimmer of a case for anv religion, I ought on utilitar-

ian grounds to commit mvself to it unquestioninglv and be-

come completely dogmatic in mv rejection of competing

faiths.

On Mill's own principles, then, men who have no reli-

gious beliefs should favor religious toleration, while men
who have anv faith at all, however tentative, should be

dogmatic, illiberal, and exclusionary,^!! short, religious

liberty is a principle for lagnostics/, not for true believers. So

far is Mill from having a convincing argument against reli-

gious bigotrv, 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 mav not always have been formulated

in quite this manner. Interfaith tolerance is always a sign

of declining religious commitment. True believers, be they

devoutCatholics^orthodox Jews, or fundamentalist Protes-

tants, jirej)f necessity intolerant. The Catholic Church, to

° When the outcome of an action is uncertain, because several series of

consequences appear probable to differing degrees, the modern theory of

utility instructs 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 I am offered five dollars for heads and

ten dollars for tails in a coin toss, the value of the gamble is given by

(/2 X 5) + (Ja X 10), or $7.50. This is the way a gambler calculates whether

his chances are good or bad in a complicated game of chance. Now, the

value of salvation to a utilitarian is infinite, even if he lias declining 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 can

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 arc converted by these calculations, impeccable 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 humanity,, ' excepting of course the develop-

ment of weapons of mass destruction.^Buf it is not so clear

that scientific researcii_demands an absolute freedom of

speech and debate, father 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 jn the path of

those at the frontiers of knowledge, any restriction on the

speculations they are permitted to project and the experi-

ments thev may pprform T
will most certainly inhibit scien-

tific advance, /feo it was that Stalin throttled the science of

genetics in Russia by requiring Soviet biologists 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 racially linked

differential distributions of intelligence, susceptibility to

disease, 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 psvchologv.

But it is not at all clear that any material harm can be

expected from_tlie suppression of those discarded theories

which have been bypassed, and which are studied now onlv

b'y" philosopliers^or historians of science. (Science is notori-

ously intolerant of its own history. No serious student of

physics or astronomy wastes his time studving the writings

of Aristotle, Ptolemv, or even Copernicus, Galileo, and New-
ton. Does anvone suppose that a bright voung 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 todav who has at his fingertips

the refutation of the phlogiston theory of combustion? It

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-

lished in earlier times. The received doctrin e is taught in

the schools^ its expounders are awardecLJositions, fellow-

ships, honors, and public acclaim; dissenting doctrines, such

as systems of astrology, phrenology, divining, or clairvoy-

ance, are excluded from places of instruction, denied easy

access to media of communication, officially ridiculed, and—

in the case of medical practices—even prohibited 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 isjhard to

believe that even the most dedicated liberal will call for the

estaETishTng of "chairs cjf astrolog^ in our astronomy depart-

ments, or insist that medical schools allot a portion of their

curriculum to the_jexrjosition of chiropractic in order to

strengthen our faith in the germ theory of disease.

When we turn our attention to questions ofjnorals 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 agafhst the threat of

official dogmatism; and the intellectual marketplace may not

be an appropriate image of scientific activity. B^ut in matters

of collective social action concerning ^aor^r and political

issues,, the freest possible expression of competing views

(joes seem called foy Even before we have reasoned out the

principles underlying the right ordering of the political

community, our instincts tell us that society is diminished

by the arbitrary stifling of dissenting parties. Experience

suggests that a vigorous competition of opposed policies,

however disruptive of social tranquillity, is to be preferred

to the enforced quiet of political repression.

Mill is right, or so we may provisionally grant. But is he
right for the reasons he gives?JLs freedom of politic al ex-

pression an efficient means to the discovery and preserva-

tion of some sort of truth or knowledge ?Jllf it is a matter of

applying economic", sociological, statistical, or psychological

knowledge to problems of taxation, urban planning, agricul-

tural price supports, or mental health, 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,

qu estions of va lue, then the very widest possible diversit) of
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opinions must be activelyj?ncouraged. The doctrine of free-

dom_of speech finds its natural application in distinctively

political disputes about the principles of socfal justice and
\the goals of collective sociabaction.

But it is not to assist the advance of knowledge that free

debate is needed! Rather, 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 say, every citizen—must have the opportunity

to argue his case and bring his pressure to bear. Aj/oice

silenced is a grievance unredressed or an interest denied a

measure of satisfaction/Justice, not truth, is the ideal served

by liberty of"speech. ^^
Indeed, jtj^jiijl becaiisjejiorms and goals are \poi/ objects

of knowledge, but rather of choice, that the greatest free-

dom of duseussjon with regard to them is necessarv. If

Plato were right, and Ethics like mathematics were actually

a science, then there would be moral experts , and a frontier

along which thev advanced, ancT a hinterland of discarded

doctrines that it would be neither fruitful nor desirable to

keep alive.

The plausibilitv of Mill's doctrine of free speech derives

almost entirely from the confused wav 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. SciencjeLis-indeed a tniitfuJLiQrrn of knowledge, but its

advance requires only a limited freedom of speech , and

the greates t benefit is actually dexLveiLirrjm a systematic

subsidization of the best established doctrines, to the det-

riment of those which have been discredited or discarded.

PoJiiics, finally, is not a matter of knowledge at #11, but
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r3thpjrj-.h15-a.ren3 .of,

^

™» flWinff interests/and Competing social

goals.

^

reedom^oj^sgeerh here is the indispensable medium

of Q^mocracv, for ithelps toTprotect individuals and groups

against the tyrannical suppression of their legitimate con-

cerns.

/

frt mav 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, it will- not A
be bv way of the increase of knowledge. /^7

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 pleasure

and pain.

in

Our lengthy critique of Mill's defense of free speech has by

no means exhausted the subject of the Liberty of the Inner

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
* Individuality^ or, as we may somewhat facetiously label it,

the doctrine of thj Sanctity of Idiosyncras^

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 reallv 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 "wen-being"—in defense of the right-oiLeach individ-

ual to live as he wishes so long as he does not infringe upon

the lives of^others. ,/Cm the other hand, the utilitarian de-

fense of individuality is, as we shall see, even less convinc-

ing than the corresponding 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

wh^n^^e^ali^empX a strictly utilitanaji_dei£use---of extreme

libertarianism, we veiy-^oon^4n^st-adaiQ_wledge._th£ 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

Milleaiijibertarianism c^JbaderivBd-from-the same philo-

sophical presuppositions/They differ only in their evaluation

of the fac ts of society and economy. Mill himself, in his

Principles, 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 mereh

ninetee-nth-centiu:y Millcans who have refused to admit the

facts/anc} have eleyaied to the status of absolute and invio

lable ...principles the doctrines which Mill sought to main

tain on empirical grounds. That, indeed, is the reason why
conservatives have fared so badly and liberals so well in the

political arguments of this century. When two disputants

agree_QrL_principles7 an_d one denies the most evident facts

while the other affirms them, it is not hard to predict who
will win the-argument.

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-regarding

or private actions, belonging to the so-called inner sphere,

and other-regarding or public actions^ belonging to the

outer or social sphere. Then, he must show that the cnltiva-,

tionjmd encouragement of individuality is, taking all in all,

more conducive to human happiness than any set ot legal

and social constraints by which 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-
j

lute freedom from social interference is the best wa\ ol

strengthening the growth of individuality and thereby of

producing "the greatest happiness for the greatest number.

"
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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

facie 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, mav 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 jnward domain of consciousness; demanding liberty

of conscience, in the most comprehensive sense; liberty

of thought and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion and

sentiment on all subjects; practicalor speculative, scien-

tific, moral, or theological. Secondly, the principle re-

quires liberty of tastes and pursuits; of framing the plan

of our life to suit our own character; of doing as we like,

subject to such consequences as may follow: without

impediment from onr fellow creatures, so long as what

we do does not harm them, even though they should

think onr 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 it—indulging

his tastes and gratifying his interests in ways which harm

no one save himself and which are not therefore properly

the business of either his neighbor or of society in general.

If he chooses to dress oddly, practice unfamiliar religions,

ruin his health with drugs, or squander his small income on

low pleasures, he hurts only himself; and ff 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, where explicit agreements

navJL glv?nj3thers the right to expect certain performances,

the inner sphere is contracted, and society mav justly claim

jurisdiction.

The key tothe distinction in Mill's several discussions

is the term ^terest^yT am liable to others when I affect

their "interests. Society may interfere only in those areas

of my Hfgjn which it has , or takes, anyfntereslTNow this

distinction between those aspects 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 takj^it as be-



24 The Poverty of Liberalism

yond dispute that when Smith hits Jones^Qr^teals his purse,

or accuses him in court, or sells him a^horse, he is in some

wayaffecting Jones interests. BuJL_Mill_alm^eeins to think

it j^hvioii,riTmT~when Smith practices the Roman faith, or

readsjghjlosophy, or eats meat , or engages in homosexual

practices, he is/not Effecting Jones' interest/ Now suppose

that Jones is a devout Calvinist or a principled vegetarian.

Thg_very,^ejence_mliis community of a UatHoIic dr^a~meat-

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 I want to do. If the existence of ungodly

persons_in_my communitv tortures my soul and destroys my
sleep, who is to say thaTlny interests are not affected?

Since MiHTmnselr^s^gri^^ 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 replv that I take a legitimate inter-

est in the safetv 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 of utilitarianism, any potentially pleasurable 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 oifact,
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whereas actually it is a matter of rights or norms. Self- ^Jfcy,

regarding actions are those which c)iil\-'tTielhdividuaT^irnself

has\ s. jffTghl/to concern himself wi^;/hisjrjytejegts_are the L_1^J
only interests which can legitimately be invoked in any

,

/

mjoraLeyaluatioii./"External or other-regarding actions areflf rj rt>

jus t those in which other persons have a rightful interest.^^//

Oddly enough, after insisting so stringently on the

reality of the distinction, Mill virtually gives it up in the

course of replying to some of the objections which might

be urged against his position. In Chapter IV of On Libertt/,

"Of the Limits to the Authority of Society 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 hear, for the sake of

the greater good of human freedom. [Italics added.]

The argument contained in the last phrase is identical to

that which would be put forward in connection with any

other-regarding action. l3o_M ill in effjcj^jidmits that there

is no factual difference injkind between actions of the in-

ner sphere and actions of the outer sphere. Any action one

cares to name may, under some circumstances, affect an in-

terest which some other person holds; and conversely, any

action, even that of murdering another or stealing lu\s wealth,

may fail to affect someon e's interest/ It is entirelv_a matter

of the things,m£n-xJiQose totake an interest in, and on Mill's

principles at any rate, there is no a priori method for deter-

mining what-tboy-AviU-be.

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 satisfying experience and hence one of the

ends of life, not merely a means to some end. The truth,

. / most probably, is that Mill personally valued individuality

^ for itself^ but felt it necessary to defend it to the world by

a utilitarian argument. Certainly some persons at least de-

rive pleasure from the mere experience of self-expression,

just as most of us like now and again 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\mdiyiduality, and with it the expansion of

human happiness, "best accomplished bv an absolute pro-

hibition against//// Social interference in the inner sphere

of each person's life? iRven 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 .^//-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 pej^aj^judicioiuL^
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action might not actually be a better vvav of nurturing a

trul\ autonomous person.

Despite the importance of the principle of noninterven-

tion and the unconditionally 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 interest which any

other person, except in cases of strong personal attach-

ment, can have in i t, is trifling, compared with that

which he himself has ; the interest whicb ^ocietynas in

him individually (except as to his conduct to others) is

fractional, and altogether indirect: while, with respect

to his own feelings and circumstances, the most ordinary

man or woman has means of knowledge immeasurably

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 eases, by persons no better ac-

quainted 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 field of action.

In other, wor^Js

^

everybody is the best judge of his own in- A

terests,// ^j

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 question in one way, we might

choose to interpret the notion of an "interest" beha\ iorallv
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and dispositionallv. 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 staving

sober. On the behavioral interpretation of interests, it is

logicallv impossible Tor~someone 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 j}W-i\ interests

would become the claim that each man is the^onif/^idge of

hjg nwn infprf^K 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 Miir<Targu-

ment derives from our tendency to interpret it in this tauto-

logical way.
y

The alternative is to jdefine interest in terms of happines?.

\s To say that a man has an interest in remaining sober, for

example, would be to say that he will derive more satisfac-

tion or happiness from sobriety than from drunkenness . Thus

/ interpreted, assertions of ^Qte^est/ire empirical judgments

Vy 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: Tajcmg into consideration aU the evidence

of past social experirnejii^-in-consti'-aint and freedom, and

weighing as accurately as^jossible the probable conse-

quences of alternative courses of social action, is the totality

of happmes~sTn our society likely tojbe greater̂ if society in-

terferes with the private lives and personal choices of its

members, Lx if it keeps hands off and allows each man to

live his own life as he sees fit?

So long as we confine ourselves to a case-by-case con-

sideration of individuals, it seems plain that a bit of judi-

ciousjiieddling would jcoiisider^Jbly-r-e^iuce Jthe 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 successfully 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 able 4

to see that his future promises satisfactions which will in

time outweigh the pain he is now suffering. Can I possibly

be wrong, on grounds of utility, if I 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 (acuities. Hence they

may be assigned to the same residual categor) as children,

idiots, and madmen, and treated as wards of the SOCiet)
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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 libertv

of the inner life. Mill's position wilLcQLUlt ^nr nothing unless

he is prepared_to insist that a man has a right to make his

own decisions at_the risk of ruining himself 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 monopolv 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 conic down "against

Mill's claim that government interference causes more un-

happiness than a strict policy 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, p. forced-sayings pension _pjan de-

signed to protect individuals against tke consequences of

their own imprudence. Liberals judged* correctly_no doubt,

that those who needed a pension plan most would be just the

ones^noiFto jom 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 bejigyplent
2
inter-

fering government took into its own hands S 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

beliefjhaygreater happiness will flow from government in-

tervention than from__gQA^rnment abstentiorj/The modern
conservative, on the/)ther handlings to the "Tactua l 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 .

IV

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. M ill offers five__principal reasons for

limiting governmental authority and leaving as nuich as

possible in the hands of private individuals.

FirslI^vefyTeStfiction on tohvtdual action "starve(s) the

development of some portion of the bodilv or mental facul-

ties." Human well-being is furthered by the flowering of

talents and the strengthening of individual faculties. But

whatjthe government does for a man he fails to learn to do

for himself. As the pupil cannot learn to do his sums if the

impatient 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 government in-

creases by so much its po\v^_ajidJnJuence7and experience

sliows that those who possess power, even though they exer-

cise it in the name of a majority of the people,, tend to

abuse ..their authority and "encroach unduly on the. liberty

of private life." Mill is as suspicious as any MidvCestern con-

servative of central governments which gather into their

hands the several reins of power.
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Third: it is inefficient to burelen-air^Tready over-com-

mitted central government with a multiplicity of tasks which

it ("annpLadejTuately perform. The most elementary appreci-

ation of the virtues of division of labor would lead one to

see that social actions, if they are to be assigned to the

government, are better distributed throughout a varietv

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 things 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 beJJLe^_and care for them more, than the govern-

ment dojgs^orcanjpe expected to." 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.

Finally, Fifth: thejijgophy of mtdli^nfp nnd initiative

which results from an overzealous government carries with
it the gravest danger of political despotism. Democracy re-

quires For its maintenance and health far more than merel)

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, ironicallv, 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, activity, and jpubHcJp^tjimqng^the^goyerned

.

Experience proves the extreme difficulty of permanently

keeping up a sufficiently high standard of those quali-

ties; a difficultv 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.

\\OiaL_are\ye to make of this defense of laisser-faire?

It isjhroughand through ulilitarian^/vvhich is to say that

it rests on a series of ^mpiric^l estimates of the probable

cdnsequences^ yj
f different courses ^r~actTou or inaction.

Mill does not offerTim thing in the \vay~bTTactual 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 adequate 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

happiness and unhappiness that concerns us, intensity 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 voles

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 ninet)

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 ylfishly. If too many people, out of a misguided concern for the gen-

eral good, vote for what they think will benefit society as a whole, then the

result will he an opinion about the total happiness rather than a mca.smc
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 .1 chance el working only so

long as polities 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 democracv, 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 factual assumptions

underTyirl^rfrelToTitrrterferenc doctrine turn out to be false.

With admirable consistency, Mill thereupon admits that

government regulation is justified, if not indeed virtually

demanded bv utilitarianism. Mill obviously views- the ex-

ceptions as no more than minor adjustments 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, wcljare^liberalism is__a logical extension

of the original libertarian^position, which in turn is a deduc-

tion from utilitarianism rather than a doctrine 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. /In general, as we have seen, Mill

holds that {he buyer is the best judge of what he buysJthe

buyer, rather than the state, can decide what interests he

has and which commodities will best satisfv them. But the
j

buyer is not always the best
.j
udge_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-
men t regulation of some commodity or productix e 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^_lh.e victoEv-of the libcrals-m-oae legislative

battle after an othgr__sterns not from anv superiority of their

political philosophy, but from the preponderance of evi-

dence on their side of the factual dispute] A deformed baby

traceable to an impure drug is a very strong answer to the

general proposition that freedom from constraint stimulates

experimentation and invention.

With regard to/rammodities of the mind,- as it were, Mill

adopts an unexpectedly paternal attitude. How similar in

tone is the following passage to the animadversions against

popular culture of writers like T. S. Eliot and Ortega y
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 uncultivate d cannot be eompetenj judges of culti-

[vation.

Mill goes on to apply this observation to the case of educa-

tion, which he thinks ought properly to be provided by the

government and require^ at least of_e\xr.y-child, whether the

parents a
.
gree-oiunot.jBut 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



Liberty 39

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

regu^ate drugs and dishwashers have shrunk from imposing

their aesthedcconvictions on the sweat) masses. As a con-

cern for social welfare has pushed the federal 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_a_t home in Mill's Principles. II one

takes On Liberty as a guide, for example, then the right of

adults to indulgejhgir lascivious desires by reading deliber-

ately provpeative pnrnogrnjphy^>r_JhY_^ lewd movies

ought to be completely unregulated by government or so-

ciet^T^eaving aside the factual question whether the pleas-

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 dictates that each

person be left to make his own decision regarding so mani-

festly private a choice. An honest liberal, therefore, might

be expected to go before a court and argue 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, thev 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 inclination to regulate drugs is to be made
consistent with his aversion *n pfp^ni^hjr^jTg^gJT^ll have to

find some other principle than Mill's utilitarianism on which

to base hjs^arguments.

The second categorv 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

ju individual as agent engages in some enterprise or activity

pither_sjng1y or through contract with 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 more intelligent

view of their own interest, and of the means of promoting

it, than can either be prescribed to them by a general enact-

ment of the legislature, or pointed out in the particular case by

a public functionary/' 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 one 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 each 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, wc 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 N^iLL-a-fir-st principle

o^moral premisey The whole purpose of On Liberty is to

derive the principle of noninterference frorn^ the moral ax-

iom of utilitarianism. ^Jill's argument for noninterference is

through and throu^b^empiricaX/Hence, when he recognizes

facts which contradict the conclusions drawn in On Liberty

he quite consistently limits the noninterference principle. As

I have already remarked, in the realm of economics Amer-

ican, conseryatiyesdefend as unquestioned axioms and first

principles the very laisser-faire rules which Mill put forward

as inferences from the doctrine of utilitarianism. American

liberals, on the other hand, swear fealtv to the memory of

Mill, but draw non-laisser-faire conclusions from new and

different facts. When it comes to the matter of free speech,

'the roles are reversed. Conservatives treat freedom of speech

, as a subsidiary principle to be forfeited whenever utilitarian

considerations ("of national security") warrant; modern lib-

erals, on the other hand, have long since elevated free speech

to the sanctity of a dogma, forgetting if they ever knew)

that the classical liberal defense was empirical and utilitarian̂

Before making some final attempt at* sorting outtnis con-

ceptual chaos, let us look briefly at Mills 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 other

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-stocl^ 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-

trolled by joint-stock corporations we may conclude that

Mill would endorse a program of strict government manage-
ment of private business. The premises of individualism

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, arc quite

naturally no longer able to argue lor 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 unalloved 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 savs, there is no essential difference

between the delegation of authority and interest in a cor-

poration and a government, then it mav 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 authoritv is alreadv in the hands of states-

men—corporate statesmen—and hence that no unsettling

transfer of control is necessarv. 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 exceptions, Mill says, are those actions

by individuals which, "though intended solely for their own

benefits involve consequences extending indefinitely beyond

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 hisjeasoning 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 others, 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 economic and social consequences

pose^crhTcal problems for the state. A policy of enforced

sterilization would, on Mill's principles, be justified, indeed

demanded, in situations like those which exist in many na-

tions today.

