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The only change
the

title itself,

that has

and

I

am

been made

in this

new

edition

is

in

grateful to the publisher for permission

My

reason for the change— and excuse for any renew title is the one I should
have chosen in the first place. It is briefer and, more important,
exactly relevant to what the book is about. For this book is
about power as well as community, and throughout I argue that
neither power nor community can be understood except in
light of the other.
I am not suggesting that, after a full decade, there are not
other changes I would make were I writing the book today. In
a book like this they are inevitable: the consequence of time
and event, but chiefly of one's own development. They would
not be changes of theme or substance, I think, but there would
assuredly be modifications of emphasis. Perhaps I can indicate
what some of these would be, and, in the process, restate the
essential argument of the book as it appears to me today.
There is, first, the theme of alienation. I have dealt with

to

make

it.°

sulting confusion— is simply that the

*
title,

This book was published by Oxford University Press in 1953 under the
for Community: A Study in the Ethics of Order and Freedom.
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BOLL
I

an indirect and limited way, chiefly
But it has become steadily cle a rer to

this in

in the

ters.

me

opening chap-

that alienation

is

one of the determining realities oflE^ontempora ry age: "not
merely a key concept in philosophy, literature, ancTtg e~sociah
sciences (making obsolete oTirrelevant many of the ra tionalistic
premis es descended from the Enlightenment), but a cultural
and psy chological condition implicating ever larger sections of
the population.

By alienation I mean the state of mind that can find a soorder remote, incomprehensible, or fraudulent; beyond real
hope or desire; inviting apathy, boredom, or even hostility. The
individual not only does not feel a part of the social order; he
has lost interest in being a part of it. For a constantly enlarging
number of persons, including, significantly, young persons of
high school and college age ( consider the impressive popularity
among them of J. D. Salinger's Catcher in the Rye), this state
of alienation has become profoundly influential in both behavior
and thought. Not all the manufactured symbols of togetherness,
the ever-ready programs of human relations, patio festivals in
suburbia, and our quadrennial crusades for presidential candidates hide the fact that for millions of persons such institutions as state, political party, business, church, labor union, and
even family have become remote and increasingly difficult to
give any part of ones self to.
There is another way of noting this through the prevailing
cial

:

and economic issues;
Schumpeter, in his great book Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, wrote that one of the flaws of capitalism is its inexreactions

of

intellectuals

to

social

haustible capacity for alienating the intellectuals. This

is

true,

but it needs qualification. For a long time capitalism at least
supplied the motive power for revolt among intellectuals. This
was not only an important manifestation of social energy but
also a subtle form of identification. (No one revolts against
what he is totally alienated from. ) I am thinking of such matters as the struggle for the rights of the underprivileged, labor

unions, ethnic equality, and the

But

hard to miss the
is a kind of alienation even from the ideological issues of capitalism, leading one to wonder what is to
supply the friction in the future for social change.
fact that today there

vm

like.

it is

ing,

There are several common ways of describing, or specifyalienation-all to be found in the literature of the West, at

Conservative revolt against rationalism at the
beginning of the nineteenth century. Let me indicate them
briefly. They should be noted even though I do not, as I shall
explain, regarcLihem as fundamental to our problem.
There is, jjrsyal ienation from the past. Man, it is said, is
a time-binding creature; past and future are as important to his
natural sense of identity as the present. Destroy his sense of the
past, and you cut his spiritual roots, leaving momentary febrility
but no viable prospect of the future. In our age, as we are frequently told, past and present are not merely separated cateleast since the

gories but discontinuous ones in the lives of large

numbers

of

whom

have consciously sought
escape from their past. It is sometimes said that this detachment from past is an inevitable consequence of popular democracy; it is not easy for an equalitarian, status-based present
to remain on terms of intelligibility with an inequalitarian, classbased past. Whatever the basis, loss of a sense of the past is an
persons,