This exjmple_.js.J:ypical of alLpf Miirs_exceptions to the

rule of laisser-faire.^What.hc^Loe«Las peripheral ..adjustments

affecting such rejbtivdtyijgiuiojj^snes as .colonization turn out

in fact to carry implications whose thoroughuworking-out
results in a total transformation of the responsibil ities of the

state and a majo r shift of emphasis from rmvate initiative

to j^yjsrnmej^ principles remain un-

changedi. Always act for the greatest happiness of the great-

est number; a/id Never interfere with am one save to serve

the general welfare. ,f But we begin to see that consistent

obedience tojiiese too maxims entails an enornioiisK active

state machinery and a considerable measure of social con-
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troLJThus is welfare-state liberalism born from the seeds of

classical 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 housing, for ex-

ample, is desperatelv needed in the United States, but the

economics of the building industry makes it impossible for

capital to earn a high enough profit 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 opportunitv becomes potentially

profitable; or else to invest tax money direct!v in the under-

capitalized sector through a program of public housing.

A number of commentators on societv and economy, fore-

most among them John Kenneth Galbraith, have analyzed

the divergence of the market mechanism from the demands

of social utility. Oxer a broad and growing range of cases,

effective market demand bears no relation to manifest social

need. Theoretically schools, roads, parks, sanitation, police,

and even nadojiajj:lefejiS£-^o^4€l-4^^rx)YJded in a aipitalist

societv by private firms dravvninto riiXKliiclioji_oifjgoods and

services bv the hope of a profit . But for a host of familiar

reasons America assigns these functions to government rather

than to privale_industrv. During the protracted struggle be-

tween conservatives and liberals over the appropriate limits

of federal responsibilitv, 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 government, 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 onlv 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 lias 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 tlie 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 last

coming when the need lor 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 rhone) 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 anv social

sense at all deliberatelv to stimulate the sectors of the econ-

omy which are alreadv 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?

We havp rorQg_aJong way from the_snnple maxim that each

man is the best judge of his own interests. Even if the doc-

trine of noninterference in the private sphere could be de-

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

sphereTcIearly cannot be derived Irom the Greatest Happi-

ness Principle. Nevertheless, as I have tried to" show, the

movement from the^individualism_pf On LiberttiJo the wel-

fare-state, liberalism of the final sections of the Principles of

Political Economi/ 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 happiness

and social relationships, is methodologically individualistic.

In the final essav of this book, I shall try to suggest a founda-

tion on which a radically different conception of social goals

and human relationships might be grounded. At this point,

f wish only to indicate a way in which 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 judgment of

individuals respecting 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 cooperation 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 thp first time, he recognizes the existence of

activities which, at least in. a certain limited sense, are in-

herently social or collective] He is on the edge of formulat-

ing Marx's central thesis $|iat human production is social in .

its na±ui^„.aricLhence cannot hp. mrrerf\y analyzed by the 1—V?
individualist model of clasjdcjaJ^conojiucs./To be sure, Mill \^
still _sges the relationship amnn^ the several workers as

purely instrumental in character; to each individual worker.

the activiti es and satisfactions of the other workers are im-

portant only as means to his own satisfaction. But he begins

to see_that injjac-pwswfc-e^th^r private ends tfrqy m a\ be

so bound togetlierikaj ilic\ sink or swim. collccti\cJ\

.

° One would have thought that tin's simple lesson of the necessity ol

labor solidarity would by now be as well known as the roundness ol the

earth, hut 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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Insofar as our enterprises^axe inherently social^the public-

private, interference-noninterference-jnodeLofJiuman rela-

tionships breaks dowmjlie central problem ceases to be the

regulation of each person's infringement on the sphere of

other persons' actions, and becomes instead the coordination

\fc- of the several actions and the^hoice ^Tcoll^ctive 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-regarding liberty

.

The^Mective~character~oT social acJjSnfos 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 eyes of conservative social theorists like Weber
and Durkheim and radical social theorists like Marx. Despite

their assimilation of ^ollectivist sociology, however, liberals

continue to employ the assumptions and models of an indi-

vidualist politic^. 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.



2. Loyalty

TJLhiHE 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 "loyaltv

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 lovalty be a quasi-legal proce-

dure subject to the restrictions of due process and protectee!

by constitutional guarantees? Were a man's tastes, interests,

personal associations, or family ties relevant data for a judg-
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ment of loyalty? Was loyalty anything more than the mere

negation of disloyalty?

The literature provoked by the loyalty 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 philosophical

foundations of the response seemed to extend roughly to

the principle, "The enemv of mv friend is my enemv." The
very same people who ridiculed Midwestern superpatriotism

insisted that the suspected security risks were as patriotic,

as loyal, as any American Legionnaire. One and the same man
would be praised for his loyalty 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 loyaltv by developing a conceptual analysis of the

idea before plunging into direct argument on the substantive

issues of the dispute. The discussion, particularly in the first

several sections, mav seem overlv abstract and refined. After

all, as Aristotle wiselv 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 lovalty oaths and guilt by association, can be cleared

up through the application of the results of the analysis.
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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 certain 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 battlefield, 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 saying 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 sav, 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 sav 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 bv his courage. Viewed in this

way, brave acts are evidences that courage is present in the

individual, much as a temperature is evidence of an infec-

tion or the smell of rotten eggs is evidence of the presence

of hydrogen sulphide.

Recentlv 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 bodv 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 gracefullv, but is really clumsy inside, so it doesn't

make anv 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. Legallv, the best sort ol

supporting testimony might be "character witnesses" who
could establish the existence of the appropriate pattern In

recounting incidents from various periods in the subject's

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 securit)

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 bv 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 morallv repre-

hensible and deserves to be punished in the way that the

law customarilv 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 easilv illustrated from the

law of propertv. The thought which first comes to mind

when one thinks about propertv 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 loyal

is to say that he is legally 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

decision 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 accused of dislo) ally would

come before a court to have the charge adjudicated. Calling

a man disloyal would, in the first instance, be equivalent to

asserting that he had been denied (lie status of citizen lor

one or more of a uumber of specified causes. In a preeisek
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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 mav charge

a man with disloyalty just as we may charge him with mur-

der, meaning thereby that bv 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. Loyalty, on this second interpretation,

is precisely what the law says it is.

In yet 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 principles. 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 loyalty. 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 lovaltv with orthodoxy as a distinct meaning of the

term, but its connections with the first two meanings are of
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course verv 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-

fession 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. Loyaltv as the honor-

ing of a moral commitment must be distinguished from loy-

alty as a character trait, though the two are obviously verv

closely related. To have a character trait is to be disposed to

respond in certain ways to situations of a specific 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 loyalty 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 mora] 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, loyalty-

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 reiving 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, safetv, and preservation

of the loyalty-object. We can see here one source of the con-

fusion between the concepts of loyalty as a disposition and

as a commitment. Speaking looselv, there may be a little

difference between a man who lays down his life out of love

for his countrv 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 diagrammaticallv 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.

Object of Loyalty

Type of

Obligation Individual Group Institution

Subject to king; Clansman to Native-born to

child to parent clan; individual motherland

Natural <

Paternal theory

to human race

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 1 iOcke; Rousseau Locke; modem
of feudal king legal concept ol

loyalty

Each box contains examples of a kind of loyalty 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 ho organized institu-

tionally. This point arises in discussions of social contract theories of political

obligation, whore 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 example

tells us, paternal authority and the dutv 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 majestv. 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 earlv 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 bootv 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 ceremonv 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 fealtv.

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, frequently^ 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 each 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 4 social

contract is modeled upon the concept of a legal contract.

Several consequences follow from this legal metaphor. First,

the parties to the contract arc equal before the law, although

of course some may be wealthier, more powerful, or of
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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 authoritv and the demvthologization of

Christianitv, 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 bv 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 mav 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 wealthv

man can escape submission to some state or cither. 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.

11

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 \va\

,

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 disagreement. Now, disloyalty is, of

course, the opposite or negative of loyalty, so we might
simply match off every sense of loyalty 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 contradictor}7

would be simply the denial of loyalty. Disloyalty, under-

stood as the contrary of lovaltv, would be a character trait,

legal status, belief, or moral condition, in some sense oppo-

site to loyalty. There would presumably be a middle ground

which was defined neither as loyalty 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. Finally,

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 sell-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 lovaltv 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, bv 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 mv 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

lovaltv rather more widely.

There is a certain asymmetry in the interpretation of the

concept of disloyalty by the loyalty-as-character-trait school.

Whereas a man is said to be loval insofar as he is disposed

to act in defense of his nation, etc., he is often said to be

disloyal only when he has actually committed a breach of

faith. In that sense, "loyalty" is what Gilbert Ryle has called

a disposition-term, and disloyalty is what he calls an occur-

rence-term. Nevertheless, one can find some instances in

which a man's lovaltv 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 disloyalty. 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 lovalty-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 ascription 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 1 have sworn to

defend my country in time of war, and if I remain so re-

solved, then I am a loyal citizen even though mj countrj

is at peace and 1 am quietly 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 bv 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 loyal because

he is not then fighting.

We encounter once again the asymmetry in the concepts

of loyalty and disloyaltv 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 mav be evidence of his loyaltv. 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 universality of "He is (unfailinglv) 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 loyalty" or "honoring a total commitment," the con-

trary term "disloval" usually has the legalistic sense of hav-

ing broken some law or security regulation.

in

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
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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%trv 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 I 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 each

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 logical 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 loval 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 onlv teach romantic versions of

American history in an effort to inspire pupils with a love

for their countrv; they also require regular ritual repeti-

tions of ceremonial gestures and incantations which are

thought to be particularlv efficacious in producing a dis-

position of loyalty. Justice Frankfurter, in a famous Supreme

Court decision (Minersville 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 personalitv 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 loyal.

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 faculties—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 In 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 loyaltv 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 manv 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 circumspectlv, 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 onlv 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 even dogma save the dogma on which

that community organizes itself, then he is no freer than a

Chinese professor 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 loyalty 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 commitment Is 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 benefiting

from its institutions. In the case of loyalty-as-a-contractual-

obligation, the state would either 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 ha\ e

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 parties 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. I 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 they 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 with all the safe-

guards adumbrated bv 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 anv 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 Dislot/al

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, the)

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 anxietv. . . . One is loval 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 primarv 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 lovalties to primarv and intermediate groups.

The state is thus only indirectly an object of loyalty, and

as Grodzins makes clear, it may be an ambiguous object

when the several primary loyalties of an individual's life

fail to integrate and pvramid completelv. Thus a German-

American feels a conflict of lovalties in 1940 because his

identification with the culture and societv 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 loyalty to the inter-

national community of physicists, which includes Soviet and

Chinese scientists, and his loyalty 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 loyalty 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 loyalty-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 government's 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 usually 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 belief 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 lovaltx is

perfectly epitomized by the heated debate oxer 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 spv 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 bv another liberal student of

the problem of lovaltv, 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, e¥en 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
great 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.
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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 policv 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 plaved so prominent a role in American

political debates. There are two distinct sorts of depositions

which are both somewhat confusedlv 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 lovalty 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 communitv

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

The question which most sharply divides radicals from

liberals in modern America is well expressed in the title

of Robert Dahl's influential study of New Haven poli-

tics: Who Governs? The traditional liberal view, from the

eighteenth-centurv notion of separation of powers to Gal-

braith's modern theorv of countervailing powers, has been

that power in the Unite^ Srqtp ^ ig rliffnspd aqq^^rflttered

among a plurality of competing interests and elites so that

no single group acquires a monopoly of control, and no signif-

icant segment of the population is entirely excluded from

the exercise of pnlitjpal pnwpr 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 hogies 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 sell-

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.

Instead of launching a frontal attack on the concept of

power, let us approach the subject obliquely by explicating

the notion of an
'

{object of decision. " By an object of deci-

sion I mean any event or state of affairs whirh someone or

other is in a position actually to choose to bring about.

For example, I can if I choose walk from mv study^To my
kitchen and pour mvself a glass of beer. Therefore, my
having a beer is an object of mi/ 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 hand, I cannot as things now stand choose

to run a mile in four minutes or plav 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 even 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 eves. Obviouslv 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 ambiguities 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 rhe V'nninremlcd conso-

cjuencellJwhich economists and sociological theorists have

macle 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 bv 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.J3ut no onejit all de-

cided to cause a traffic jam. Hence the traffic jam is not

properly a n phjppf- nf nmrrnr'n rlrrrion

Social life is full of occurrences and situations which are

\» / - consequences of individual or collective decisionsbut are

not objects of decision/ In the earlv davs of liberal optimism,

social philosophers tended to call attention to the felicitous

consequences which issued unintended from the interplav

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 bv countless self-interested decisions in the daily

economic activities of a free markefr Latterly, sociologists

of a liberal political bent have been influenced bv the pessi-

mism of the conservative continental sociological tradition,

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 impossibility of forestalling the unfortunate

and unintended byproducts of even the best-intentioned

programs. Naturally, conservatives view even piecemeal re-

forms with apprehension. Thev are fond of invoking the

metaphor of societv 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 mav, 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, I shall persist in employing it because, as we
shall see presently, it is indispensable to an analvsis of the

concept of political power.

It might be worth pointing out that the notion of a

matter of major social importance , in addition to being im-

precise, is also relative to the values and interests^ of the

members of the society. Jn the United States, for example,

virtually everything related to the overall size and distribu-
tion of the gross national product quaKBes as a matter of

major social importance
,
/but in a devoutly religious society

which cared little for material 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 analvsis of the distribution of political

power in American society would require an investigation of

the sorts of matters of jymjnr ,^r»iiil importance which are,

nndjirp rmt ohjficjg nf snmpnnr>\ decision/There are, after

all, two questions which can always be asked about any
event or state of affairs: First, is it jin object pf<trTyone's
decis^ri at i ll? and Second- who dfiCldgs it? I suggest that ""^
Which Jiu\ttcr s lire ohjeHn nLsnnu»nnr>\ dgcigjgn in a sor irlx

is a morn si^nififint fict about that society than who de-
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tides 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

"to be the author of one's actions, to act rather than to be

acted upon."/To 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 feelings 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 first becomes an object of someone's

decision withm the society. The most striking series of such

exFensions 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. T-Tj^f th,> p,-r>K] rin fc 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 dpf-prminanrs of the phenom-

>ena .under examination are discovered. Finally, ways are

found to make the phenomena /objects of social decision.

At this point, what was initially a fact of society has become

a_sub|ect ot policy deliberatior/. Unce such a transformation

has been achieved, there is no going back, the age of^social

innocence is lost, and from that moment anv^cteeision, in-

cluding the decision to do nothing, is a deliberate^olicv

for which the authors of the deeisiop ran be held respon-

sible. /
""""

'
—

*

J "Ttr any 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 a man who resists bringrng-new

matters of importance within the scope of decision. For rea-

sons either ot 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 th"e"*inter-

play of individual decisions . To the conservative, unintended

consequences are preferable to deliberate decisions. The

^eactioiia*r>>f)n the other hand, is a man who indulges in the

fantasy of returning to a time of innocence before some

matter of social importance" became 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.

n

Now let us turn directly to the concept of political power.*

Since we are interested in rjjoiee. decision, and pnrprypfnl

action,

/

we are not concerned with the sort of power an en-

gine is said to have, orj***+h the force exerted by a lever. In

the most general sense) the sort of power we wish to analyze Qj .

is the ability to make and enforce decisionalPolitical power, '

then, can best be understood as the power to 1 ake and

enforce~decisions with regard to ma aior soci al im-

portance. J (Hence the necessity of introducing this admit-

tedly vague term.) It is tempting, but I 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 I have very

great differences with Professor Dahl on the nature of political power,

particularly as it manifests itself in contemporary America, I would he
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 pari

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, but we wish to define political power in such

a way that it becomes an empirical truth and nojTa trivial

tautology. It is at least logically possible that the locus of

such power be elsew^r^ \\^n in thr hill i nl' MLMjumrnt,

for exarnple in the meeting rooms nf nnrpr>rc|tp r| irpptnrafps if

someTadical crimps n
f Ajagagajfcjtfifafity Qrf BgjjSt Bv dgfin-

ing political power as ^Fe ability to make and enforceae^
pisTOns concernmgmatters of major social importance we
leave it 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 ji s politics

is concerned, Stalin made more decisions about important

matters than anyone else did , and lie showed lirmself ca-

pable of enforcing his decisions against opposition from other
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major political figures in Russian society. But sinopose

someone argued that Congress, in the pas t r\^^r\^ frarl made

virtually no decisions about matters of truly major impor-

tance, ancTthat instead the power of decision had shifted

compl etely 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 parliamentary democ-

racy in America. Those, on the other hand, who assigned

greater importance to the domestic developments of recent

years might insist tharCongress 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 <€valuatiyfe 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 oym? what

is imporfcmj^what is worth trying to control^ in modern
society/

Faced with this necessity of introducing value judg-

ments into 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." lie 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 this,fake objectivity* is the creation of the

myth that the liberal center is populated bv objective , value-

neutral seekers after the truth, whereas the right and left

wings are manned by impassioned (and hence biased) cru-

saders whose study oi society is motivated by^a-qwfce-H-m-

scientific moral concern ., The truth, as Max Weber pointed

out some time ago, is that every investigation of social

phenomena. involves some evaluativejudgment as to which

^firoblems^istinctionsycategorie^ are importaqJE. 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.

in

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

power elite as group of fiprsnnx iclio together decide most

of the matters of major social im portance icliich are ob-

jects of anuon c^s decision at all J iTTin addition, this group

exhibits 'the familiar marks of social cohesion, including

common origins, interlopkiiy familial alliances, common life-

stvlesy educational experiences, and economic level, we may

calltnem 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 M ills maintains that the

United States is mlH by a pQW.gr ^lite whieh exhibits many,

if not all, of the eharaeteristics 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 supposed pnW^r ppntprQ such as Congress 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. IThe real

power—

w

hich is to say, the power ofj^pcim'mi nvrr mntters

of major importance— is vested in a relatively small group

of men occupying the "command posts" of industry , the

military establishment anr] the Administration.VThe ruling

elite is not a cabal or a clique; it may even be torn by in-

ternal dissension. Nevertheless, it has a common political

* 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 "objeetivist"

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 freelv 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 partiallv 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 emplovs 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

unanalyzed 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 in

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 military

affairs, where decisions are vested constitutionally 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-

reply 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 bj 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 approaching 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 man)
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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 mv 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 trv 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, bv contrast, are

wrong, but in a sense thev are wrong for the right 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 bv .Robert Dahl, In an essay

entitled
"
A Critique of the Ruling Elite Nloclel," appearing

a year after the analysis 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 essav with the modest remark that the

evidence for an American power elite has not yet been

examined, he quite clearlv 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 "Joey political issuer" as a way of delineating the

scope of the power elite theory. If I 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 political 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 is "to say that

its preference prevails over trie conflicting preferences of

others. At there is some group or' 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 see). The point is that if no differences in preference

are ever manifested in the society over matters of major

social importance, or alternatively if the only "conflict" is

between preference on the one hand and indifference on

the other, then there is no empirical method lor getting evi-

dence of the exercise of power. In effect, Dahl is arguing

that our earlier definition of a "power elite" is wrong. A



102 • The Poverty of Liberalism

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 change 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 candidates

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! thev 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 stratv-man theses

cannot change the plain facts! So they might argue—but thev

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

case 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

I of the general run of citizens. Suppose 1

, 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. tit., 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 thev denounced him as dic-

tator, and tyrant. Thev might feel bound in conscience to

defy the government even to the extent of violent attempts

at its overthrow. But surely 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 tvrannv for having so thoroughly

converted phvsicists and mathematicians to the general

theory of relativity.