more than

a

few

of

important matter, if only for its functional necessity to revolt.
How can there be a creative spirit of youthful revolt when there
is nothing for revolt to feed upon but itself?
Then, there is alienation from physical place and nature.
In many societies, and for long periods of time, men identity
themselves by where they are born and sink their roots. We
still pretend interest in place of birth on job and school admission forms, but it has become at bottom a useless ritual and will
probably disappear as have race and religion, identifying attributes which also were once deemed important as marks of
identity. Given the slow erosion of regions and localities in
present-day mass culture, under the twin impact of nationalism
and economism, it doesn't really matter where one comes from
—that is, in terms of business and politics. Psychologically it
may be an important matter, for disruption of a sense of place
is no venial matter in the human being's effort to identify himself—to himself as well as others. It is said that our spreading
technological insulation from nature— from heat and cold, the
changing seasons, the visible stellar bodies and the whole
landscape— is also a factor in this type of alienation. Surely, no

no group within a civilization, has ever removed
from nature as we have.
Cl osely related is alienation from things. Here I mean
property hard property, th e kind that one can touch, be identified with, become ennobled orjdebased by, b e driven t o defend
against attack. One remembers the use Galsworthy made of
property in The Forsyte Saga. And Schumpetcr warned us that
the transition from capitalism to socialism would not even be
noticed by a population whose idea of property is not hard
property but soft property— shares and equities in something
distant, personally unmanaged, and impersonal. It is said that
the passion for automobiles among American boys, a passion
which can destroy or weaken educational aspiration, and account for much juvenile delinquency in this country, is a
civilization,
itself as far

,

consequence, at least in part, of the deep-seated desire for
hard property that is thwarted in so many areas of our society
today.
All of these are indeed manifestations of alienation, but

do not regard them

I

fundamental types. Not, at least, as they
are stated. For, in each of them, an important link is left out:
the social bond; that is, community. I would suggest, for example, that man has never had a creative or sustaining relation
to the past except through certain types of communal relationship that themselves bind past, present, and future. When we
find a society or age rich and creative in its sense of the past, we
are in the presence of something I can only think of as the
as

telescoping of generations. In genuinely creative societies— the
Athens of Aeschylus, the Florence of Michelangelo— there is a
telescoping of the generations that is not hidden by all the more
manifest facts of individual revolt. Past and present have a
creative relationship not because of categories in men's minds
but because of certain social bonds which themselves reach

from past to future.
These are ties which have become,

and

rootless in the present day.

And

like
this,

many
I

others,

suggest,

is

weak

why

from the past so obviously affects youth, and helps
make the problem of coming to adulthood so widely painful
and baffling. How, apart from stable ties with preceding generations, can the image of adulthood be kept clear in a society?
alienation

There are natural barriers between boyhood and manhood in all
all times, but these become formidable only in a
society where responsibility for making men has devolved almost exclusively upon the small and isolated conjugal family.
Other ages had kindred, class, race, and similar 'genetic'
unities. Only the archaist would say these specific bonds are
necessary, but it is difficult to see any new relationships in our
fragmented and often atomized society that show signs of replaces and

placing the old ones.
Similarly, I think alienation from place and property turns
out to be, at bottom, estrangement from close personal ties
which give lasting identity to each. Native heath is hardly distinguishable from the human relationships within which landscape and animals and things become cherished and deeply
implanted in one's soul. So far as love of, and affinity with, nature is concerned, we have to remember that we are dealing here
with a state of mind that has itself cultural roots—chiefly in the
romantic revival at the end of the eighteenth century. It is not
easy to find love for natural elements in most of the world's
literature. Nature was, and remained for our forefathers in this
country down until two or three generations ago, a vast force to
cope with, to attack, to be often defeated by, but seldom admired or loved. And I know sections of the world where dense
communities of persons have been separated from nature for
centuries, but where, whatever else may be wrong, alienation
is hardly to be noticed. The same is true of property. It is not
hardness or softness of property; it is the kind of relationship
within which property exists that is crucial. If it is a close and
significant relationship, the sense of ownership will be a
one no matter what the f o rm of property.

vital

I believe, then, that community is the essential context
within which modern alienation has to be considered. Here I
have reference not so much to a state of mind-although that is
inevitably involved— as I do to the more concrete matters of the
individual's relation to social function and social authority.
These, I would emphasize, are the two supports upon which
alone community, in any reasonably precise sense, can exist and

influence

its

There
xi

members.
are countless persons today for

whom

the massive

changes of the past century have meant a dislocation of the
contexts of function: the extended family, neighborhood, apprenticeship, social class, and parish. Historically, these relationships had both depth and inclusiveness in individual life
because they themselves had functional significance; because,
however informally, they had a significant relationship to that

and authority which is a society's orthey had this, they had meaning in the
lives of individuals. Having function, they could create a sense
of individual function, which is one of the two prime requirements of community.
The other is authority. By authority, I do not mean power.
Power, I conceive as something external and based upon force.
Authority, on the other hand, is rooted in the statuses, functions,
and allegiances which are the components of any association.
Authority is indeed indistinguishable from organization, and
perhaps the chief means by which organization, and a sense of
organization, becomes a part of human personality. Authority,
like power, is a form of constraint, but, unlike power, it is based
ultimately upon the consent of those under it; that is, it is conditional. Power arises only when authority breaks down.
Apart from authority, as even the great anarchists have
insisted, there can be no freedom, no individuality. What the
anarchists said, and this is the splendid essence of anarchism
and the link between it and such conservatives as Tocqueville
and Acton, is, first, that there must be many authorities in society, and, second, that authority must be closely united to objectives and functions which command the response and talents
of members. Freedom is to be found in the interstices of authority; it is nourished by competition among authorities.
It is well to emphasize this, for it is the essential context of
my treatment of the problem of freedom. We are prone to see
the advance of power in the modern world as a consequence, or
concomitant, of the diminution of individual freedom. But a
more useful way would be to see it in terms of the retreat of
authority in many of the areas of society within which human
beings commonly find roots and a sense of the larger whole.
The alleged disorganization of the modern family is, in fact,
distribution of function

ganization.

And because

simply an erosion of
xii

its

natural authority, the consequence, in

considerable part, of the absorption of

its

functions

by other

bodies, chiefly the state.

The abandonment by a

university faculty, a labor union, or

a church, of authority over its membership and its essential
functions and responsibilities will inevitably be accompanied
by the expansion of external, administrative power, for a

vacuum

is

intolerable. Unhappily,

remote power, however om-

nipotent and encompassing, can oftentimes come to seem
preferable to authority at close quarters, a fact that has much
to do with the history of centralization and bureaucracy.
Authority and liberation, convention and revolt— these
are the creative rhythms of civilization. They are as vivid in
the history of politics as in the histories of art and poetry, science and technology, education and religion. If there is not a

recognized authority or convention, how can there be the occasional eruption of revolt and liberation that both the creative
process and the free mind require? Apart from authority there
can be no really vital social relationship in society; this is as
true in the family as it is in the university or the church. It is
power, not authority, that seeks homogeneity, regimentation,

and the manipulated articulation of parts by hierarchies of administrators.

And

it is

the competition of authorities within so-

above most things I can think of, keeps a
society mobile and free. 'Multiply your associations and be free,'
wrote the great Proudhon.
It is the ideology of power, I believe, that has had the most
to do in the history of modern society with the general reduction of social differences and conflicts, the leveling and blurring
of social authorities, and the gradual filling of the interstices
within which creativeness and freedom thrive. It is power of this
type— not merely absolute but often bland, providential, minute, and sealing— that has reduced so many of the social and
cultural frictions that cultural advancement has depended
upon, historically; that even intellectual energy depends upon.
And it is power in this same sense that has destroyed or weakened many of the established contexts of function and natural
authority— and, by its existence, choked off the emergence of
new contexts and thus created a great deal of the sense of alienation that dominates contemporary man.
ciety at large that,
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re I come to a second point that I wish I had given
stronger and clearer emphasis the wide diffusion of the ideol:

contemporary society. Except for
I have dealt with cenwere confined to processes of formal

power

ogy

_h

it

in

inadequate.
r

that

I

am concerned

otly decisive areas of

seen

with

is

to

be

modern society— in

and planning, business enterprises, public
it
housing projects, churches, ^reat universities, and school sysud be hard indeed to sav that centralized power over
human life and aspiration, and all the administrative techniques
that go with it, is more dangerous in the larger areas of national gc
ent than it is in the relativelv small institutional
'Small' is perhaps not the word for some of the school
areas.
poratkms, labor unions, churches, and cities of the
n it is in the latter that we have our direct and
day

tO 'lav relation to society.