Consider vet another case (which Dahl also briefly dis-

cusses). Suppose that a ruling group regularlv 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 political process

and fails to exercise its franchise. We may even suppose that

there is considerable competition among elites for control

of the government, but onlv within the framework of a

broad consensus on fundamental questions of policy. Here

again the unsuccessful opposition, on the fringes of the po-

litical svstem, mav decrv the lack of real debate and the

stultifying continuity of wrongheaded 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 policv predilections of the Congressmen thev

serve. Vinjent nppnsjtirm ^by contrast, is opposition, which

breaks the real rules of the system. Insurrections, revolu-

tions^^rnihtajr^cjDi^^ obvious exajixples of

violent opposition to a ruling group.

TfTe 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 lie 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.

IV

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, I suggest, should be
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understood as a group of persons who together decide most

of the matters^oj major social importance which are ob-

j
ects of ant/ones decision at all, and who are capable of

enforcing their decision ogninstt irAdesprenrTlypposilion of

either a violent or a constitutional nature. YA 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 definition, needless to saw Bv including

the qualification that the ruling gpttup must be able to en-

force its decisions against widespread constitutional opposi-

tion, I 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 adopt 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 societv 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

categorv of descriptive political science. One might as easily

imagine an anthropologist classifying the marital customs of

primitive tribes as "monogamous, adulterous, and promis-

cuous." The phraseSj3oKver elit^' was an accusation flung

at a smug and self-righteous America which prided itself,



Power 107

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 precisehj 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 the)

make, as we may condemn those of a popular government

or even 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 ancTthe illegitimate exercise of au-

thority, merely bv making wron^—even wicked—cTefosions

.

Onlv a romantic with an abiding faith in the goodness of

The People will assume that when a society makes bad de-

cisions, the fault mast 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.

Tn tV|p TTmi-prl States today, a relatively small group of

men make virtually all the decisions concerning; those mat-

^s or^iimjui sltl'lal importance which are objects of Tfecision

at aTT. /M ost of them—the President and major Administration

figures, the kev SpnfltnrQ nnrl Congressmen, the few influen-

tial Governors or Mayors, the senior military officials—are

publicemplovees whose power is directly derived from their

j-thofficial positionj Some—the top echelons oL_lhe
a
corporate

world and their counterparts in the great foundations—

d

erive

such power as thev have from their relatively briefjenure

in the presidencies and chairmanships of their organizations,

unlv a verv few are powerful in virtue of their personal

wealth, and even thev transform their money into power

principally bv buying the means for influencing elections.

But this group of powerful men, although it originates

most of the major political decisions in American society, is

v . y^mftrkilH 1 ' ^ "1"^-ihlp tp la ree-scale popular opposition from
*vC fh<=» rsanlrc nf th*> "nrHinarv man "£& Mills calls the rest of US.the ranks of the "ordinary man.

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 conspiratorial 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 candidates, 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 4 elected, a

large enough bloc of voters could turn them in almost an)

political direction.

The only segment of the group of powerful men whose

dtfectors. Their power derives from their control of the

maior corporajTons, which are n(U III thru res|Tffirsil)lc 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 consequences of major social impor-

^j^tance, those consequences themselves
1

are rarehj^objects of

~~^ decision , the reason tor this is simply that capitaf in the

United States is so fragmented into administratively autono-

mous corporations that such matters of major social impor-

tance as total yearly investment in heavy industry, new
housing starts, economv-wide inventory levels, and so on,

are not objects of am one's decision at all. Some relatively

unimportant efforts at collusion are undertaken by execu-

tives, particularlv within single industries. But nothing 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 espiblishnicnt. Both are groups of men who monopo-

lize the making of decisions about matters of maj or^ social

impnrtflnrp, hi if :i power pjite is capable of enforcing its

decisions against considerable opposi tion ot either a violent

or a constitutional nature^ whereas an establishmentrules, as
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it were , by a mixture of propagandfl
a

persuasion, and apathy.

Trie United States is ruled by an establishment which is, in

the terms of William Kornhauser,
'

(highly accessible./* That

is, the rulers are quite respo-nsive^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 Kornhauser, The Politics of Mass Society.



112 .

" The Poverty of Liberalism

sizable group of socialist representatives would sit in Con-

gress. It could hardlv 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 probablv never have a chance to find out,

alas, but it seems evident to me that in the face of an

aroused citizenry bent upon instituting 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. Xo people in historv has ever manacled

itself so willingly, so knowledgeablv, so docilely, in the chains

of tyranny.

The principal complaint of radical critics is not that the

American political system 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 clpim^rl \]™t fhe apparent power of

the^glectorate ha s been nullified by the control of informa-

tion and propaganda exercised bv the elite. The voters have

it within their power to determine the major political de-

cisions, but, it is sai<Lthey are systematically misleo/ lied^to,

and indoctrinated through the mas s medi;i nnd in thr 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 governmen t justification of €>urjyietnamese

policy nas been regularly and explicitly refuted by news re-

ports for nlrnosr rwn ypnrsnow 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,

are 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 dissenting 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 4

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 lace of this dissenting propa-

ganda? The answer is painfully clear: the anti-war forces



ii4 The Poverty of Liberalism

simply did not have the votes! So long as the United States

was not obviously losing the wa r, ar^ the T^ c
t<t \.Y,°r° 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 very much concerned by the fact that their govern-

ment was systematically murdering; the inhabitants of Viet-

nam in order to support a petty dictatorship and m aintain

a military presence in Southeast Asia/ As the costs of the

war increased and the battle turned 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, wouldJiave 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 be carried out inexpensively and effectively.

Early in the Kennedy administration. Secretary 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 "eounterinsurgency"

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 manv 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 oft 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 "insurgents" simply cannot he put down quiekly and quietly hy small,

well-equipped special units. Those among us who still value freedom and
justice can give thanks that Me\Tamara'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 soeial change
as quickly as it overturned the Dominican government, and with as little

outcry 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-

pressive only 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 loyalties 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 very little impact on the American

people, even when thev are exposed to both in the most

forceful manner possible.

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 bv the endless repetition

of such ideologically biased phrases as "the free 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 ruling 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 Ame/ica 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 clearly 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 they are wrong. Those ^rTcTniTe iri this

country do so by defau lt. They are completely vulnerable to

popular opposition ofeven the most peaceful sort^JJut radi-

cal s are right to be outraged by the quality oJL^Atwerica's

political life and bv the direction of her domestic and foreign

policies. They are frustrated by tneir tailure to persuade the

American 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 lights of

men; that the oppressed inhabitants of urban ghettoes have

as much right to burn the stores in which the\ 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 deny that America is ruled by a power elite,

and thev are right. But having won [hell liltle-^ictory 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 congratulate 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 aheadv suffered by white Americans. But it

makes no more sense to blame the chroniclers of our politi-

cal apathv 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 bv 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 /oLX)bjects' ol anyone's de-

cision at all./it is imiversallv agreed, for example fTfrrtt the

weltare of the nation depends upon a stable rate of eco-

nomic growth, and vet 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 decay into unintended slums despite the existence

of^ mbi'e' tlTaTi j^nojTrTrrhpm-rti"-i1 unjjfirdaafljnj of the prob-

lem to permit rational and Hplibpmtr ^Ijjjjons^toHbe initi-
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ated. There is no significant body of socialist thought in

America 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 American 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 societv

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 disease. There was a good deal that

could be done by those 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, thev 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 called\|utopianT It consists in search-

ing for ways to transform into7ie'w**oojects of social decision

those matters of importance which are not withm anyone's

power at present* 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 transforming uncon-

trolled matters of imporTance into objects of derisions re-

quire new kinds of institutional organization, new ways

ol thinking, and—very possibly—new makers of decisions.

Deeply entrenched habits of behavior may have to 'be 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 likelv that the present system of privilege

and private ownership of capital will persist in the United

States at least to the end of the centurv, 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 slums decay and the condition of

the ghetto dwellers grow more hopeless. Should this gloomv

diagnosis prove correct, it mav finallv be borne in upon the

advocates of "practical" reform that the solution lies in

Utopian thinking. They mav see that the societv requires an

increase in powe r, a" transforming into objects of decision of

important matters which are now the consequences of un

coordinated acts, rather than merely an alterationiiiltne wax

in which present power is employed.



4. Tolerance

TJLhe virtue of a thing, Plato tells us in the Rejmblic, 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 fullv

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 bv Plato "justice," and so

the virtue of the Platonic utopia is justice.

° This essay first appeared under the title "Beyond Toleranee" in A
Critique of Pure Tolerance by Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore, Jr., and

Herbert Mareuse (Boston: Beacon Press, 1965).

122
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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, £he virtue of jj^-modern plm^list fc™nnrony

which has emeYgedJp^unte&rpmaxiL America is tolerance.

Political tolerance is that state of irnnTTlinTH^m^ition 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 (tolerance as a political virtue^ 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. 1

have adopted it because I see pluralism not as a thoroughly

mistaken theory, but rather as a theory which played a \ alu-

able role during one stage in Americas development and

which has now lost its value either as description or prescrip-
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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 description, it

purports to tell how modern industrial democracy—and par-

ticularly Amerioa, n democracy—reallv works . As qLprescripy

tionj it sketches an ideal picture of industrial democracy as

it cpaild and should be. Both forms of the theory grew out

of nineteenth-centurv attacks on the methodological indi-

vidualism of the classical liberal tradi tion.

Affording to that tradition, politiral soriptv is (or ought

to be—liberalism is similarly ambiguonsL_an association of

self-determining individuals who concert their^vil ls and col-

lect their power in the state for mutually self-inherestedends.

The state is the locus of supreme power ancTauthgritv in the

community. Its commands are legitimated bv a democratic

process of decision and con trol, which ensures—when it func-

tionsTpropelTy^TITat^ has a hand in making the

laws to which he submits. The theory focuses exclusively on

the relationship between the individual citizen and the sov-

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 bv 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-

ognized to be inadequate as a portrait of the industrial

democracy which emerged in the nineteenth century. The

progressively greater divergence of fact from theory could

be traced to two features of the new order. The first was the

effective political enfranchisement of the entire adult popu-

lations of the great nation-states; the second was the growth

of an elaborate industrial system in the private sphere of

society, which gave rise to a new ^pluralistic^ structure

within the political framework of representative government.

Traditional democratic theory presupposed an immediate

arid evident relation between the individual citizen and the

government. jfVhether in the form of '^direct democracy/' as

Rousseau desired, or by means of the representative mech-

anism described by Locke, the state was to confront the citi-

zen directly as both servant and master. The issues debated

in the legislature would be comprehensible to every edu-

cated subject, and their relevance to his interests easily un-

derstood. With the emergence ofCmasT^litics>however, all

hope of this immediacy and comprehensibility was irrevo-

cably lost. The ideal of a small, self-governing, an tononions

political society retained its appeal ^finding expression in

the Utopian communities which sprang up in Europe and

America throu ghout ihe nineteenth century. As a standard

by which to judge the great industrial democracies of the

new era, however, it suffered from the greatest possible fail-

ing—irrelevance. Permanent, complex institutional arrange-

ments became necessary in order to transmit the "will of the

people" to the elected governors.

At the same time, great industrial corporations appeared
injhe eennnmir wnrlrl :tvul h^rim fcQ. tol e tfasjglace of I lie

old family firms . As labor unions and trade asM ^'ilif"-^ were
organized , the classical picture of a market economy com-
posed of many small, independent firms and a large, atom-
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ized labor supply, became less and less useful as a guide to

economic reality. Individuals entered the marketplace and

came in contact with one another tbroiigb32£IIl^yriatlons

in groups of some sorjt. The state in its turn brought its

authority to bear on the individual only indirectly, through

the medium of laws governing the behavior of those groups.

It became necessary to recognize that, both politically and

economically, the individual's relation to the state was medi-

ated by a system of ^middle-size/ institutional associations.

The size and industrial organization alone of the modern

state destroy any possibility of classical liberal democracy,

for the intermediating bureaucratic organizations are neces-

sary whether the economy is private and capitalist or public

and socialist in structure. In addition, however, three factors

historically more specific to the American experience have

combined to produce the characteristic form which we call

pluralism.

The first factor, in importance as well as in time, is the

federal structure of the American system. From the birth of

the nation, a hierarchy of local governments, formerly sov-

ereign and autonomous, interposed itself between the indi-

vidual and the supreme power of the state. The United

States, as its name implied, was an association of political

communities rather than of individuals. The natural ties of

tradition and emotion binding each citizen to his native col-

ony were reinforced bv a division of powers which left many
of the functions of sovereign authoritv to the several states.

Hence the relation of the individual to the federal govern-

ment was from the beginning, and even in theory, indirect

and mediated bv intervening bodies. Furthermore, as the

eighteenth-centurv debates over unification reveal, the con-

stitution took form as a series of compromises among com-

peting interests—large states versus small, agriculture versus

commerce, slaveholding versus free labor. The structure of
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the union was designed to balance these interests, giving

each a voice but none command. The conception of politics

gg s r^n^ ief nf morp nr 1p<zs pprmfment groups was thus 111-

troduced into the foundation of our government. Bvjimpli-

cation, an individual entered the political arena principally

as a member of one of those groups, rather than as an iso-

lated agent./ Conversely, the government made demands

upon the individual and responded to hTsTTerds through

the intercession of lnC^l ontVirn-itjfigy Ac ffiP vnlnmp nf gnv-

ernment activity grew throughout the nineteenth and twen-

tieth centuries, this federal structure embedded itself in

countless judicial and executive bodies. In America today,

it is impossible to understand the organization of education,

the regulation of commerce, or the precise allocation of re-

sponsibility for law enforcement without acknowledging the

historically special relationship of the states to the federal

government.

A second factor which has shaped the character of Amer-

ican democracy is our oft-chronicled penchant for dealing

with social problems by means of lyoluntarv associations/

This phenomenon was made much of by Tocqueville and

has since been portrayed by students of American politics

as our peculiar contribution to the repertory of democratic

techniques. It seems that whereas some peoples turn to God
when a problem looms on the social horizon, and others turn

to the state, Americans instinctively form <\ committed , elect

^residen^ ^rjf] ^^^tary-frp^isurer. and

j

>et about finding a

ution on their own) The picture is idealized and more
than a trifle self-congratulatory; it evokes images of the

prairie or a New England town meeting, rather than a dirty

industrial slum. Nevertheless, it is a fact that a remarkable

variety of social needs are met in America by private and

voluntary institutions, needs which in other countries would

be attended to by the state. Religion, for example, is entirel)

son



128 .

'

The Poverty of Liberalism

a non-governmental matter because of the prohibition of an

established church. The burdens of primary and secondary

education are borne jointly bv local governments and private

institutions; higher education is dominated by the great

private universities and colleges with state institutions of

any sort only recentlv plaving a significant role. The subsidy

and encouragement of the arts and letters has been managed

by the great charitable foundations, and until the advent of

military research and development, the natural sciences found

their home solelv in the laboratories of universities and pri-

vate industry. In addition to industry, agriculture, religion,

education, art, and science, countless other dimensions of

social activity have been organized on the basis of voluntary,

non-governmental associations.

In order to clarifv the relationship between the govern-

ment and this network of private associations, we must first

observe that while some groups perform their function and

achieve their goal directly, others are organized as pressure

groups to influence the national (or local) government and

thus achieve their end indirectly. Needless to sav, most asso-

ciations of the first sort engage in political lobbying as well.

Nevertheless, the distinction is useful, for it enables us to

identify the two principal "pluralist" theories of the relation-

ship between grovmand government.
/ — The first, or j^efereej theory, asserts that the role, of the

central government is to lav down ground rules for conflict

s and competition among private associations and to employ

\&*** itS-QQwer to make sure th of no p^p 1 ' i'p f^ r^ f "1 ^2T nation

<CO*^ abuses its influence nv crmns rm nnnli^-pH magfaaKv over

u
g*\ some sector of social lifcl The most obvious instance is in the

N
i^l economic sphere, where firms compete for markets and labor

vt^ colFTpetes with capital. But according to the theory a similar

competition takes place among the various religions, be-

tween private and public forms of education, among differ-

ent geographic regions, and even among the arts, sports,
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and the entertainment world for the attention and interest

of the people.

The second theory might be called theTVector-siml" or
"
gflS^Tand-takV theory of government. Congress is seen as

theiocal point for thf ptessmaes which arp PXPltH ES-intpr- ^

es t groups throughout the nation, either by way of the two ~*

great parties or directly through lob pie/. The laws issuing
from the governmen t are shaped by the manifold forces

brought to bear upon the legislators. Ideally, Congress merely V,

reflects these forces, combining them—or "resolving' them, /\
as the phy

1

<jir i

'

gfg cqy-^^ 3 <;ing]p social dgeisiorL lAs the

strength and direction of private interests alter, there is a

corresponding alteration in the composition and activity of

the great interest groups—labor, big business, agriculture.

Slowly, the great weathervane of government swings about

to meet the shifting winds of opinion.

More important than federalism or interest-group politics

in fostering the ideology of pluralism has been the impact

on the American consciousness of religious, ethnic, and ra-

cial heterogeneity. Many of the original colonies were re-

ligiously orthodox communities, deliberately created in order

to achieve an internal purity which was unattainable in the

hostile political climate of England. The Reformation split

Europe first into two, then into many, warring camps, and !%
it was cjuite natural to view the nation as an association of 4>v
religious communities rather than of individuals. Where $ y

y
some compromise could be achieved among the several sects, Cy *i

as eventually occurred in England, political society became ^T
in a sense a community of communitjesT ln the iTrnTed Slates,

.
i

thejleliberate prohibition of an established church made it %
necessnrv fn 'leVnnwlnrW i djaffgsj^^rfj^ ^
ties within the nation.jF,venrn;illv this acceptance of helero-^. ^
geneity was extended to the Roman Catholic community, \ -

and then even to the Jew s.

The ethnic diversity brought about b\ the great immigra-
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tions of the nineteenth century produced a comparable

effect in American life. The big cities especially came to be

seen as agglomerations of national enclaves. Little Italys,

Chinatowns, Polish ghettos, German communities, grew and

flourished. America became a nation of minorities, until even

the descendants of the original settlers acquired an identify-

ing acronym, WASP.
The ethnic and religions communities in American societv

encountered one another through the pluralistic mechanisms
Of politic ar|r| pnVntn nrrnniofirmc wkjph already existed.

The typical "hyphenated" community (Italian-American,

Polish-American, etc.) had its own churches, in which the

religious practices of the old country—special saints, holy

days, rituals—were kept up. There were newspapers in the

mother tongue, men's clubs, folk societies, businessmen's as-

sociations, trade union branches, all based on the ethnic or

religious unity of the local community.

The religious and ethnic groups entered the political sys-

tem at the precinct, city, or countv level, using the unified

mass of their voting populations as a weight to be thrown

on the political scales. The decentralized, hierarchical fed-

eral strnrriirp of ynmV rni "rrrrmmrnt wn rr prrTrrtly im'trd

±0 ethnic politicsJ The first matters of social importance

which impinged on the consciousness of the group were,

typically, of a sort that could be decided at the level of city

government, where only a rudimentary organization and

political knowledge was necessary. As Italian, Irish, Polish,

or Jewish politicians ascended the ladder of elective office,

they encountered the larger, multi-ethnic and multi-religious

community. There they acted first as spokesmen for their

own kind, and later as statesmen capable of acknowledging

the greater public good.

If we draw together all these descriptive fragments, we

have a portrait of pluralist democracy. America, according
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to this account, is a complex jntPrlnrVing pf pthnic/religious,

ngial̂ egionaljjmdj^ pur-

sue their diverse interests through the medium of private

associations, wKich in turn are coordinated, regulated, con -

tained, encouraged, and guided by a federal system nfj repre-

sentative democracy^ Individual citizens confront the central

government and one another as well through the intermedia-

tion of the voluntary and involuntary groups to which they

belong—In this way, pluralist democracy stands in contras t

to class ical HpTr>nrrar>y of fh^ USeta] ™^^1; indeed , it is

curiously like feudal society, in which the individual played

a political role solely as a member of a guild, incorporated

town, church, or estate ra^^r ^ Qr> ag q subject sirnplinttp.r

As in medieval political society, so in pluralist democracy,

the guiding principle is not "one man—one vote" but rather,

I every legitimate group its sjinr^ ' In modern America, it is

taken for granted that a rough equality should be main-

tained between labor and business or among Catholics, Prot-

estants, and Jews. The fact that "labor" constitutes the

overwhelming majority of the population or that there are

ten times as many Catholics as Jews is rarely seen as a

reason for allotting influence in those proportions.

Pluralism is n tjipprv of thn way mnrlprn inrlmtr'nl de-

mocracies work, with particular applicability to the United

States; it is also an ideal model of the way politica l society

ought to~be organize^whetherin fact it is or not, As a de-

scriptive theory, pluralism requires empirical verification, of

the sort which hosts of political scientists have sought to pro-

vide in recent decades. As a normative theory, however,

pluralism must be defended by appeal to some principle of

virtue or ideal of the good society. In the history of the dis-

cussion of pluralism three distinct sorts of justification have

been offered.

The earliest argument, dating from the preindustrial
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period of religious conflict between Catholics and Protes-

tants, Nonconformists and Anglicans, asserts thaLtheJolera-

tiqnjpf divergent religious practices is a necessary evil, forced

upon a society which either cannot suppress dissidence or

else finds the soc ifl
1 ^ngf n^ gnppr^ggipn toojiigh. Orthodox

v

on this view is the ideal condition, intolerance of heresy

even a duty in principle. It is now an historical common-
place that the great Anglo-American tradition of religious

liberty can be traced to just such a grudging acceptance of

de facto heterodoxy and not to parly Protestant devotion to

the frperlor.-) nf inrlivirh^] cnnseifnrW
The second argument for pluralism presents it as a mor-

ally neutral means for pursuing political ends which cannot

be achieved through traditional representative democracy.

In this view, the ideal o f democracy is a citizen-state, in

which each man" ^ot h "^k^ ^p laws and submits tcTthem.

The political order is just and the people are free to the

extent that each individual plays a significant and not simply

symbolic role in the political process of decision. But for all

the reasons catalogued above, genuine self-government is

impossible in a large jndnsh-i:->l sopjprv nrgfmiVpdnlnnor classic

democratic lines . The gulf is so broad between the rulers

and the ruled that active citizen participation in the affairs

of government evaporates. Even the periodic election be-

comes a ritual in which voters select a president whom thev

have not nominated to decide issues which have not even

been discussed on the basis of facts which cannot be pub-

lished. The result is a politics of style, of image, of faith,

which is repugnant to free men and incompatible with the

ideal of democracy.

But decisions will be taken, whether by democratic means

or not, and so some other way than elections must be found

to submit the rulers to the will of the ruled. Pluralism is

offered as the answer. Within the interest groups which
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make up the social order, something approximating democ-

racy takes place. These groups, in turn, through pressure

upon the elected represerrtattveX^calOnake felt the will of

their me^nbers and work out the compromises ~with opposed

interests which would have been accomplished by debate

and deliberation in a classical democracy . The government

confronts not a mass of indistinguishable and ineffectual

private citizens, but an articulated system of organized- \T

groups. Immediacy/ errectiveness, ^involvement, /and thus "

democratic participation are assured to the individual in

his economic, religious, or ethnic associations—in the union

local, the church, the chapter of the American Legion. Con-

trol over legislation and national policy is in turn assured to

the associations through their ability to deliver votes to the

legislator in an election. The politician, according to this

defense of pluralism, is a middleman in the power transac-

tions of the society. He absorbs the pressures brought to

bear upon him by his organized constituents, strikes a bal-

ance among them on the basis of their relative voting strength,

and then goes onto the floor of the Congress to work out

legislative compromises with his colleagues, who have suf-

fered different compositions of pressures and hence are seek-

ing different adjustments of the competing social interests.

If all goes well, every significant interest abroad in the na-

tion will find expression, and to each will go a measure of

satisfaction roughly proportional to its size and intensity.

The demp^fltif' lVlr^l ^ nitivnn pnlitim- it

presflmfld For each
infm-ncfpf] pnrfy ^nn l

rm rr thnt through pnrHVjpMtmn in vol-

untary, private assoeiations, he has made his wishes felt to

some small rlpgmn in fV>o d ecisions of his governm ent. To
paraphrase Rousseau, the citizen is a free man since he is at

least partially the author of the laws to which he submits.

The first defense of pluralism views it as a distastefu l but

unavoidable evil- the second portrays it as a useful means
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for preserving some measure of democracvimder the un-

promismg conditions of mass industrial society.~Tne last de-

fense goes far beyond these in its enthusfasm for pluralism;

it holds that a pluralistic society is natural and good and an

end to be sought in itself.

The argument begins from an insight into the relation-

ship between personality and society. Put simply, the idea

is that the human personality, in its development, structure,

and continued fnnntinning i? dependent upon the social

group of which it is a significant member/ The influence of

society upon the individual is primarily positive, formative,

supportive—indeed, indispensably so. The child who grows

to manhood outside a social group becomes an animal, with-

out language, knowledge, the capacity to reason, or even the

ability to love and hate as other men do. As the infant is

reared, he internalizes the behavior patterns and evaluative

attitudes of that immediate circle of adults whom the sociol-

ogists call his primary group. A boy becomes a man by imi-

tating the men around him, and in so doing he irrevocably

shapes himself in their image. The way he speaks and carries

his body, how he responds to pain or pleasure, the pattern of

his behavior toward women, old men, children, the internal

psychic economv of his hopes and fears and deepest desires,

all are primarily imitative in origin. Throughout life, the

individual seeks approval from his "significant others," will-

ing to submit even to death rather than violate the mores he

has learned. The standards and judgment of his society echo

within him as guilt or shame.

Those philosophers are therefore deeply mistaken who
suppose that the social inheritance is a burden to be cast off,

a spell from which we must be awakened. Without that in-

heritance, the individual is exactly nothing—he has no or-

ganized core of personality into which his culture has not

penetrated. The most thorough radical is the merest reflec-
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tion of the society against which he rebels. So we are all

naturally, irremediably, beneficially, bound up with the so-

cial groups in which we locate ourselves and live out our

lives.

Since man is by nature an animal that lives injLgroup, it

is folly to setHDeTore ourselves as a political ideal a state

whose memEers~^owe~their sole allegiance to the ^tate. A
fusion of group loyalty with political obligation is possible

only when the primary group is identic_aLA*4th the total

society—in short, only in a Utopian community like New
Lanark or an Israeli kibbutz.

T
In a large society, loyalty to

the state must be built upon loyalty to a mifl tipTicity of intra-

social groups in which men can find the fac^-to-fo^ ^nntQr^
whirh sustain their personalities and reinforce their value-

attitudes/

Morton Grodzins summarizes this theory of "multiple

loyalties" in his book, The Loyal and the Disloyal:

The non-national groups, large and small, play a crucial,

independent role in the transference of allegiance to

the nation. For one thing, they are the means through

which citizens are brought to participate in civic affairs

and national ceremony. ... In theory, at least, the

chain is an endless one. For if the dictates of govern-

ment are enforced by the sanctions of the smaller

groups, the smaller groups in turn establish the gov-

ernmental policies they enforce. This is one hallmark of

democracy: populations effectuating the policies they

determine. Where population groups believe—or under-

stand—this dual role, their patriotic performance is all

the stronger. . . . Individuals, in short, act for the na-

tion in response to the smaller groups with which they

identify themselves. The larger group, the nation, need
only establish the goal. The citizen may or may not

participate in this goal definition, may or may not agree

with it. Except in rare cases, he will nevertheless sup-
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ply the force through which its achievement is at-

tempted. His loyalty to smaller groups insures his

doing it. They perforce must support its causes, espe-

cially when, as during war, the very existence of the

nation is at stake. So it is that mothers tearfully send

their unwilling sons to war. So it is that loyalties to

smaller groups supply the guts of national endeavor,

even when that endeavor has no meaning to the in-

dividual concerned. (pp. 65-67)

To each defense of pluralism^here corresponds a defense

of tolerancp . In the would-be orthodox soHptv TnfprjTTrp of

diversity is a necessary evil, urged bv the voices of reason

against the passion of intolerant fait]/. So the politiques of

France avoided a mortal civil war bv the Edict of Nantes; so

too modern Russia countenances Titoism in eastern European

territories which it can no longer completely control. Such

tolerance is not a virtue—a strength of the bodv politic—but a

desperate remedv for a sickness which threatens to be fatal.

To the champion of pluralism as an instrument of de-

mocracv, tolerance is the li\ e-and-let-live moderation of the

marketplace/^ Economic competition is a form crTTruman

struggle (medieval warfare was another) in which each com-

batant simultaneously acknowledges the legitimacy of his op-

ponent's demands and yet gives no quarter in the battle. A
tension exists between implacable opposition on the one hand

and mutual acceptance on the other. If either is lost, the re-

lationship degenerates into cooperation in one case, into un-

conditional warfare in the other. The capacity to accept com-

peting claims as legitimate i s the necessary precondition

-^f of compromise.)|lnso?ar_as Iview myj^ponen ts as morally

wrong, comprojnj^ hrvninow nppcii ^mcnt; it mv own claims

are unjust, I can press them only out of unwarranted self-

interest. Tolerance in a society of competing interest
,
groups

is precisely the ungrudging acknowledgment of the right of
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opposed interests to exist and be pursued. This economic

con^e^iun^toterancegoeirquite naturally with tyie view of

human action ag Tnntivflj-prl by interests rather than principles

or norms.flt is much easier to accept a compromise between

competing interests—particularly when they are expressible

in terms of a numerical scale like money—than between op-

posed principles which purport to be objectively valid. The

genius of American politics is its ability to treat even matters

of principle as though they were conrlicts of interest (It has

been remarked that the genius ot French politics is its ability

to treat even conflicts of interest as matters of principle.)

Tolerance plays an even more important role in the third

defense Of pluralism, the nr^K^rl npnn a grnnp tfrpory of

society and personality. In a large society, a multiplicity of

groups is essential to the healthy development ot thejndi- —y\
vidua^f but there is a danger in the emotional commitment

whicri on.p must make to his primary flroun. In the jargon of

the sociologists, out-group hostility is the natural accompani-

ment of in-group loyalty. The more warmly a man says "we,"

the more coldly will he say "they." Out of the individual

strength which each draws from his group will come the so-

cial weakness of parochial hatred, which is to say, intoler-

ance.

One solution to the problem of intolerance, of course, is to

loosen the ties which bind the individual to his ethnic, re-

ligious, or economic gro ups. We aie all brothers under the

skin, is the message of the humanist; which means the ways

in which we are alike matter more than the ways in which we
are unlike. But the danger of dissolving parochial loyalties is

that without them man cannot live. If the personality needs

the reinforcement of immediate response, the face-to-face

r'nnfirmnf jftr) o,f pYp^'^innsjmd values, in order tolu* strong,

and if—as this theory claims—no man can truly take a whole

nation as his primary group, then it is disastrous to weaken
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the primary ties even in the name of brotherhood. To do so is

to court the evils of "mass man," the unaffiliated, faceless

member of the lonely crowd.

The alternative to the indiscriminate leveling of differ-

ences in a universal brotherhood is t^lerancg^a willing ac-

ceptance, indeed encouragement, of primary grniip*fJTfrr»rsity.

If men can be brought to believe that it is positivelv good

for society to contain many faiths, many races, many styles

of living, then the healthy consequences of pluralism can be

preserved without the sickness of prejudice and civil strife.

To draw once again on Plato's way of talking, pluralism is

the condition which a modern industrial democracy must

possess to function at all; but tolerance is the state of mind

which enables it to perform its funrtinn well. Herj^ce, on the

eory of society, tertETflTTry if truly th° v^rtu of a

pluralist democracy .

11

Thus far, I have simplv been expounding the concept of tol-

erance, exhibiting its place in the theory of democratic

pluralism. As we have seen, there are two distinct theories of

pluralism, the first emerging from traditional libera l demo-

cratic theory and the second from a social-psvchological

analysis of the group basis of personality and culture. With

each is associated a different notion ol tolerance. Injhe first

instance, tolerance is equated with the acceptance of indi-

vidual idiosyncrasy and interpersonal conflict; in tlTe second

instance, tolerance is interpreted as the celebration of pri-

mary-group diversity/ I want now to raise the more difficult

question, whether pluralism and tolerance in any of their

forms are defensible ideals of democratic society and not

simply useful analytical models for describing contemporary

America.

The first, or instrumental, theory of pluralism is depend-
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ent for its justification on the earlier liberal philosophy from

which it derives. If we wish to evaluate its fundamental

principles, therefore, and not simply its effectiveness as a

means for realizing them, we must go back to the doctrine

of individualism and liberty expressed by John Stuart M/fl,

and consider whether it can be defended as an ideal of po-

litical society." As we saw in Chapter 1, Mill dgfeads the

sanctity oTTFTe individual against what he sees as the unjusti-

ti*g fnt^rfprpnrp nf society and the state/The principle of

utility demands that the private sphere of the individual's

existence be held inviolate, or so Mill argues. But if a liberal

society is to function smoothly, the members of that society

must honor the principle of noninterference cheerfully and

without coercion; otherwise the relations among men will

be characterized by a constant struggle for the assertion and

preservation of private rights. Tolerance for Mi]] find classi- \ ,

cal libera liVsnpris precisely the readiness of each manjp- re-. y(^.

spect the inviolability of the private/A man may choose to '

wear strange clothes, grow a beard (or shave one off, if

others wear them), practice unfamiliar religions, deviate

from the sevnnl norms oThis community, or in anyother way
reject the tastes and habits of society l'he liberal philosophy

demands tnat society retrain from interfering with his prac-""yT

tices, either by legal or by informal social sanctions. What
thus begins as unwilling acceptance of idiosyncrasy may
hopefully flourish as the encouragement of individuality and

the positive enjoyment of diversity.

In his >nublic or sother-regarding actions^ the individual

is of cour<^ geM afiCQUfltable by iyIflL butitdoes not follow

that he must completely bury his perj^naljnteresja-ia. the

interest of society yuite to the contrary, society itself, as

the intersection of the public spheres of all the individuals

who make it up, is a marketplace QtJbattlegQffind in which

each individual pursues his private goals to the greatest ex-
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tent compatible with the analogous pursuits by others. The
only difference is that whereas in the private seetm^ soeiety

has no right at all to interfere with the individual's pursuit,

because his actions have no influence upon the lives of

others, in the common public sphere society imposes a rule

ofC^uiffoupon its members . Insofar as the mechanisln of

the marketplace functions efficiently, it will automatically

achieve the mutual restrictions and limitations which justice

and liberty require. Where the market fails, or in the case of

noneconomic matters, the state will step in and legislate the

necessary regulation.

If we try to imagine a society in which the ideal of lib-

eral tolerance is achieved in practice, what springs to mind

is a large, cosmopolitan, industrial citv, such as London or

New York or Paris. The size, functional differentiation, speed

of movement, fragmentation of social groupings, and density

of population all cooperate to create a congenial setting for

an attitude of easy tolerance toward diversity of beliefs and

practices. It is a commonplace that in the anonymity of the

big city one can more easily assemble the precise combina-

tion of tastes, habits, and beliefs which satisfy one's personal

desires and then find a circle of friends with whom to share

them. In the small town or suburb it is impossible to escape

from the sort of social interference in private affairs which

Mill condemned. But mere size is not sufficient; the true

liberation of the individual req iiires that the citv be-4iverse

as well . So the philosophy cfj^olerancc^ as expounded by

liberalism, leads naturally to an active encouragement of

cultui^,/lreligiousj^ociaLjind political variety! in an urban

setting.

Like all political philosophies, the liberal theory of the

state bases itself upon a conception of human nature. In its

most primitive form—and it is thus that a philosophy often
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reveals itself best-\liberalism views man as a/rationally_ca^_

culating maximizer of pleasure and minimizer of pain.

[

The

term "good,' says Dentham, means "pleasant," and the term

"bad" means "painful." In all our actions, we seek the^fiist

and avoid the second/ Rationality thus reduces to a calculate

ing prudence /its highest point is reached when we delibeiTjj?

ately shun the present pleasure tor tear ot trie tuture painj
It is of course a commonplace that this bookkeeping attitude

toward sensation is the direct reflection of the bourgeois

merchant's attitude toward profit and loss. Equally im-

portant, however, is the implication of th£ theory for the

relations between one man and another. If the simpia. psy-

chological egoism of liberal theory is correct, then each \/
individual must view others as mere instruments in thepur-/
su it of his private ends . IAs I formulate my desiFes andweigh
the most prudent means for satisfying them, I discover that

the actions of other personsfbent upon similar lonely quests,

may attect the outcome of my enterprise . In some cases, they

threaten me; in others, the possibility exists of a mutually

beneficial cooperation. I adjust my plans accordingly, per-

haps even entering into quite intricate and enduring alli-

ances with other individuals. But always I seek my own
pleasure (or happiness—the shift from one to the other is not

of very great significance in liberal theory, although Mill

makes much of it)/ For me. other persons arc obstacles jo be *

overcome or msnnreps to be exploited—always mcans/that /\
is to say nnrl npypr ends in thcmselves./Tospc^uTTTincifulK',

it is as though society were an enclosed space in which float

a number of spherical balloons filled with an expanding gas.

Each balloon increases in size until its surface meets the sur-

face of the other balloons; then it stops growing and adjusts

to its surroundings.
Justice in such a society, could only mean

the protection of eachballoon's intonor (Mill's private sphere)
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and the equal apportionment of space to all. AVhat took place

within an individual would be no business of the others.*

In the more sophisticated versions of liberal philosophy,

the crude picture of man as a pleasure maximizer is softened

somewhat. Mill recognizes that men may pursue higher ends

than pleasure, at least as that feeling or sensation is usually

understood, and he even recognizes the possibilitv of altruis-

tic or other-regarding feelings of sympathy and compassion.

Nevertheless, _societv continues to be viewed as a system of

~^\" independentVcenters of consciousn ess/ each pursuing; its own
gratification and confronting the orLer^

p)^ b^g^ ^tanding-

over-against the self, which is to say, a^j7II|£f^ The condi-

tion of the individual in such a state of affairs is what a

different tradition of social philosophy would call/^lajien-

ation/f

Dialecticallv opposed to the liberal philosophy and speak-

ing for the values of an earlier, preindustrial, age is the

\eo~nservarive philosophy of community The involvement of

each with all, which to Mill was a threat and an imposition,

is to such critics of liberalism as Burke or Durkheim a

strength and an opportunity. It is indeed the greatest virtue

of society , which supports and enfolds the individua l in a

warm
7
affective community stretching backwa'rds and for-

• *ry wards in time and bearing within itself the accumulated

, wisdom and values of generations of human experience.

v ' The fundam ental insight of th e con servat ive philosophy

\L is thaCmanjsbv nature a social hein^This is not simply to

say that he is gregarious, that he enjoys the company of his

fellows, although that is true of man, as it is also of monkeys

and otters. Rather, man is social in the sense that his essence,

his true being, lies in his involvement in a hunian_commu-

nity. (Aristotle, in the opening pages of the Politics, says that

* For a more detailed analysis of this doctrine, and an alternative to it,

see Chapter 5 below

.
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man is by nature a being intended to live in a political com-

munity. Those men who, by choice, live outside such a

community are, he says, either lower or higher than other

men—that is, either animals or angels. Now man is like the

animals in respect of his bodily desires, and he is like the

angels in respect of his reason. In a sense, therefore, liberal-

ism has made the mistake of supposin g
;
that man is no more

than a combination of the bestial and_jhp angplir thp pas-

sionate and the rational

J

From such an assumption it follows

naturally that man, likeboth beasts and angels, is essentially

g-feFflely creating.