From die ideology of unified and total power has come all
too often a conception of human organization not very different,
at bottom, from a military post. No relationship must exist that
not contemplated by central

is

command and

assimilated into

We

see this in
formal hierarchy of external administration.
school systems today, especially in large cities (the danger of
Federal assistance to public schools is not the source of the
money but the predictable incorporation of such assistance in
hoth established and emerging bureaucracies which, like all

bureaucracies, especially at the lowest levels, will

make

fidelity

law a transcending objective, making it even
more difficult to keep alive the spirit within which good teaching alone can thrive). We see it in our vast and choked cities
where to talk of community is to talk nonsense. We see it in a
great deal of the planning— both governmental and private— of
to letter of the

housing.

Consider some of the tragedies perpetrated in the name of
clearance. To be moved from a slum, which, after all, if
it is old enough, has a culture and more or less natural gathering
places, to an architecturally grim, administratively monolithic,
lousing project may indeed 'clean up' the streets for a time and

si

i

in

i

1
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give surrounding areas higher economic value to absentee owners. But the ultimate consequence, a depressing amount of experience shows all too often, may be a new type of slum, one

with

little

hope

and violence

community, one in which gangs
alienation will be the logical and pre-

of culture or

as well as

dictable consequence.
There are countless other aggregates in modern society not
very different, in terms of function and authority, from the public housing project. One thinks of the innumerable suburbs that
have sprung up since the Second World War, particularly bedroom suburbs, where there is little more sense of community
than there is in the housing project. How could there be? Community is the product of people working together on problems,
of autonomous and collective fulfillment of internal objectives,
and of the experience of living under codes of authority which
have been set in large degree by the persons involved. But what
we get in many sections of the country is a kind of suburban
horde. There is no community because there are no common
problems, functions, and authority. These are lacking because,
under a kind of 'rotten borough' system, effective control is
vested elsewhere— in boards, councils, and offices of counties,

districts,

or adjacent

cities.

not different, at bottom, in other types of association.
Where power is external or centralized, where it relieves groups
of persons of the trouble of making important decisions, where
it is penetrating and minute, then, no matter how wise and good
it may be in principle, it is difficult for a true community to
develop. Community thrives on self-help (and also a little disIt is

order), either corporate or individual, and everything that
moves a group from the performance ot or involvement in

reits

own government can

hardly help but weaken the sense of community.JPeople do not come together in significant and lasting
associations merely to be together. They come together to do
something that cannot easily be done in individual isolation.
But when external absorption of power and function threatens
to remove the basis of community, leaving functionless and
authority-less aggregates, what else but the social horde and
alienation can be the result?
It will

XI?

be said that the problems presented in

this respect

are difficult, perhaps impossible, given the orientation toward
mass democracy that so much of our recent history shows, given
an industrialism that seems to leap over communities and even
regions, and given the craving for irreconcilable cultural and
social ends that a great deal of popular behavior exemplify es
in present-day America. They are indeed difficult problems,
although I question whether the scale involved is any greater,
really, than the transformations of society and landscape that
we have seen taking place under other compulsions during the

past thirty years.