But, Aristotle tells us, man has a mode of existence pecul- /]

n

is_a human community bound together by rationaTdiscourse

7 7
_ „ _ — _ ^

iar to his species, based on the specifically human^faculty rj/i

for communication. That mode of existence ds^societ^ whi

and^hared values^/Prudence and passion combine to make
a rational pleasure calculator, but they do not make a man.

The conservative figure whose work contrasts most sharply

with Mill's is the French sociologistr^mile llurkheirB. In a

seminal study of social integration entitled Suicide, Durk-

heim undertook to expose the foundations of the individual's

involvement with his society by examining the conditions

under which that involvement broke down in the most dra-

matic way, purkheim discovered that proneness to suicide

was associated, in contemporary western society, with one

of two sorts of conditions, both of which are parts of what
Mill calls "liberty." The loosening of the constraiiits^ofjradi-

tiona/and firoup valucsA'reates in some individuals a condi-

tion oQawlessnesjj
^an absence of limits on desire and ambi-

tion/ Since there is no intrinsic limit to the quantity of

satisfaction which the self can seek, it finds itself drawn into

an endless and frustrating pursuit of pleasure. The infinitude

of the objective universe is unconstrained for the individual

within social or subjective limits, ajidjfafi self is simply dJSSfc.

ltv —777

rse Xv
>
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pated in the vacuum which it strives tofill. When this lack

x of internal limitation saps the strength and organization of

^^ the personality bevond bearable limits, suicide is liable to

result;/ Durkheim labels this form of suicideClanpmic^ in

order to indicate the4a_\vlgssrTT^ which causes it..
§

Freedom from the constraint of traditiona/ and_ socia/

valuejfc/brings with it a loss of limits/and the abvss of anomie,

according ro Durkheim. ("Note that the term "anomie, as

originally defined by Durkheim, does not mean loneliness,

loss of a sense of identity, or anonymity in a mass. It means

quite precisely cJ-nomieZ ordack of la\v3) Freedom from the

constricting bonds of an\intimate social involvement] brings

with it a second form of psychic derangement, called by

Durkheim £Hgois22> which also leads in extreme cases to

suicide . Durkheim sees the human condition as inherently

tragic. The individual is launched upon an infinite expanse,

condemned to seel' a spmrity \yhirh must always pasTHwav
in death and to project meaning into a valueless. voiA The

. only hope is for men to huddle together and collectively

A/ create the warm world of meaning and coherence which im-

personal nature cannot offer] Each of us sees himself re-

flected in the other selves of his society, and together we
manage to forget for a time the reality beyond the walls.

Erik Erikson captures this sense of the besieged community

in his discussion of the Russian character, in Childhood and

Society. Erikson is portraying the traditional Russian peasant

community as it appears in the opening scenes of a moving

picture of Maxim Gorky's vouth. Erikson writes:

At the beginning there is the Russian trinity: empty

plains, Volga, balalaika. The vast horizons of central

Russia reveal their vast emptinesses; and immediately

balalaika tunes rise to compassionate crescendos, as if

they were saying, "You are not alone, we are all here."

Somewhere along the Volga broad river boats deliver
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bundled-up people into isolated villages and crowded

towns.

The vastness of the land and the refuge of the small,

gay community thus are the initial theme. One is re-

minded of the fact that
'

{nir^/the word for village, also

means ^orlcQ and of the saying, "Even death is good

if you are in the mir." A thousand years ago the Vikings

called the Russians "the people of the stockades" be-

cause they had found them huddling together in their

compact towns, thus surviving winters, beasts, and in-

vaders—and enjoying themselves in their own rough

ways. * (p. 318)

Durkheim marshals statistics to show thafwhere the in

tensity of the collective life of a community aiminisfrgs^as

their "^feedo^yin Mill's sense, increases, therefore—the rate

oj suicide rises.

j

Thus Protestant communities exhibit highe

rates than Catholic communities, which in turn surpass the

inward-turning Jewish communities. So too, ! education is

"
positively" correlated with suicide, for although knowledge

in itself i s not hi?r"ibil *" ^^ human personality, \he inde -

pendence of group norms and isolation which higher educa-

tion carries with it quite^jjefinitely is inimica^ One might

almost see in the varying suicide rates a warning which soci-

ety issues to those of its number who foolishly venture

past the walls of the town into the limitless and lonely

wastes beyond.

It seems, f^Qurkheiml^ correct, that the very liberty and
individuality which Mill celebrates are deadly threats to the

integrity and health of the personalityYSo far frogpbeing
superfluous rnjistraintr mriinh thwnrf \

hn frno rlpy^JnpnwMil

of the self, Asocial norms protect us from^fhe flnnyrs of

Jpid that invasivanomie:

Mill felt as suffocating

against the soul-destroying evil of isolation

ntimacy)of each with each which
s actually our principal protection
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Needless to sav, the dark vision of Durkheim was not

shared by all of the conservative critics of liberal society,

though more often than not the inexorable advance of indus-

trialism provoked in them an extreme pessimism. In those

who wrote earlv in the centurv or even at the close of the

eighteenth centurv, there still lived a hope that the tradi-

tional society of the preceding age could be preserved. So

we find Burke singing the praises of the continuing commu-
nity of values and institutions which was England and damn-

ing the French revolution as an anarchic and destructive

deviation which could hopefullv be corrected. Whether the

critics of liberalism saw its advance as inevitable or as re-

versible, the more perceptive among them recognized in its

^spousal of tolerance/the principal threat to the ^traditional

society of shared valnpj and (^
nrnmnnal integration /The very

essence of social constraint is that one feels it as objective,

external, unavoidable, and hence genuinely a limit bevon

d

vvjiich one's desires mav not extend^ As soon as one enunci-

ates the doctrine of trfeJiberTfrof the internal life/ those con-

strjnrn^becjmoe_x^ when backed

by force, threats. But the individual is not capable of the

self-regulation which Mill's doctrine of libertv presupposes.

He is like a little child who ventures forth bravely to explore

the playground but looks back every few moments to reas-

sure himself that his mother is still there. So, we might say,

evoking the images of traditional society, the adult ventures

forth to explore life, secure in the knowledge that mother

church and a paternal monarch will guide and support him.

The recurrent use of familial metaphors in the description of

social institutions expresses the dependent relationship which

all men bear to their human community. Mill assures us in a

number of passages that his principles of individual liberty

are not meant to apply to children, who of course are not
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yet ready to assume the burden of freedom. Wl^at-hfi fails

to grasp, his conservative opponents seem to be telling us^^V^

is that men are the children ot their societies throughout /
their lives. Absolute tolerance therefore has the same disas-

trous efrects on the adult personality as extreme permis-

siveness on the growing child. In that sense, "progressive"

theories of child-rearing are the true reflections of the lib-

eral philosophy.

In the conflict between <jjberahjjtt and conservatism,

neither side can claim a monopoly of valid arguments or

legitimate insights. The liberal apologists arje surely correct

in seeing traditional constraints as fetters which prevent the

full development of human potentialities and tie men to un-

just patterns ot domination/ What is more, the liberals at

least are prepared to accept the burden of lost innocence w
which men bear in the modern age. To embrace traditions ^\^^
after their authority has been undermined is to retreat into S**/\
an antiquarian refuge . It is absurd to decide on rational

grounds that one will accept nonrational authority. There
can be no turning- back from the JffibenlTTtn)" of modern soci- "\/^$(
pf-v wWpypr nrm rr.iV.le f jf s desirabil ity.

"

At the same time, the liberal assurance that the burdens
of freedom can easily be borne is contradicted by the facts

of contemporary life, Jas the conservative sociologists so

clearly perceived. The elimination of superstition , on which
the eighteenth-century jriittosupiie^coimted so heavily, and
the liberation from social constraints for which Mill had
<urh hnpn^ pro of h f^f nmbip;uous accomplishments/ The
problem which forces itself upon the unillusioncd supporter

of liberal principles is to formulate a social philosophy which
achieves some consistency between the ideals of justice and
individual freedom on the one hand and the facts of the

social origin and nature of personality on the other. Durk-
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heim himself rejected any easy nostalgia for the communal
glories of a past age. After demonstrating the correlation

between education and suicide, he warned:

Far from knowledge being the source of the evil, it is

its remedy , the only remedy we have. Once established

beliefs have been carried away by the current of affairs,

they cannot be artificially reestablished; only reflection

can guide us in life, after thi s. Once the social instinct is

blunted, intelligence is the only guide left lirrmd we
have to reconstruct a conscience by its means/ JJanger-

ous as is the undertaking there can be no hesitation, for

we have no choice. Let those who view anxiously and

sadly the ruins of ancient beliefs, who feel all the diffi-

culties of these critical times, not ascribe to science an

evil it has not caused but rather which it tries to

cure! . . . The authority of vanished traditions will

never be restored by silencing it; we shall only be more

powerless to replace them. ... If minds cannot be

made to lose the desire for freedom by artificially en-

slaving them, neither can they recover their equilibrium

by mere freedom. They must use this freedom fittingly.

(p. 169)

Democratic pluralism, as it developed in the context of

American life and politics during the late nineteenth and

early twentieth century, purports to achieve just the re-

quired union of ^iberaJ7 principles and S^mservativff" soci-

ology-, As we saw in the first part of this chapter, pluralism

espouses a tolerance and noninterference in the private

sphere which are precisely analogous to the classical liberal

doctrine : however, th,p nn iK °f ^ri^jybetween which toler-

ance and mutual acceptance are to be exercisecT are not

isolated individuals but human groups, specirTcaily religious,

ethnic, and racial groups/ All the arguments which Mill ad-

vanced in defense of the~indi\ idual's right to differ from the
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surrounding society are taken over in pluralistic democracy

as arguments for the right of a social group to differ from
<-j^

other social groups/At the same time, it is assumed that the
"-

individual will belong to some group or other—which is to

say, that he will identify with and internalize ftje,

values ofu
an existing infra-national community/ We thus- can see the-^
implicit rationale tor what is otherwise a most peculiar char-

acteristic of pluralistic democracy, namely the combination

of tolerance for the most diverse social groups and extreme

intolerance for the idiosyncratic individual. One might ex-

pect, for example, that a society which urgas its citizens to

"attend the church or synagogue of your choice" would be

undismayed by an individual who chose to attend no re-

ligious service at all. Similarly, it would seem natural—at

least on traditional principles of individual liberty—to extend

to the bearded and be-sandaled "beat" the same generous tol-

erance which Americans are accustomed to grant to the

Amish, or orthodox Jews, or any other groups whose dress

and manner deviate from the norm. Instead, we find a

strange mixture of the greatest tolerance for what WE^might .

call established groups and an equally great intolerance for y\
the deviant individual^ The justification for this attitude,

which would be straightforwardly contradictory on tradi-

tional liberal grounds, is the doctrineojjohmih^c democ-
racy. /If itjs good for each indTviciu al to conforrnlo^somc
sociaf g

roup sin
f |

good as well^that a divei-sitv^of social

groups be welcomed in the cjjrnmunity at^largcTthen one

can consistently nrcre rr^nn tnlfTivnrr md indridinl intol-

erancej

On this analysis, the "conservative liberalism" of con-

temporary American politics is more than merely a ritual

preference for the middle of any road. It is a coherent social

philosophy which combines the ideals of classical liberalism

with the psychological and political realities of modern pin-
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ralistic society. In America, this hybrid doctrine serves a

number of social purposes simultaneously, as I tried to indi-

cate in my preliminary discussion of the origins of pluralism.

It eases the conflicts among antagonistic groups of immi-

grants , achieves a working harmony among the several great

religions, diminishes the intensity of regional oppositions,

and integrates the whole into the hierarchical federal politi-

cal structure inherited from the founding tathers, while at

the same time encouraging and preserving the psychologi-

cally desirable forces of social integration which traditional

liberalism tended to weaken.

in

^Democratic pluralism and its attendant principle o fl tolerangfr

are considerably more defensible than either of the traditions

out of which thev grow; nevertheless, thev are open to a

number of serious criticisms which are, in mv opinion, ulti-

mately fatal to pluralism as a defensible ideal of social

policy. The weaknesses of pluralism lie not so much in its

theoretical formulation as in the covert ideological^ conse-

quences of its application to the realitx of contemporary

America. The sense of vlideologioT which I intend is that

adopted by Karl Mannheim in his classic study Ideology and

Utopia. Mannheim defines ideology as follows:

The concept
"
ideology" reflects the one discovery which

emerged from political conflict, namely, that ruling

groups run in tV|fir flun^j ncr become ^o intensively

interest-hnnrr1 f" "* "*"-^™" fW thpy -ire simply no

longer able to see certain facts which woujd undermine

their sense of domination/. There is implicit in the word

C^icleoIT5gy" the insight that in certain situations the

collective unconscious of rertain croups ^obscures the

real condition of society both to itself and to others and
fherehy rfoi->iiwr>r i> (p. 40)
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Tfjcnlogy is thus systematically self-serving thought, in two

senses. First, and most simply, it is the refusal to recognize

unpleasant facts which might require a less flattering evalua- .A

tion of a policy or institution or whic h might undermine

one 's claim to a righ-" of domination ./For example, slave-

owners in the antebellum South refusea to acknowledge that

the slaves themselves were unhappy. The implication was

that if they were, then slavery would be harder to justify.

Secondly, ideological thinking is a\clenia]^bf unsettling or

revolutionary factors in society on the principle ot the self-— 2
Confirming propherv that th^ ™™* ^taKlp Pw^ryonp JipIjpvps

the situation to be. the more stable it actually becomes.

One might think that whatever faults the theory of plu-

ralism possessed, at least it would be free of the dangers of

ideological distortion. Does it not accord a legitimate place

to all groups in society? How then can it be used to justify

or preserve the dominance of one group over another? In

fact, I shall try to show that the application of pluralist

theory to American society involves ideological distortion in

at least three different ways. The first stems from the "vector-

sum" or "balance-of-power" interpretation of pluralism; the

second arises from the application of the "referee" version

of the theory; and the third is inherent in the abstract theory

itself.

According to the yector-sum theory of pl uralism?, the

major groups in s"cjr fy pnrqpptp tV> rOUgh the electoral process

for control oyer the actions of the governmen t] Politicians

are forced to accommodate themselves to a number
-
oF^)p-

posed interests and in so doing achieve a rou gh distributive

justice. What are the major groups which, acconttrrg to plu-

ralism, comprise American society today? First, there are the

hereditary groups which are summarized by that catch-

phrase of tolerance, "without regard to race, creed, color, or

national origin." In addition there 4 arc 4 the major economic
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interest groups among which—so the theory goes, a healthy

balance is maintained: >Jabo>f, >^us^ss^^ricalture, and—

a

residual category, this—me.consuin/r. Finally, there are a

number of voluntary associ?rTonswhose size, permanence,

and influence entitle them to a place in any group-analysis

of America, groups such as the veterans' organizations and

the American Medical Association.

At one time, this may have been an accurate account of

American society. But once constructed, the picture becomes

frozen, and when changes take place in the patterns of social

or economic grouping, they tend not to be acknowledged

because they deviate from that picture. So the application

of the theory of pluralism always favors the groups in exist-

ence against those in process of formation/ For example, at

any given time the major religious, racial, and ethnic groups

are viewed as permanent and exhaustive categories into

which every American can conveniently be pigeonholed.

Individuals who fall outside any major social group—the non-

religious, say—are treated as exceptions and relegated in

practice to a second-class status. Thus agnostic conscientious

objectors are required to serve in the armed forces , while

those who claim even the most bizarre religious basis for

their refusal are treated with ritual tolerance and "excused

by the courts . Similarly, orphanages in America are so com-

pletely dominated by the three major faiths that a non-

religious or religiously mixed couple simply cannot adopt a

child in many states. The net effect is to preserve the official

three-great-religions image of American society long after it

has ceased to correspond to social reality and to discourage

individuals from officially breaking their religious ties. A re-

vealing example of the mechanism of tolerance is the ubiq-

uitous joke about "the priest, the minister, and the rabbi."

A world of insight into the psychology of tolerance can be

had simply from observing the mixture of emotions with
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which an audience greets such a joke, as told bv George

Jessel or some other apostle of "interfaith understanding."

One senses embarrassment, nervousness, and finally an ex-

plosion of self-congratulatory laughter as though everyone

were relieved at a difficult moment got through without inci-

dent. The gentle ribbing nicelv distributed in the storv

among the three men of the cloth gives each member of the

audience a chance to express his hostility safely and accept-

ably, and in the end to reaffirm the principle of tolerance by

joining in the applause. Only a bigot, one feels, could refuse

to crack a smile!

Rather more serious in its conservative falsifying of social

reality is the established image of the major economic groups

of American society. The emergence of a rough parity be-

tween big industry and organized labor has been*paralleled

bythe risejjr
fl
philosophy of moderation and reoperation

between theny based on mutual understanding and respect,

which is precisely similar to the achievement of interfaith

and ethnic tolerance. What has been overlooked or sup-

pressed is the fact that there are tens of millions of Amer-
icans—businessmen and workers alike—whose interests are

completely ignored by this genial give-and-take. Nonunion-
ized workers are worse off after each price-wage increase, as

are the thousands of small businessrn^rj/who cannot survive

in the competition against great nationwide firms. The_theory

of pluralism does not espouse the interests of ffre njuanized

against the, nonnnioniyen1

,

nr of large against small business;

but by presenting a picture of the American economy in

which those disadvantaged elements do not appear, it tends

to perpetuate the inequality by ignoring rather than justify-

ing it.

The case here is the same as with much ideological think-

ing. Once pluralists acknowledge the existence of groups
whose interests are not weighed in the labor-business bal-
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ance, then their own theory requires them to call for an

alteration of the system. If migrant workers, or white-collar

workers, or small businessmen are genuine groups, then thev

have a legitimate place in the system of group-adjustments.

Thus, pluralism is not explicitly a philosophy of privilege or

injustice— it is a philosophy of equalitv and justice whose

concrete application supports inequality bv ignoring the ex-

istence of certain legitimate social groups.

This ideological function of pluralism helps to explain

one of the peculiarity nt £raeriean p^liti™ There is a very

sharp distinction in the public domain between legitimate

interests and those which areVbsolutelv bevond the pale/. If

a group or interest is within the framework of acceptability,

then it can be sure of winning some measure of what it

seeks/ for the process of national politics is distributive and

compromising. On the other hand, if an inf-prpst- fallsju/fai/fo

the circle of the acceptable, itreceives no attention whatso-

ever and its proponents are treated as crackpots, extremists,

or foreignagentsy With bewildering speed, an interest can

move from "outside" to "inside" and its partisans, who have

been scorned bv the solid and established in the community,

become presidential advisers and newspaper columnists.

A vivid example from recent political history is the sud-

den legitimation of the problem ofv^overK>in America. In

the postwar years, tens of millions of poor Americans were

left behind by the sustained growth of the economy. The

facts were known and discussed for years by fringe critics

whose attempts to call attention to these forgotten Amer-

icans were greeted with either silence or contempt. Sud-

denly, poverty was "discovered" by Presidents Kennedy and

Johnson, and articles were published in Look and Time

which a year earlier would have been more at home in the

radical journals which inhabit political limbo in America. A
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social group whose very existence had long been denied was

now the object of a national crusade.

A similar elevation from obscurity to relative prominence

was experienced by the peace movement, a "group" of a

rather different nature. For years, the partisans of disarma-

ment labored to gain a hearing for their view that nuclear

war could not be a reasonable instrument of national policy.

Sober politicians and serious columnists treated such ideas

as the naive fantasies of bearded peaceniks, communist sym-

pathizers, and well-meaning but hopelessly muddled clerics.

Then suddenly the Soviet Union achieved the nuclear parity

which had been long forecast, the prospect of which had
convinced disarmers of the insanity of nuclear war. Sober

reevaluations appeared in the columns of Walter Lippmann,

and some even found their way into the speeches of Presi-

dent Kennedy—what had been unthinkable, absurd, naive,

dangerous, even subversive, six months before, was now
plausible, sound, thoughtful, and—within another six months
—official American policy.