The main, and perhaps insuperable difficulty is perspecMay I repeat here what I wrote in Chapter Eleven:
'The modern facts of political mechanism, centralization, and
tive.

collectivism are seen in the perspective of inevitable develop-

ment

modern

They seem

to be the very direction of
continue to think, that presents
our greatest difficulty, for, as Martin Buber pointed out to us
so brilliantly a decade ago in his Paths in Utopia, the intellectual's dread of utopianism, his pious desire to be historically
'realistic,' his premise of a track of historical development that
somehow we must remain on, whatever the costs in regimentation, is, of all obstacles, the most decisive in the problem of social planning. This is one reason why, I think, so much social
thought, until recently, has seemed sterile from the point of
view of those whose business it is to make the basic decisions
in organizational and community work.
More than anything else it is the massive transformation of
the American social scene since the Second World War that has
focused attention upon the relative poverty of resources in the
social sciences. Vast industrial relocations, redevelopments of
central cities, city and regional planning, community organization, serious efforts on the part of civic agencies to prevent,
rather than merely punish, crime, the innumerable social and
psychological problems involved in the administering of both
in

history

history.

itself.' It is

this view, I

governmental and private social security systems— all of these
and other problems have led to an almost desperate turning to
social scientists for help.

Of a sudden, a good deal of so-called social science was
proved empty or irrelevant despite the public pretense to the
xvi

contrary of some academic intellectuals.

It

became evident

that

more reliable knowledge-slim though it was-frequently lay in
the experiences of social workers, businessmen, architects, citymanagers, and politicians than in whole volumes of the social
science journals. Several generations of social thought based
upon determinism had produced very little of value to society.
The familiar prescriptions of governmental ownership or management, by which liberals had for decades salved their social
consciences, began to turn sour in the mouth when it became
apparent that the real problem often was not whether the government shall render aid, but how. In any event, the prescriptions themselves have begun to pall, and this may be a healthy
sign even if it does mean national elections with issues resembling epitaphs of the past rather than battle cries of present and
future.

Happily there have been some major changes
sciences in recent decades. It seems to

me

that

in the social

more knowledge

concerning groups and communities— usable, relevant knowledge—has come forth in the last fifteen years than in the preceding fifty. There are, of course, many reasons for this, but
high among them, I think the evidence shows clearly, is a widespread abandonment of deterministic premises concerning history. This done, it has not been really difficult to disengage
moral and political predilections from research in a way that
would have seemed inconceivable in the 1920's and logo's when

was all too often a witches' brew of
moralism, social work, and philosophy of history.
At first thought, utopianism and a genuine social science
may seem to be incompatable. But they are not. Utopianism is
compatible with every thing but determinism, and it can as easily
be the over-all context of social science as can any other creative
vision. I make no apology for the frankly Utopian cast of the
final pages of my book. I wish only that I had made it even
more emphatic. Utopianism, after all, is social planning, and
planning, as I have stressed in the tinal pages, is indispensable
in the kind of world that technology, democracy, and high
population bring. Conservatives who aimlessly oppose planning
whether national or local, are their own worj^ejiernjps^
so-called social science

What
XVll

is

needed, however,

is

planning that contents

itself

with the setting of human life, not human life itself. To plan for
masses of individuals is not merely a hopeless exercise in
human calculus; it is, of all ways I can think of, the one most
likely to produce that combination of externally contrived goals
and unconditional power in support of these goals that is the
substance of tyranny and the path to annihilation of personality.
It is in this light that I plead, at the end of the book, for a new
laissez jaire, one concerned, not with imaginary economic atoms
in a supposed legal void, but with the groups and associations
that we are given in experience, and the integrity and reasonable autonomy of which are the prime conditions of individual
integrity and autonomy.

Robert A. Nisbet
Riverside, California

9 October 1961
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Preface to the First Edition

This book deals with political power—more specifically, with
the impact of certain conceptions of political power upon social
organization in modern Western society. It begins with what

have called the loss of community, for of all symptoms of
the impact of power upon human personality in the contemporary Western world the most revealing seems to me to be
the preoccupation, in so many spheres of thought and action,
with community— community lost and community to be gained.
I do not doubt that behind this preoccupation there he many
historical changes and dislocations— economic, religious, and
moral. But I have chosen to deal with the political causes of
the manifold alienations that lie behind the contemporary
quest for community. Moral securities and allegiances always
have a close and continuing connection with the centers and
diffusions of authority in any age or culture. Fundamental
changes in culture cannot help but be reflected in even the
most primary of social relationships and psychological identifications. Put in these terms, we cannot possibly miss the revolutionary importance, in modern Western society, of the political State and of idea systems which have made the State preI

xix

eminent. With
logical

all regard for the important social and psychochanges that have been induced by technological, eco-

nomic, and religious forces in modern society, I believe that
the greatest single influence upon social organization in the
modern West has been the developing concentration of function and power of the sovereign political State. To regard the
State as simply a legal relationship, as a mere superstructure
of power, is profoundly delusive. The real significance of the
modern State is inseparable from its successive penetrations of
man's economic, religious, kinship, and local allegiances, and
its

revolutionary dislocations of established centers of function

and authority. These, I believe, are the penetrations and dislocations that form the most illuminating perspective for the
twentieth-century's obsessive quest for moral certainty and
social community and that make so difficult present-day problems of freedom and democracy. These are the essential subject

matter of

this

book.

Sections of this book have appeared in

The American

Journal of Sociology, The Journal of Politics, The Journal of the
History of Ideas, and in the book, Studies in Leadership, edited
by Alvin Gouldner and published by Harper and Brothers. Permission to republish these sections in slightly revised form is
gratefully acknowledged.

References in the book have been held to a bare minithey can do no more than suggest the extent of my
indebtedness to the many minds that have dealt with various
aspects of my subject. To all of them I gladly record here an
appreciation not the less genuine for its necessary generality.
There are certain individuals to whom I owe thanks of a
special kind. The first is the late Frederick J. Teggart, for many
years Professor of Social Institutions at the University of
California at Berkelev. The second is George P. Adams, Mills
Professor of Mental and Moral Philosophy and Civil Polity at
the same university. It is unnecessary to attempt to indicate
the precise nature of my debt to each; suffice it to say that apart
from interests and insights gained originally from both of these
men it is difficult for me to imagine any part of this book's

mum, and

coming

into existence.

I

desire to express appreciation also to

Robert M. Maclver whose learned and perceptive writings on
the nature of association and authority were the beginnings
xx

my own interest in the subject and have remained valued
sources of enlightenment. It is a pleasure to acknowledge gratefully here the suggestions and encouragement of my friends
of

Reinhard Bendix, Kingsley Davis, Robert Merton, and Maria
Rogers, all of whom generously took time to read an early draft
of the manuscript. Naturally, no one of them is to be held responsible for any shortcomings the book may have.
Finally, I must express deepest appreciation to the University of California, in part for leave and financial assistance
which made possible much of the writing of the book, but
chiefly for the privilege of membership in its distinguished
company of teachers and scholars.
Robert A. Nisbet
Berkeley
1

December 1952
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Community and

the Problem of Order

Chapter One

f HE LOSS OF COMMUNITY
One may paraphrase
that a specter

is

the famous words of Karl

Marx and say

haunting the modern mind, the specter of

insecurity. S urely the outstanding characteristic of

rary thought on
[

man

contempo-

an(^ soc i e typ the preoccupation with per-

sonal alienation and cultural disintegration

.

The

fears of the

nineteenth-century conservatives in Western Europe, expressed
against a background of increasing individualism, secularism,

and

social dislocation,

have become, to an extraordinary degree,

the insights and hypotheses of present-day students of
society.

tion

is

status,

man

in

The widening concern with insecurity and disintegraaccompanied by a profound regard for the values of

membership, and community.