The explanation for these rapid shifts in the political

winds lies, I suggest, in the logic of pluralism. According to

pluralist theory, ^very genuine social group has_a right to a

voice in the making of policy and a sharej,rxJLlic benefits.

Any policy urged by a group in the system must be given

respectful attention^no matter how bizarre? By""The same
token, a policy or principle which lacks legitimate repre-

sentation has no plaee in thp sQCJJly nnmiittm- how reason-

able or right it mnv be/ Conse(juently7~~th"c line rJfctween

acceptable and unacceptable alternatives is very sharp, so

that the territory of American politics is like a plateau with

steep cliffs on all sides rather than like a pyramid. On the

pl ateau are all the interest grjmps iKtugh are recognized as

legitimate; in thfi dfiep valley al] aPMffidjje thcZoutsklrrs,
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the fringe groups which are scorned as "exfremjst." The most

important battle waged by any group in American politics

is the struggle to climb onto the plateau. Once there, it can

count on some measure of what it seeks. No group ever gets

all of what it wants, and no legitimate group is completely

frustrated in its efforts.

Thus, the "vector-sum" version of pluralist theory func-

tions ideologically bv tending to d^ny tipw groups or inter-

ests access to the political plateav/. It does this by ignoring

their existence in practice, not bv denying their claim in

theory/ The result is that pluralism has a braking effect on

social change; it slows down transformation in the system

of group adjustments but does not set up an absolute barrier

to change. For this reason, as well as because of its origins

as a fusion of two conflicting social philosophies, it deserves

the title "conservative liberalism."

According to the second, or \referejST version of plu-

ralism, the role of the government is to oversee and regulate

the competition among interest groups in the society. Out

of the applications of this theory have grown not only count-

less laws, such as the antitrust bills, pure food and drug acts,

and Taft-Hartlev Law, but also the complex system of

quasi-judicial regulatory agencies in the executive branch of

government. Henry KarieL in a powerful and convincing

book entitled The Decline of American Plum]ism has shown

that this referee function of government, as it actually works

out in practice, systematically falggS thf interests of the

stronger against the weaker party in jnterpsr-group ron flirts

and tends fn solid ify t)ie power of those who already hold it.

The government, therefore plays i\ conservative, juther than

a neutral, role in the society. /
kariel details the ways in which this discriminator}' influ-

ence is exercised. In the field of regulation of labor unions,

for example, the federal agencies deal with the established
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leadership of the unions. In such matters as the overseeing of

union elections, the settlement of jurisdictional disputes, or

the setting up of mediation boards, it is the interests of

those leaders rather than the competing interests of rank-

and-file dissidents which are favored. In the regulation of

agriculture, again, the locally most influential farmers or

leaders of farmers' organizations draw up the guidelines for

control which are then adopted by the federal inspectors. In

each case, ironically, the unwillingness of the government

to impose its own standards or rules results not in a free play

of competing groups, but in the enforcement of the prefer-

ences of the existing predominant interests.

In a sense, these unhappy consequences of government

regulation stem from a confusion between a theorv of interest-

conflict and a theory of power-conflict. The government

quite_ successfully referees the conflict among competing

ifiwerŝ -'dnv group which has already managed to accumu-
late a significant quantum of power jvvill find its claims at-

tended to by the federal agenciesTj|But legitimate (interr^

which have been ignored/ <uppresSexT^ \*
have not yet succeeded in organizing themselves for eflec- ^
tivcTacuon, wi ll find rhmr disadvantageous position perpetu-

atecTthrough the decisions of the government/ It feasThbugh
an umpire were to come upon a baseball game 4 in progress

between big boys and little boys, in which the big boys
cheated, broke the rules, claimed hits that were outs, and
made the little boys accept the injustice by brute force. II

the umpire undertakes to "regulate" the game by simply

enforcing the "rules" actually being practiced, he docs not

thereby make the game a fair one. Indeed, lie may actually

make matters worse, because if the little boys get up their

courage, band together, and decide to fight it out, the um-
pire will accuse them of breaking (lie rules and throw his

weight against them! Precisely the same sort of thing hap-
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pens in pluralist politics. For example, the American Medical

Association exercises a stranglehold over American medicine

through its influence over the government's licensing regu-

lations. Doctors who are opposed to the A.M.A.'s political

positions, or even to its medical policies, do not merely have

to buck the entrenched authoritv of the organization's lead-

ers. They must also risk the loss of hospital affiliations, spe-

ciality accreditation, and so forth, all of which powers have

been placed in the hands of the medical establishment by

state and federal laws. Those laws are written by the govern-

ment in cooperation with the very same A.M.A. leaders; not

surprisingly, the interests of dissenting doctors do not re-

ceive favorable attention.

The net effect of government action is thus to weaken,

rather than strengthen, the plav of conflicting interests in

the societv. The theory of pluralism here has a crippling

effect upon the government for it warns agains t positive

federal intervention in the name of independent principles

of justice, equality , or fairness. The theory savs justice will

emerge from the tree interplay of opposed groups; the prac-

tice^tends to destroy that interplay.

Finally, the theory of pluralism in all its forms has the

effect in American thought and politics of discriminating

not only against certain social groups or interests, but also

against certain ^orjs of proposals^^ar the solution of social

problems/According to pluralist theory, (politics is a contest

amoil^OclaTgroupfr^ffr control of tllP p'"ver ^nj^prtsinn

o£,The governmentAEflch group is motivated by some inter-
""

esfryr Ek^er of Intere stsS3 seeks to sway the government

toVard action in its favor

.

1 1 he typical social problem ac-

cording to "pluutliMH is therefore some instance of ^distribu-

tive injustice^ One group is getting too much, another too

Tittle, of the available resources. In accord with its modifica-

tion of traditional liberalism, pluralism's
_ff

oal is a rough
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parity among competing groups rather than among compet-

ing individuals^ uharactensticallv, new proposals originate

with a group which feels that its legitimate interests have

been slighted, and the legislative outcome is a measure

which corrects the social imbalance to a degree commensu-

rate with the size and political power of the initiating group.

But there are some social ills in America whose causes

do not lie in a maldistribution of wealth, and which cannot

be cured therefore by the techniques of pluralist politics. For

example, America is" growing uglier, more dangerous, and

less pleasant to live in, as its citizens grow richer. The reason

is that natural beauty, public order, the cultivation of the arts,

are not the special interest of any identifiable social group.

Consequently, evils and inadequacies in those areas cannot

be remedied by shitting the distribution of wealth" and power
among existing social groups. To besiire, crime~aTT3 urban

slums hurt the poor more than the rich, the Negro more than

the white—but fundamentally they are problems of the soci-

ety as a whole, not of any particular group. That is to say,

they concern the general good/ not merely the aggregate of

private goods ./To deal with such problems, there must be
some way of constituting the whole

ft
ocietv a genuine group

with a group purpose and a^oaception of the common goocft

Pluralism rules this out in theoryby portrayingjjp^ietv as

an aggregate of human communities rather than as itself a

human commumtvj and it equally rules out a concern for

the ggneral go^od in practice by encouraging a politics of

mtercst-group pressures\in which there is no mechanism for

the dTscovery and expression of the common good .

The theory and practice of pluralism first came to dom-
inate American politics during the depression, when the

Democratic party put together an electoral majority of mi-

nority groups. It is not at all surprising that the same period

saw the demise of an active socialist movement, )l'or_s<x
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ism, both in its diagnosis of the ills of industrial capitalism

and in its proposed remedies, focuses on the structure of the

economy and society as a whole and advances programs in

the name of the general good.

/

Pluralism, both as theory and

as practice, simply does not acknowledge the possibility of

wholesale reorganization of the society, tty ingktj|io- n the

group nature of society., |t^ denies the existenrf^ of society-

wide interests—savp the pnrelv procedural interest in pre-

serving the system of group pressures-/and the possibility of

gotrmumal acticm in pursuit of the general good*

A proof of this charge can be found in the commissions,

committees, institutes, and conferences which are convened

from time to time to ponder the "national interest." The
membership of these assemblies always includes an enlight-

ened business executive, a labor leader, an educator, several

clergymen of various faiths, a woman, a literate general or

admiral, and a few public figures of unquestioned sobriety

and predictabk^views. The whole is a microcosm of the in-

terest groups anr
] hprQr1l'tnr rr^np^ which According to

pluralism rnnsfj^itp American society/ Any vision of the

national interest which emerges from such a group will

inevitably be a standard iplmalist picture of a harmoniou/

cooperate p,fdMrl'^nfl
'

v ^y j

11^ tn\e>rnnt America . One could

hardly expect a committee of group representatives to de-

cide that the pluralist system of social groups is an obstacle

to the general good!

iv ^
Pluralist democracvKwith its virtueAtolerancê constitutes

the highest stage in the political development^ of j
ndustrial

capitalism. It transcends the crude "limitations" of early

Jndividualistic liberalism and makes a place fortlie^ commu-

nitarian features of social life, as well as for the interest-

group^pohticS which emerged as a domesticated version of
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the class struggle. Pluralism i<; hiirnanp̂ benevolejitja^com-

modating|\ and far more responsive to {he pvils n£ social

injustice than either the Egoistic liberalism/or the tradition-

alistic conservatism /[rom ^whirfr it grew/ But pluralism is

fatallv blind to the evils which afflict the Entire body poTTl

and as a theory of societv it obstructs consideration of pre-

cisely the sorts of thorou ghgoing soria 1 rm/1
'

g1'nns, whir^ may
be needed to remedy those evils] Like all great social theories,

pluralism answered a genuine social need during a signifi-

cant period of history. Now, however, new problems con- -

front America, problems not of distributive injustice_hut of y^
the common good/We must give up the image of society

as a battlegrouncTof competing groups and formulate an A
ideal of societv more exalted than the mere acceptance oF^=^
opposed interests anxLdi^exse customs/ There is need for a

new philosophy or mrc!

ise custom ;

In the final chapter, we shall

take a first step toward the formulation of that philosophy,



5. Community

TJL hus far, the thrust of this book has been almost entirely
j

critical. In the first four chapters, I have tried to develop

two interrelated theses: First, that serious conceptual con-

fusion is produced by the attempt to superimpose a collec-

tivist sociology on an individualist liberal political philoso-

phy; and Second, that this unhappy combination frequently

serves the conservative ideological purpose of defending ex-

isting institutions and limiting the scope of social criticism.

Some readers will simply reject these two theses as untrue,

or at least as improves by the arguments presented in the

discussions of liberty, loyalty, power, and tolerance. But

even those sympathetic readers who find some merit in the

arguments may by now feel, rather restively, that a purely

negative critique is little better than no critique at all. Even

granting that there is a conflict between the individualistic

presuppositions of the tradition of political liberalism and

the collectivist methodology of sociology and social psy-

chology, how is the conflict to be resolved? Were this a

European treatise, I could perhaps close my discussion grace-

162
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fully with a few words about the need for a dialectical syn-

thesis of individualism and collectivism, but I fear that would

hardly satisfy a more analytically trained American audi-

ence. Nor is there much to be gained from breathing the

magic word "socialism," as though once the password had

been pronounced the gates of the City of Man would forth-

with swing wide. It may well be, as I tried to suggest in the

chapter on Power, that an advance in the rational solution of

existing social problems requires an extension of collective

social control to areas of social life which are not now ob-

jects of decisions. But such an extension doesjnot resolve the

conflict with the individualist principles of liberalism; it

merely poses it anew.

Unfortunately, I cannot conclude this book with the sys-

tematic exposition of a new social philosophy which resolves

the conflicts I have been exploring.* Nevertheless, in this

final essay I wish to take one step forward by analyzing and

explicating the concept which, I am convinced, must serve

as the key to a new social philosophy, namely the concept of

community. I use the term "community" because in English

it rather conveniently signifies both a certain kind of social

group and also the property or characteristic possessed bv

that group. A number of other terms have been used in dis-

cussions of social philosophy for roughly the same idea, in-

cluding "public interest," "general good," "common good,"

and "common interest." My aim is not to dissect the subtle

variations in usage which have attached to these terms, but

instead to get at the important notion which they all seek

to capture.

1

As soon as we turn our attention to the notion of the general

good, the public interest, or the community of a societ) , we
encounter a very peculiar problem: A great many social

* The problem is a limitation of ideas, not of space!
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philosophers flatly denv that those terms refer to anything

at all, actual or possible, good or bad, desirable or undesir-

able. If we can draw a religious analogy, the dispute be-

tween proponents and opponents of the general good is akin

to the dispute between believers and atheists, rather than

that between worshippers of different gods. One side says

that there is such a thing as the general good, which we all

ought to pursue, and the other side savs that the words

"general good," if thev are not taken merely to refer to some

aggregate of private goods, are a meaningless phrase to

which nothing could possibly correspond.

Disputes of this sort are common in the history of phi-

losophy. The greatest of them, of course, is the one just men-

tioned over the concept of God. When Hume and Kant killed

rational theology in the eighteenth century, thev did so not

by proving that there is no God, but bv showing that the

very concept of God was confused and incoherent. It turned

out to be, in a very complicated way, rather like the concept

of a round square or a four-sided triangle. Those same two

philosophers disagreed about the legitimacy of another con-

cept on which science rather than religion was based, namely

the concept of causation. Hume's criticisms of the concept

of cause and effect were so powerful that Kant invented a

whole new kind of philosophical argument to meet them.

Drawing on German legal terminology, he coined the term

"deduction." He meant by this not a syllogistic derivation,

but rather an argument which establishes the credentials of

a concept bv showing that it is genuinely coherent and

hence has a possible application.

In this essay, I am going to offer a deduction, in the

Kantian sense, of the concept of community. Since this type

of argument is even now unfamiliar outside philosophical

circles, let me spend a few brief paragraphs explaining how

it works. Suppose that I were invited to go on a griffin hunt.
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Not knowing what a griffin is, I would ask the hunt leader to

tell me what I was to look for, and he would reply that I

must keep a sharp eye out for a huge beast with the head

and wings of an eagle and the body and hind quarters of a

lion. Now, I might have my doubts about the probability of

encountering such a creature, but at least I would know

what to look for, and I would most certainly recognize one if

I found it. The concept of a griffin, in other words, is a legiti-

mate concept, even if there is nothing actually corresponding

to it in the world, because I can specify the criteria I would

applv to anything in order to determine whether it is a griffin.

To put the point negatively, I cannot tell merely from the

concept of a griffin that there aren't any. I must appeal to

actual experience of the world to settle the matter, and even

then I can only be reasonably sure, not absolutely certain.

After all, somewhere in the vastness of space there may be a

planet on which eagle-headed lions roam.

But now suppose a sociologist friend were to show me
his application for a government grant to do a statistical

study of the incidence of married bachelors in the American

population, with special attention to the relation between

religious affiliation and married bachelorhood. Without ever

leaving my armchair, I could confidently assure him that he

would never find a married bachelor, Protestant, Catholic, or

Jew! The point is, of course, that "married bachelor" is a

contradiction in terms. The criteria for being married pre-

cisely conflict with the criteria for being a bachelor, so that

nothing logically could meet both sets of criteria at once.

Even on a planet of eagle-headed lions there will not be any

married bachelors.

Ever since Plato grounded his political philosophy in a

questionable analogy between the parts of the soul and the

classes of society, social philosophers have played on the

metaphor of the state as man writ large. "The body politic,"



166 The Poverty of Liberalism

"the health of the state," and all the other familiar phrases

imply that we can view society or the state as though it were

a quasi-person, with desires, needs, volition, and interests of

its own. In the hands of some Idealist philosophers of the

nineteenth century, this shaky analogy became an argument

for subordinating the good of individuals to some mysterious

"general good" or "good of the state," which of course most

often turned out to be the interest of those who controlled

the instruments of domination.

Liberal political philosophers have responded to those

totalitarian tendencies by arguing, on methodologicallv indi-

vidualist grounds, that the notion of the state as an organic

entity is inherently confused. Thev insist that there is simply

no sense to be found in the concept of a general good or

public interest which transcends private goods or interests

and stands in contrast to them as an appropriate ideal of

social action. The following statement from David Truman's

The Governmental Process, expresses this point of view well:

There is a political significance in assertions of a totally

inclusive interest within a nation. Particularly in times

of crisis, such as an international war, such claims are a

tremendously useful promotional device by means of

which a particularly extensive group or league of

groups tries to reduce or eliminate opposing interests

. . . Assertion of an inclusive "national" or "public in-

terest" is an effective device in many less critical situa-

tions as well. In themselves, these claims are part of

the data of politics. However, they do not describe

any actual or possible political situation within a com-

plex modern nation. In developing a group interpreta-

tion of politics, therefore, we do not need to account

for a totally inclusive interest, because one does not

exist. (pp. 50-51
)

Even if I can show that there is a legitimate distinction

to be made between private interests and the public in-
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terest, or private goods and the general good, I shall still be

a long way from stating or defending a new social phi-

losophy. It is one thing, after all, to demonstrate that the

phrase "general good" has a legitimate, coherent usage, and

quite another to show that a society ought to choose the

general good as its goal. In this essay, I claim only to pro-

vide the "deduction" which must precede any systematic

elaboration of a philosophy of community, but my discus-

sion has two subsidiary aims which, if successful, should

carry the subject a good deal further forward: First, I shall

connect up the concepts of community and ^public interest

with the conservative and radical attacks on nineteenth-

century liberalism; and Second, I shall sketch the three

modes of community—affective community, community of

labor, and rational community—which I believe to be the

content of the true general good. Although I do not have a

systematic proof of the objective goodness of these three

forms of community, I hope that when their precise nature

is made clear, they will commend themselves to the reader

as an appealing alternative to modern liberalism's ideals of

private satisfaction and public justice.

11

Men are by nature purposive beings. Their action is goal-

oriented and their practical reasoning concerns both the

proper ends of action and the appropriate means for achiev-

ing those ends. An action, as opposed merely to a bodily

movement, is a bit of behavior which is motivated and

guided by the idea of some end or purpose. Frequentlv, of

course, men choose their ends unwisely, but insofar as they

can truly be said to act, they always have ends.

In their choices of ends, men are inclined by their atti-

tudes, both positive and negative, toward the objects, acts,

experiences, and states of affairs which might possibly serve

as their goals. Men desire, yearn, love, want, hope, need,
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aspire; they hate, shun, deprecate, abhor, reject. Insofar as a

man adopts an attitude toward some object or state of

affairs which does, or might, motivate him to act for it or

against it, we may say that he takes an interest in it. Gen-

erally speaking, interests can be classified as pro- or con-, al-

though that fact is no part of our argument. Taking the term

"interest" in its widest possible sense, even at the price of

precision in definition, we may say that interest is the charac-

teristic orientation of men toward the world insofar as thev

are active, rather than merely contemplative.

Following the terminology adopted by the American

philosopher Ralph Barton Perry, I propose to define "a value"

as "any object of any interest." Whatever anvone actually

takes an interest of any sort in, will be called a value. Since

men take negative as well as positive interests in things, we
can speak of positive and negative values.

Everything which could be the object of someone's inter-

est will be labeled a possible value. Since the range of ob-

jects or states of affairs which someone or other logically

could wish to bring into existence or eliminate from existence

is rather wide, the class of "possible values" will be a broad

one. Men might, for example, want to produce pleasant states

of consciousness; thev might also want to produce unpleasant

states of consciousness (in themselves or others). They might

want to build bridges, level mountains, achieve peace on

earth, or get into heaven. All of these then are possible

values. If a man wishes to win a race, then winning the race

is the object of his interest, and hence for him "a" value.

Only those things which could not even possibly be goals of

action are excluded as possible values. For example, it is

logicallv impossible to attempt to bring into being the

number seven, so the number seven is not a possible value.

Clearly the term "value," as I have defined it, is value-

neutral! That is to say, it is a descriptive rather than an
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evaluative term. To say that X is a value is simply to sav that

somewhere, someone takes a positive or negative interest in

it. To say of anything that it could be a value is to say that

someone could take an interest in it. Since there is almost

certainly some madman around who wishes the world to

come to an end and who would bring on Apocalypse if he

could, we may confidently assert that the end of the world is

at present a value. Since there are also, thank heavens, some

people who seek to avoid the end of the world, it is also true

that the continuation of the world is at present a value.

The term "value" is inherently dangerous, and I have

committed myself to it only because no other term seems as

convenient. For example, the use of "value" which I am
adopting implies nothing whatsoever about the wisdom, pru-

dence, or moral justification of men's interests. It is perfectly

possible that no one ever adopts the appropriate attitudes

toward objects, and it is certain that most men have foolish

or immoral interests at least part of the time. So when I say

that some object or state of affairs is a value, it must not be

thought that I am covertly saying that it has value, in the

sense of being a worthy object of interest. Unfortunately,

it is a dead certainty that someone reading these lines will

attribute that view to me. I only hope that these caution a r\

remarks will reduce the frequency of such misreadings.*

There are a number of familiar ways of classifying pos-

sible values. We may, for example, distinguish instrumental

* The purpose of this essay, it should be recalled, is to show that then-

is a possible goal of social action corresponding to the frequently used

words "public good" or "general good/' In other words, I shall try to prove

that the general good is a possible value. For this purpose, it would be disas-

trous to define the term "value" in such a way that it carried a COverl

evaluative significance. Once we have shown that the general good is 1

possible object of social action, then we can try to find arguments to show
that it is a worthy object of social action. The two propositions are quite

distinct.
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from intrinsic values, or economic, aesthetic, religious, and

moral values, or simple and complex values, or values which

are objects, values which are experiences, and values which

are states of affairs. I propose to distinguish private values

from social values. The aim of mv discussion will be to

establish three theses: First, the objects, experiences, and

states of affairs which most liberal philosophers assume men
to be interested in all fall into the category of private values;

Second, there is a distinct class of possible values, called so-

cial values, which are not private values, or compounds of

private values, or in any wav reducible to private values; and

Third, among these possible social values are the values of

community, which taken together constitute a possible ideal

of collective social action in a good societv.

A Simple Private Value is a possible object of interest

whose definition makes essential reference to the occurrence

of a state of consciousness in exactly one person. For ex-

ample, suppose that I want the warm feeling that comes

from a sip of good brandv. The definition of the object of my
interest would be "the warm feeling that comes from a sip of

good brandy," and obviously there is an essential reference

here to a state of consciousness, namelv that warm feeling. In

general, any action undertaken for the purpose of producing

pleasure (or pain) in myself or someone else qualifies as an

action in pursuit of a simple private value.

Not all values are simple private values, although the

traditionally liberal doctrine of psvchological hedonism

makes the mistake of supposing that thev are. For example,

when I trv to start mv car, the object of my interest is the

starting of mv car, and in the definition of that object no

reference is made to a state of consciousness in anyone.

Similarly, when I undertake to build a house, grow tomatoes,

feed mv dog (leaving to one side the occurrence of states oi

consciousness in dogs), or play the Beethoven violin con-

certo, the object of my interest does not essentially involve
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anyone's state of consciousness. Of course, insofar as I am
deliberately attempting to accomplish some end, a state of

consciousness must occur in me, for volition and intention

involve consciousness, habitual action to the contrary not-

withstanding. But it is one thing to say that the intention to

produce X is a conscious state, and quite another thing to say

that X itself is, or involves, a state of consciousness.

Many philosophers in the hedonist and utilitarian tradi-

tion have claimed that as a matter of fact everyone always

does what he does in order to produce a feeling of pleasure

in himself, or at least to reduce or eliminate a feeling of

pain. If this theory were true (and of course it is not, as

Bishop Butler showed some time ago), then all values would

in fact be private values, and indeed private values of a cer-

tain specific sort. That is to say, the object of every interest

would be—barring altruism, positive or negative—a state of

pleasurable consciousness in the agent himself.

Since my concern in this essay is with possible values, not

actual values, I shall decline the challenge posed by the psy-

chological hedonist and simply assume that men sometimes

take an interest in things other than their own states of con-

sciousness. If I succeed in proving that there is a realm of

possible social values which cannot be reduced to, or ex-

plained in terms of, private values, it will be time enough to

ask whether men are psychologically capable of taking an

interest in them.

A simple private value, as I have said, is a possible object

of interest whose definition makes essential reference to the

occurrence of a state of consciousness in exact 1 1/ one person.

It might be objected that I have violated this definition in my
very first example, that of the sip of good brandy. Alter all,

the cooperation of countless persons is necessary in order to

grow and process the grapes, make the bottle, and bring that

sip of brandy to my lips. At every stage along the wa\ there

are "states of consciousness" in the persons whose deliberate
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activity contributes to the making and marketing of the

brandy. In like fashion, the argument might continue, virtu-

ally all of the "private" enjoyments of modern life depend for

their production on the contributions of numerous conscious

agents. Hence only such simple pleasures as the smell of fresh

air or the tingle of a crisp autumn day can possibly fall under

the heading of simple private values. Indeed, even these are

suspect, for the cooperation of many persons was needed to

bring me to the point in time and space at which I smelled

the air or felt the autumn breeze.

The argument is wrong in a very important way, for it

plays into the classical liberal mistake of conceiving the re-

lationship among men as purelv instrumental or accidental,

rather than as intrinsic and essential. The point is that when
I want the pleasant taste of the brandy, what I want is com-

pletely independent of the means by which it is at the mo-

ment obtainable. It is true that brandy is man-made, but if

(mirabile dictu) it flowed naturally from a spring or could be

tapped from trees my desire for its taste could be satisfied

without the cooperation of another human being. The ques-

tion for our purposes is not whether it is likely that brandy

should flow from springs, or suits of clothes grow on trees,

but simply whether it is logicallv possible. If it is, then my
desire for them does not essentially require the occurrence of

states of consciousness in other persons. A Robinson Crusoe

alone on his island could, with the appropriate technical as-

sistance or divine intervention, enjoy all of the simple private

values which we customarily obtain through the cooperation

of our fellow men. Indeed, classical liberalism, insofar as it

assumes that all values are private values, portrays society as

an aggregation of Robinson Crusoes who have left their

islands of private value merely for the instrumental benefit of

increasing their enjoyment through mutually beneficial ex-

change.
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Broad as the category of simple private values is, it

obviously does not include all of the objects, events, or states

of affairs in which someone might take an interest. Suppose,

for example, that I close the window of a classroom in which

I am lecturing in order to prevent my students from feeling

cold. My object, in a manner of speaking, is to produce a feel-

ing of warmth in Jones, in Smith, in Finkelstein, in Gordon,

and in each of the other students in the room. The proper

definition of the object of my interest, then, is "a feeling of

warmth in Jones and a feeling of warmth in Smith and etc."

Obviously, the definition makes essential reference to the

occurrence of states of consciousness (feelings of warmth) in

several persons, and hence the object of my interest does

not qualify as a simple private value. Nevertheless, the ob-

ject of my interest is a simple aggregation or summation of

states of affairs which do qualify as simple private values. In

that sense my object is made up of a number of simple pri-

vate values, and so can be called a compound private value.

Other examples of possible compound private values are:

1. a pleasant sensation in Jones and a sharp pain in either

Smith or Robinson;

2. a sense of accomplishment in at least half of the gradu-

ating class of an elementary school;

3. the greatest happiness of the greatest number.

Drawing on some of the technical devices of recent

analytic philosophy, we can define a compound private

value as a possible object of interest whose definition is a

truth functional construct of definitions of simple private

values. In other words, compound private values arc ob-

jects of interest whose definitions have sonic Form as "p and
q" or "p and q or r" or "p only if q" where the p's and q's and
r's are definitions of simple private values,

As the third example above of compound private values
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indicates, utilitarianism in all of its varieties concerns itself

only with simple and compound private values. It assumes

that the only objects of interest (or at least the onlv signifi-

cant objects of interest) are states of pleasure and pain in one

or more persons. It is in this sense that utilitarianism can be

called "methodologically individualist," for compound pri-

vate values can be defined in terms of, or are "reducible to,"

simple private values, and simple private values are values

involving states of consciousness in separate individuals.

Leaving to one side those possible objects of interest

which do not involve states of consciousness at all, what sorts

of possible values are there besides private values? It would

seem that any state of affairs involving consciousness must

either involve one person's consciousness, or else it must

involve an aggregation of states of consciousness in several

persons. From this it should follow that all such values will

be either simple or compound private values. Short of postu-

lating some imaginary "group mind" with interests and goals

of its own—a move rather unhappily familiar in the literature

of idealist philosophy—we would seem to exhaust the logical

possibilities when we define the categories of simple private

value and compound private value.

To see that this is not so, let us begin by considering a

very simple case: suppose that Jones hates Smith, and wants

to see him suffer. What precisely is the object of Jones' in-

* Many years of argument with sceptical students have convinced me
that examples of human mistiness are \ustly superior to examples of human
niceness when one is trying to disprove the theory of psychological egoism.

Strictly speaking, negative altruism is as much a contradiction of egoism as

positive or benevolent altruism. "Altruism," after all, simply means "other-

ism," or a concern for others, but for some reason sceptics are more willing

to grant that men truly hate than that they truly love. Still, we may take

heart in the reflection that once a sceptic has admitted that it is logically

possible for one man to want another to suffer, he cannot very well deny

that it is equally possible (albeit perhaps not equally probable) for one man
to want another to be happy.
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terest? It would not be correct to answer, Smith's pain, for

what Jones wants is to see (i.e., to know about) Smith's suffer-

ing. Jones' goal or object, then, is His knowing that Smith is

suffering. This definition makes essential reference to states

of consciousness in two persons, viz. Jones' knowing and

Smith's suffering. What is more, there is no possible way of

translating the definition into a truth-functional compound of

two definitions, each of which defines a simple private value.

For example, one cannot say that Jones desires "Jones' know-

ing and Smith's suffering," for the crucial point is that Jones'

knowing is knowing that Smith is suffering* He doesn't, for

example, desire the compound private value defined as "Jones'

knowing the capitol of Virginia and Smith's suffering," or anv

other such combination of Smith's suffering with an irrele-

vant bit of knowing in Jones.

The point here, of course, is that we are now considering

states of consciousness which are, or involve, thoughts about

other states of consciousness. Not all acts of altruism (posi-

tive or negative) have this complex structure, for sometimes

the altruist merely wants the other to be happy (or unhappy),

and in those cases the object of the act is a simple private

value, a state of consciousness in exactly one person. But fre-

quently altruists want to know that they have made someone

happy or unhappy (hence the arrangement whereby chari-

table organizations put donors in touch with the recipients

of their gifts). When this is the case, the object of their

interest can only be defined by a phrase which does not re-

duce to a truth-functional construct of definitions of simple

private values.*

Not every thought about another thought qualifies as an

Interpersonal Value, as I shall call this new type of value

The impossibility of handling intensional contexts by simple truth

functional composition is well known. I am simply making use of the fact

for the purpose of elucidating the concept of a social value.
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which we have just encountered. Let us define an inter-

personal value as a possible object of interest whose defini-

tion makes essential reference to a thought about an actual

state of consciousness in another person. Then the do-good-

er's desire to know about the happiness he has produced and

the sadist's pleasure in another's pain would both be ex-

amples of possible interpersonal values. But if Jones merely

wants to daydream about Smith's misery, then his object is

not an interpersonal value even though it is a thought about

another's state of consciousness. The reason is that in order

for Jones to get his wish, it is not necessary that Smith actu-

ally suffer, but merely that Jones imagine Smith's suffering.

(So a virtuoso hater might prefer to put off the torture of his

enemy in order to enjoy to the full the contemplation of the

event before actually performing it—it being easier to pro-

long the imagining of torture than the actuality.)

Before we proceed to the analysis of interpersonal values,

there is one major objection which must be stated and met.

Interpersonal values, it might be argued, are not a distinct

class of values irreducible to the class of private values. Thev

are simplv private values which include among their com-

ponents the enjoyment which the individual takes in the sup-

posed occurrence of states of consciousness in others. That

enjoyment does not depend essentially upon the actual oc-

currence of any state of consciousness in another person, al-

though it may very well depend essentially upon the indi-

vidual's belief that such a state of consciousness exists.

Consider once again the case of Jones and his malevolent

attitude toward Smith. I have argued that Jones' desire is the

complex state of affairs defined as "Jones
' knowing that Smith

is suffering." My critic, however, might reply that in fact

what Jones enjovs, when his desire is satisfied, is his belief

that Smith is suffering, not the fact that Smith is suffering. In

proof of this, we need only reflect that there is no possible
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discernible difference between the quality of Jones' enjoy-

ment on the occasion of Smith's real misery and the quality

of his enjoyment when, let us imagine, Smith maliciously

mimics suffering in order to fool Jones. In retrospect, of

course, Jones may come to realize that he has been fooled,

and that realization (or more precisely, that belief) may be

unpleasant. But nothing can alter the character of the origi-

nal enjoyment itself. So it would seem that the real object of

Jones' interest is the occurrence in himself of a belief that

Smith is suffering, and that, as we have seen, is a state of

affairs which need not involve any state ofconsciousness in

Smith at all.

Perhaps an actual example will make this point clearer.

Some while ago, I taught a course in problems of philosophy

at a well-known women's college. In the class there was a

pleasant, alert, responsive young lady who smiled at my
jokes, nodded intelligently at the more subtle points I sought

to make, and in every way gave evidence of having under-

stood my lectures. On several occasions I remarked to my
wife what a pleasure it was to teach such intelligent students,

and I even delivered myself of the opinion that the true re-

ward of the teaching profession is the achievement of that

state of communication in which one knows that one has

gotten across an idea to a student. At the end of the term, I

read this student's final examination and discovered to m\

dismay that she hadn't understood a word I had said! Her

performance in class was simply a skillfully executed bit ol

learned behavior designed to gratify her teachers and raise

her grade.

I want to say that I now realize I was wrong, that I ne\ er

in fact experienced the delights of successful teaching, and

hence that the object of my interest—that interpersonal value

called communication—was never actualized. But my critic

will object that I am confusing subsequent disappointment
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with initial frustration. To be somewhat dramatic, if I had
died before the final exam, there would be no conceivable

ground for the minister delivering my eulogv to say, "His

life lacked the enjoyment of the interpersonal value of suc-

cessful classroom communication." Generalizing his argu-

ment, the critic would say that so-called interpersonal values

are simply private values whose definitions make reference

to beliefs about the occurrence of states of consciousness in

others. Consequently, all of the possible values involving

states of consciousness turn out, upon analysis, to be private

values of one sort or another, even though the defini-

tions of some of them make reference to beliefs about other

states of consciousness. In short, man is an island entire

unto himself, although he may hang the walls of his hut with

pictures of other islands.

Before replying to this very powerful objection,* let me
make two points by wav of clarification. First, the problem

has nothing essentially to do with the supposed difficulty of

knowing about other minds and their contents. The question

raised by the critic is not whether it is logically possible to

know that states of consciousness occur in persons other than

myself, but whether there is, for the theory of value, any

legitimate distinction other than future consequences be-

tween an interest which is satisfied by a true belief and an

interest which is satisfied by a false belief.

Secondly, the objection has a much broader scope of ap-

plication than merelv interpersonal values, assuming that it

has any merit at all. Since it turns on the difference between

reality and illusion, or true and false belief, it cuts as well

against the descriptions we would want to give of interests in

things other than states of consciousness. For example, sup-

pose that I very much want to run a mile in four minutes.

The object of my interest, I would say, is my running a four-

Which was brought to my attention by Professor Kai Nielson of

New York University.
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minute mile. Therefore, in order for me to get what I want, I

must actually run a four-minute mile. But my critic, by parity

with his former reasoning, must reply that I need only believe

that I have run a mile in four minutes. A fault) watch or a

mismeasured course can provide me with a full and complete

satisfaction of my desire, so long as they go undiscovered.

The general principle behind the critic's argument is this:

Any desire or interest, the definition of whose object includes

reference to actual states of affairs, can be perfectly ade-

quately satisfied by an object in whose definition are substi-

tuted references to the subject's beliefs abou^t those states of

affairs. The truth of the beliefs is irrevelant to the satisfaction

of the interest and therefore is no part of the correct defini-

tion of the object of the interest.

I have two replies to the objection which I have just de-

veloped at such length. The first is ad hominem in character,

the second speaks directly to the logical issue involved. First:

to anyone who feels himself in sympathy with the original

argument against the notion of interpersonal values, I ask

whether he is willing to accept the extreme solipsism of valu-

ation which is implicitly contained within it. Is there anyone

who will seriously maintain that a concern for realitv in all its

varieties is reducible without remainder to a concern for the

illusion of reality? Will anyone persist in the peculiar view

that a life spent in interaction with the real world is, so Ear

as the pursuit of one's interests is concerned, no differenl

from a life spent on a neurosurgeon's operating table with

electrodes stimulating the brain, or under the influence of an

hallucinatory drug which engenders an ordered series of false

beliefs? Grant me only that there is a value difference in kind

between the illusion and the reality of a goal achieved or a

desire satisfied, and \ think I can successfully distinguish

private from interpersonal values.

My second reply is that the objection is a non-sequitur,

for it assumes that I am attempting to distinguish between
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the felt quality of the enjoyment of a private value and the

felt quality of the enjoyment of an interpersonal value. In

fact, I am only trying to distinguish between the object of

a private interest and the object of an interpersonal interest.

I maintain that when someone tries to bring into existence

an interpersonal value, the object of his interest is a state of

affairs whose correct definition makes essential reference to

one person's thought about another's actual state of con-

sciousness. It may very well be that we cannot tell, through

an examination of the first person's consciousness alone,

whether the interpersonal value has been actualized. But it

remains true that it is one thing to desire that some state of

affairs come into existence, and quite another merely to de-

sire to believe that it has.

The easiest way to see this distinction is to consider the

sorts of steps we would take to bring about our goal in each

case. If I really want to run a mile in four minutes, then I will

go into training, practice running, and make sure to lay down
an accurately measured course. I will then get a good watch

to time myself, and have a go. But if I merely wish to be-

lieve that I can run a mile, I may purposely be a bit careless

in measuring the distance, and even buy a watch of poor

quality in hopes that it will one dav fool me. Such behavior

may strike us as odd, though it is perhaps more common than

we imagine. Some people, certainly, do wish to be fooled.

That is why lonelv women hire gigolos, and kings hire phi-

losophers. But deliberate self-deception is about as much like

honest error as mirages are like lakes. It is unfortunately

characteristic of some philosophers that they tend not to

notice the difference in either case.

in

Among the manv states of affairs which fall under the head-

ing of "interpersonal values," there are some which involve

not merely one person's consciousness of another person's
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consciousness, but also what might be called reciprocal

consciousness. For example, Smith mav want to know that

Jones is suffering, but he may also want Jones to know that

he knows (and to know that Jones knows he knows, etc.). In

short, Smith may seek what we call communication between

himself and Jones. I propose to reserve the label Social Value

for any experience or state of affairs whose definition makes

essential reference to reciprocal states of awareness among
two or more persons. A (possible) social value may, of course,

include more than merely the reciprocal awareness. In the

case just cited, Jones' pain is an element* in the state of

affairs as well as Smith's knowledge of Jones' pain and Jones'

reciprocal awareness of Smith's knowledge. (We might take

this example as an analytic model of what is usually called

"gloating!") Nevertheless, what makes any object of an

interest a social value is the inclusion in its definition of re-

ciprocal states of consciousness.

As a further clarification of the notion of a social value,

consider the relation of master and servant.* What does the

master desire? What precisely is it that he takes an interest

in? If he desires service—that is, the performance of some
action or the satisfaction of some want which he would
rather not attend to himself—then presumably he will be as

content with a nonhuman device which performs the same
service, and delighted with one which performs it better. So

men happily use telephones rather than messengers, vending
machines rather than food stands, and dishwashers rather

than housemaids. But although a master may merely desire

his servant's service, he may also desire the deference which
his servant shows him. He may actually desire the experience

of dominating another human being, rather than the per-

formance which results from that domination. t II it is defer-

ence or domination that the master seeks, then a mechanical

My apologies to Hegel.

t Once again I adopt the tactic of beginning with nasty examples.
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device will not do at all. What he wants is the establishment

of a certain sort of reciprocal consciousness between himself

and the servant. He wants the servant to submit to his will

and he wants the servant to know that he is submitting. What
is more, he wants to know that the servant is submitting, and

finally he wants the servant to know that he knows. Without

this reciprocal awareness, the true master-servant relation

does not exist. If through some accident or confusion the sup-

posed servant actually thinks of himself as standing in some

other relation to the master (such as that of economic equal

trading work for wages, or religious disciple performing an

act of self-mortification), then the distinctive quality of dom-

ination or deference is lost to the master, who fails to obtain

the social value he seeks. It is for this reason that servants

can frequently protect themselves against what is for them

the disvalue of submission by laughing covertly at their

masters, cheating them, and in general denving inwardly the

attitude of submission which the master desires and thinks

he is receiving.

An identical analysis may be given of the social values

of love and friendship, if we may now turn to more cheerful

examples. Anyone who values friendship for itself values the

occurrence of a reciprocal relationship between two con-

scious and affective minds. True love is not to be confused

with even the most admirable altruism, for it seeks a certain

sort of reciprocal affect, not merely the engendering of happi-

ness in the loved one. (Indeed, a too selfless insistence on the

happiness of the other is frequently merely a screen

concealing a fear of genuine reciprocal awareness. To para-

phrase a classic Nichols and May line, in such an affair there

is pleasuring but no relating.)

As the example of the master and servant shows, the

several persons involved in a situation which qualifies as a

social value mav not all take the same sort of interest in it.
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Presumably domination is a positive value for the master and

a negative value for the servant (omitting, for the moment,

any consideration of the subtleties of sado-masochism).

Indeed, some of the parties to a social value may not take anv

particular interest in it at all. I might desire communication

with you, even though it made no difference one way or the

other to you whether you communicated with me.

The example of love makes it clear, also, that many social

values are states of affairs with no particular political or

"social" significance, however worthy they may be of being

actualized. The question arises therefore whether under the

heading of possible social values we can find anv experiences

or states of affairs which might plausibly be the objects of

collective social interest. More particularly, is there some

social value or set of social values whose actualization can

appropriately be identified as the public good, and which

may therefore be viewed as the proper object of the public

interest? If there is, then it will follow from what has al-

ready been said that such an object is not reducible to a pri-

vate value, and so we will have proved that there is a legiti-

mate, nonderivative sense of the terms "public good,"

"general good," or "public interest." Reverting to the ter-

minology of Kant, we will have presented a deduction of

those concepts.

The key to the discovery of the general good is the con-

cept of community. The severest criticisms of liberal society,

both from the left and from the right, focus on the absence

of community in even the most efficient and affluent liberal

capitalist state. Conservative critics bemoan the loss of

tradition and look back longingly to an earlier age when
men were bound to one another 1>\ feelingful tics of loyalt)

and trust; radical critics decry the reduction of all human in-

teractions to the exploitative rationality of the cash nexus,

and look forward hopefully to a time when work w ill unite
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men in cooperative production rather than setting them
against one another in destructive competition. Voices from

the right evoke the political immediacy of the town meeting,

while a cry goes up on the left for participatory democracy.

To this antiphony of dismay, the liberal sociologist replies

with a statistical analysis of daily time budgets, tentatively

indicating that city folk spend more time with other people

each day than do rural agricultural workers.*

What exactly is it that conservatives and radicals alike

miss in liberal society? Can we define more precisely the

feelings, experiences, states of affairs, or sets of relationships

that the conservative locates in a cherished past and the radi-

cal in a longed-for future? The answer lies in a certain class

of what I have called social values, specificallv in what I shall

call the social values of community.

A social value, it will be recalled, is a value whose defini-

tion makes essential reference to reciprocal states of aware-

ness among two or more persons. This reciprocitv of aware-

ness may be achieved through verbal communication, as in a

conversation, or it may result directly from nonverbal inter-

action. Sometimes even a glance suffices to establish that rec-

iprocity of awareness which, when the parties take an

interest in it, becomes a social value. Most social values in-

volve several persons at most, but sometimes large groups

of people, even entire societies, enter into what can fairly be

called a reciprocity of awareness. When this happens, I pro-

pose to call the state of affairs thus achieved a mode or

instance of community. (Thus a community will be a group

Albert J. Reiss, Jr., "Rural-Urban and Status Differences in Interper-

sonal Contacts," The American Journal of Sociology, vol. LXV, Sept. 1959,

182-195. The author begins with a reference to Georg Simmel's famous

description of the differences between rural and urban lift" ("Metropolis

and Mental Life"), thereby making it clear that he conceives his research as

in some sense an empirical test of the conservative critique of modern

society.
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of persons who together experience a reciprocity of aware-

ness, and thus have community.) The social values of com-

munity fall naturally into three major categories, viz., the

social values of Affective Community, of Productive Com-
munity, and of Rational Community.

The major conservative criticism of nineteenth-centurv

liberal society was the absence of the affective ties which

supposedly bound men together in preindustrial society.

Against the liberal ideal of society as a contractual associa-

tion of egoistic satisfaction-maximizers who entered into the

political condition for mutually self-interesfed motives, con-

servatives offered the image of a feelingful, nonrational nat-

ural community of men bound together by tradition and cul-

ture. To Burke, to Durkheim, to Tonnies, the instrumental

conception of society was impoverished, diminished, a reve-

lation of what had already been lost rather than of what re-

mained to be won. The free man of liberal societv was to
j

them a pitiful creature, alone in a hostile world, alienated,

unchecked in his ceaseless acquisitiveness by the conventions

of society, prone—as Durkheim warned—to be driven by

egoism or anomie to the final despair of suicide.

Edmund Burke beautifully captures this sentiment in

some of his best-known lines:

Society is indeed a contract. It is to be looked on with

. . . reverence; because it is not a partnership in things

subservient only to the gross animal existence of a

temporary and perishable nature. It is a partnership in

all science; a partnership in all art; a partnership in

every virtue, and in all perfection. As the ends of such

a partnership cannot be obtained in many generations,

it becomes a partnership not only between those who
are living, but between those who arc living, those who
are dead, and those who are to be born.

(Reflections on Ihe Revolution in France)
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The participation in, reenactment of, and reflection on the

traditions of a society may of course be a purely private

value. One may enjoy them simply as works of folk art or as

instances of the human story. Thus enjoyed, they have the

same value as purely imaginary customs encountered in a

romance," or as the practices of peoples long dead. Then too,

one may adopt toward the traditions of one's own culture

that detached interest which the anthropologist brings to

his work. Viewing the rituals and practices of one's fellows,

one may remove oneself from the exchange of thought and

feeling, preferring merely to peer in at the window rather

that become part of the feast. Thus enjoyed, the culture of

one's society becomes an interpersonal value, to be sure,

for its delight would be lost if one discovered that the images

did not correspond to thoughts and feelings of living people.

But still such an experience is not a social value. There is no

reciprocity of awareness between oneself and the others.

Sometimes, however, men participate in the rites of their

culture with a full awareness of the participation of their

fellows, and a principal part of their pleasure comes precisely

from the experience of sharing the traditions with others.

Over and above the pleasure of the spectacle, and the

voyeur's enjoyment, there is a mutual awareness of the com-

mon heritage. It is this mutuality of awareness, and not

merely familiaritv or habit, which makes participation in

one's own traditions, however meager thev may be, more sat-

isfying than observation of the rituals of others, no matter

how elaborate and aesthetically excellent. A man must be

odd indeed who prefers always to be the accidental guest at

another's family gathering!

The sharing of traditions and culture takes many forms,

of course. Sometimes it is solemnized in rituals of passage, as

in weddings and funerals and the celebration of national

holidays. At other times, the singing of anthems or reciting
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of pravers achieves the desired reciprocity of awareness.

So prone are men to develop affective community that even a

group of strangers, thrown together by accident in a ship or

train, will after several days create a little common history

to which they can refer with pleasure as a way of affirming

their relationship. The English philosopher Michael Oake-

shott is surely correct when he asserts, in his brilliant attack

on the rationalist temper in political thought, that men are

incapable of relating to one another in any way but tradi-

tionally, and that every "rational" attempt to act without con-

cern for tradition results simply in a clumsy rather than a

graceful evocation of tradition.

Affective community is the reciprocal consciousness of

a shared culture. It is not the culture itself; nor is it the

purely private enjoyment which individuals may take in that

culture. Rather, it is the mutual awareness on the part of each

that there are others sharing that culture, and that through

such mutuality we are many together rather than main

alone. Men can deliberately choose to cherish their culture,

and through that cherishing to bind themselves to one

another. Insofar as a society sets itself such an end, it may
be said (and each individual may also be said) to take an in-

terest in the sustaining of affective community. It seems to

me an appropriate use of words to call this interest a possible

element in the Public Interest, and to call affective com-

munity an element of a possible general good. Here then is

our first answer to those critics who say that there is no

public interest save the summation of private interests, and

that nothing can be a part of the general good save the goods

of private individuals.

A second answer can be found in Marx's famous analysis

of the alienation of labor in capitalist society. Man, according

to Marx, is by nature a productive creature. He fulfills him-

self by producing, which is to say by embodying his thought
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in external nature in the form of objects which satisfy his

needs and delight his soul. Every sort of productive labor,

from the labor of the woman giving birth to the labor of the

artist creating beauty or the craftsman shaping artifacts,

fulfills and completes man by enabling him to confront him-

self in the product of his labor, and therebv to know himself.

But man is not merely a productive animal, according to

Marx, He is essentially a socially productive animal. In op-

position to the characteristic view of the nineteenth-centurv

Romantics, Marx asserts that men naturallv produce in col-

lective (though of course not always cooperative) interaction

with one another. The division of labor, which Adam Smith

portrayed as a convenient invention for increasing productiv-

ity, is for Marx an essential characteristic of all human
productive activity. The biological foundation for this divi-

sion is the sexual differentiation of men from women; the

most sophisticated manifestation of collective production is

the creation of societv itself, as a svstem of "collective repre-

sentations" or image of reality.

In the celebrated essav on Estranged Labor, in the Eco-

nomic-Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx rather ab-

stractly explores the several ways in which the capitalist

organization of production alienates the worker from his

product, his labor, himself, and his fellow-workers. Attention

is usually directed to the first form of alienation, that of the

worker from his product, but for us the significant form of

alienation is the last, that of the worker from his fellow-

workers. If we translate rather freely from the dialectical

obscurity and paradox of Marx's Hegelian language, I think

we can make some verv good sense out of the point that Marx

is urging. There are, we may sav, four distinct satisfactions

which a man can derive from a bit of productive labor. There

is, first, the satisfaction he gets from the object itself: relief

from hunger, if he has produced food, shelter from the ele-
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ments, if he has built a house, aesthetic enjoyment, if he has

painted a picture or written a song. When the product is

seized from the producer and used to satisfy needs which

are not his and for which he has no concern, then his product

is made foreign to him. When that product, in the form of

capital, confronts him anew as employer and exploiter, then

he may truly be said to have become alienated from the prod-

uct of his labor. This, of course, is according to Marx the

characteristic plight of the industrial worker in capitalism.

The second satisfaction of productive labor is the enjoy-

ment of the laboring activity itself. Men enjoy even strenuous

activity if it is purposeful, self-directed, productive, and ap-

propriately demanding of their skills and energy. When that

work is commanded by others, when it is fragmented so that

its coherent purposefulness disappears from view, when it is

exhausting and debilitating, then its satisfaction is destroyed.

The laborer perceives his natural activity as unnatural and

oppressive. It is as though a knife were to shrink from cutting

or a racehorse from running. In Marx's evocative words, "The
worker only feels himself outside his work, and in his work
feels outside himself. He is at home when he is not working,

and when he is working he is not at home." This too, Marx
claims, is characteristic of capitalist work activity.

The third satisfaction of productive labor is the delight

of coming to be oneself, and coming to know who one is,

through the encounter with oneself embodied in the products

of one's labor. Creative production, of food and clothing as

well as of works of art, completes a man by permitting him
to actualize his needs and thoughts in real, objective space-

time. Just as the painter fulfills himself by putting on canvas

what may originally be merely an idea in his mind, so the

ongoing actualization of purposes and plans serves to confirm

and define a man's self to himself. Erving Goffman and others

have emphasized the importance of role-enactment in the
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definition and sustaining of the selfs image. Marx would add

that the transformation of nature in one's image is the way in

which this self-definition is accomplished. Somewhat im-

piously (though also in keeping with the Feuerbachian tradi-

tion on which Marx draws), we might say that God is the

only unalienated person in the traditional scheme of things,

for He created the universe and then made man in His own
image.

Finally, in addition to the satisfactions of the product

and of the labor and of the coming to know oneself through

the product and the labor, there is men's satisfaction in

coming to know one another through cooperation in collec-

tive productive activity. Men frequently find that what is

satisfying to do alone is even more satisfying to do in cooper-

ation with others. I am not referring here to the pleasures of

gregariousness. If I like to gossip about football and if I

also like to refmish furniture, I may find it pleasant to do both

at once. This would then be an example of what I earlier

called a "compound value." (Not quite a compound private

value, since the pleasure of gregariousness is probably a

social value.) We may compare it, somewhat facetiously, to

patting one's head and rubbing one's stomach at the same

time. Onlv jugglers imagine that such accumulations of dis-

crete activities constitute genuinely new forms of activity.

I am speaking instead of the satisfaction which comes

specifically from working with others in the pursuit of a

common goal or the production of a collective product.

When a group of mechanics or construction workers fix a car

or build a house together, there is (or at least there can be)

a satisfaction in the groupiness, the collective character, of

the labor, quite distinct from the enjoyment of either the

product, or the individual labor, or the coming to knowledge

of oneself. That enjoyment in collective work essentially

involves a reciprocity of awareness, for it cannot be found
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in even the closest symbiosis between a man and a machine.

When large groups of workers, indeed even entire societies,

embark on collective productive enterprises, they may take

an interest in the creation and enjoyment of a reciprocal

awareness in the work process. The society as a whole may
deliberately set itself to organize the productive activities of

the community in such a way that this reciprocal awareness

is increased and strengthened. Such reciprocity of awareness,

which we may call productive community, may also be

viewed as an element of a possible general good. Here then

is our second answer to those critics who assert that there

is no public interest save the summation of private interests,

and that nothing can be a part of the general good save the

goods of private individuals.

Affective community and productive community are le-

gitimate components of a possible public good, but they are

not distinctively political in character. Any group of persons

can develop, and can enjoy the sharing of, a common tradi-

tion and culture, whatever their relation to a political or-

ganization, or indeed whether or not they have any political

ties at all. Productive community as well is compatible with

a variety of polities, although as Marx demonstrated there

are strong causal links between certain sorts of perversions of

the work process and corresponding modes of domination

and subordination in the political realm. Nevertheless, if we
were forced to restrict the public good to these two forms

of community, we would have little reason to claim that we
had laid the foundations for an alternative to the political

philosophy of liberalism. We must ask, therefore, whether
there is any species of reciprocal consciousness, appropriate

to entire societies of men, which can serve as an attractive

goal of collective social interest and provide the framework

for a new political order.

The answer to this question, T suggest, lies in that eol-
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lective deliberation upon social goals and collective determi-

nation of social choices which used to be known as direct

democracy, and which I shall call rational community. Ra-

tional community is not merely the efficient means to such

desirable political ends as peace, order, or distributive jus-

tice. It is an activity, an experience, a reciprocity of con-

sciousness among morally and politically equal rational

agents who freely come together and deliberate with one

another for the purpose of concerting their wills in the positing

of collective goals and in the performance of common ac-

tions.

All discourse involves a reciprocity of consciousness, if by

discourse we understand reply as well as statement. But not

all discourse achieves what I am calling rational community,

for there is discourse between masters and slaves or between

private parties, as well as that discourse which is the public

conversation. Nor is all public conversation true rational com-

munity, for much of that conversation concerns other matters

than collective decision and action. I propose to reserve the

name rational community for that reciprocity of conscious-

ness which is achieved and sustained by equals who discourse

together publicly for the specific purpose of social decision

and action.

In order for such rational community to exist, each mem-
ber of society must recognize his fellow citizens as rational

moral agents and must freelv acknowledge their right (and

his) to reciprocal equality in the dialogue of politics. To be

sure, good consequences for each and for all may flow from

the dialogue; and there may be men sufficiently impoverished

in their political imagination to suppose that such instru-

mental value is the only merit of rational community. But

men may take an interest in the existence of the dialogue it-

self, and if they do, they will strive to create a political order

whose essence just is that dialogue.
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As we have already several times noted, a discourse is (or

can be desired as) a social value because it essentially in-

volves a reciprocal consciousness among several persons.

A dialogue in addition requires the possibility of an un-

coerced reply. Hence it takes at least two free men to con-

duct a political discussion. This is the meaning of the ancient

paradox that a tyrant can never be free. By virtue of his

domination of those around him, he deprives himself of the

interlocuters without whom free discussion is impossible.

Kings achieve freedom only when they converse with other

kings. In that sense, a free society is a society of kings, and

Kant was right to call his ideal moral community a kingdom

of ends.

And now, finally, we have returned to the subject of our

first chapter and can determine the true justification for the

absolute liberty of speech and communication. The rationale

for the free society is not, as Mill implausibly urged, that it

accumulates a greater store of knowledge or more effectively

satisfies men's private interests. The free society is good as an

end in itself for it is itself a social value! So long as men mis-

lead themselves into attaching merely instrumental value to

the dialogue of politics, they will cherish it no more highly

than any other means to their private ends. When its effec-

tiveness diminishes or other values are threatened, they will

be quick to abandon it, consoling themselves that the dia-

logue can always be resumed when the danger has passed.

But if men recognize the value of the dialogue itself, they

will defend it against its constant enemies, and perhaps even
sacrifice their private interests for its preservation.

v

At the outset of this chapter, I warned that I would only
attempt to prove the possibility of a general good. It should

now be clear that there is a legitimate set of goals in which
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men can collectively take an interest, and which can appro-

priately constitute the content of a possible public interest.

A society politically organized as a rational, deliberative dia-

logue, collectively cherishing its culture and traditions, and

engaged in productive enterprises which are collectively en-

joyed in themselves as well as for their products, can truly be

said to have and to pursue a public interest. In such a so-

ciety, needless to say, men will continue to have a full com-

plement of private interests, manv of which mav conflict with

one another and the satisfaction of which may bear little or

no relation to the public good. The public interest I have

sketched is not intended to eclipse or supersede private in-

terests, but rather to complement and complete them.

But nothing I have said thus far can be construed as an

argument for affective, productive, and rational community.

The modes of community are possible objects of social in-

terest, but they are also therefore possible objects of social

neglect or even of social aversion. For the first two forms of

community—affective and productive—no valid argument can

be constructed. It is morally permissible that men should

choose to shun the sharing of a common culture or the fulfill-

ment of socially productive labor. However much I may my-

self desire these values, I can do no more than urge my
fellows to take with me a collective interest in them. As for

the value of rational community, an a priori demonstration

can, I believe, be given of our absolute obligation to seek its

actualization, but these essays are not the place to attempt

so ambitious a task. Nevertheless, it is my hope that once

men are persuaded of the possibility of aspiring beyond the

liberal goals of distributive justice and the satisfaction of

private interests, thev will find themselves drawn to the

ideals of community. It is shrewd of the philosophers of

liberalism to insist that their world of private values is the

only possible world. So long as they are permitted to main-



Community 195

tain that fiction, dissatisfaction with the ideals of liberal so-

ciety can be dismissed as a nostalgia for youthful enthusiasm

or as a grumbling protest against the human condition. Once

the ideals of affective, productive, and rational community

are defined, however, we see quite clearly that the dissatis-

faction stems not from the poverty of human experience,

nor even from the poverty of political philosophy, but simply

from the poverty of liberalism.
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