In every age there are certain key words which by their
repetitive use and re-definition mark the distinctive channels of
faith

and thought. Such words have symbolic values which

upon the nature and direction of men's
thinking than the techniques used in the study or laboratory or
exert greater influence

the immediate empirical problems chosen for research. In the
nineteenth century, the age of individualism and rationalism,
such words as individual, change, progress, reason, and free-

dom were

f

notable not merely for their wide use as linguistic

and lectures but for their symbolic value
immense numbers of men. These words
were both the outcome of thought and the elicitors of thought.
Men were fascinated by their referents and properties.
All of these words reflected a temper of mind that found
tools in books, essays,

in the convictions of

the essence of society to

lie in

the solid fact of the discrete

individual— autonomous, self-sufficing, and stable— and the essence of history to he in the progressive emancipation of the
individual from the tyrannous and irrational statuses

down from

the past.

handed

C ompetition, individu ati on, dislocat ion of

and custom, imperso nahty^andjmoral anonymity w ere
by the rati onalist because these were th e forces that
would be m ost instrumental in emancipating man from the
dead hand ot the past and be cau se through them the naturally
s table and rational individ ual would be given an environment
in which he could develop illimitably his inherent potentialities
Man was the primary and solid fact; relationships were purely
derivative. All that was necessary was a scene cleared of the
s tatus

hailed

.

debris of the past.
If

Morris,

there were some, like Taine, Ruskin, and William

who

called attention to the cultural

and moral

costs

involved— the uprooting of family ties, the disintegration of
villages, the displacement of craftsmen, and the atomization of
ancient securities— the apostles of rationalism could reply that
these were the inevitable costs of Progress. After

argued— argued by

liberals

of achievement there
ties of tradition

and

is

and

all,

it

was

radicals alike— in all great ages

a degree of disorder, a snapping of the

security.

How

else

can the creative indi-

vidual find release for his pent-up powers of discovery and

reason

if

the chains of tradition are not forcibly struck off?

This was the age of optimism, of faith in the abstract
and in the harmonies of nature. In Mark Twain's

individual

Huckleberry Finn, what we are given, as Parrington points out
in his great study of American thought, is the matchless picture
of a child of nature revolting against the tyrannies of village,
and conventional morality. It is a rev nlt phararterized,

family,

not by apprehensiveness and insecurity, but by all the confidence of the frontier. In the felicities and equahties jjfjiature

Huck finds joyous release from the cloistering prejudices and
conventions of old morality. Truth, justice, and happiness lie
in

man
In

alone.

many

perspectives.

areas of thought

The

the prospect of

and imagination we

find like

eradication of old restraints, together with

new and more

natural relationships in society,

from the innate resources of individuals, prompted a glowing vision of society in which there
would be forever abolished the parochialisms and animosities
of a world founded upon kinship, village, and church. Reason,
founded upon natural interest, would replace the wisdom Burke
and his fellow-conservatives had claimed to find in historical
processes of use and wont, of habit and prejudice.
'The psychological process which social relations were
undergoing/ Ostrogorski has written of the nineteenth century,
led to the same conclusions as rationalism and by the same
logical path— abstraction and generalization/ Henceforth, man's
social relations were bound to be guided not so much by sentiment, which expressed the perception of the particular, as by
general principles, less intense in their nature perhaps, but sufficiently comprehensive to take in the shifting multitudes of
which the abstract social groups were henceforth composed,
relationships arising directly

groups continually subject to expansion by reason of their continual motion/

x

Between philosophers as far removed as Spencer and Marx
was a common faith in the organizational powers of history and in the self-sufficiency of the individual. All that was
needed was calm recognition of the historically inevitable. In
there

man and

his natural affinities lay the bases of order

and freedominated the
thought, lay as well as scholarly, of the nineteenth and early
twentieth century. All of the enmity of the French Enlightenment toward the social relationships that were the heritage of
the Middle Ages became translated, during the nineteenth century, into a theoretical indifference to problems of the relation
of individual security and motivation to contexts of association
and cultural norm. Both freedom ancf order were envisaged
generally in terms of the psychology and politics of individual
release from the old.

dom. These were the

We

affirmations that so largely

see this in the social sciences of the age.

What was

psychology but the study of forces and states of mind
within the natural individual, assumed always to be autonomous and stable? Political science and economics were, in their
dominant forms, concerned with legal and economic atomsabstract human beings— and with impersonal relationships supplied by the market or by limited general legislation. All social
scientific

and

were resolved by the rationalist into
and intensity of individual passions and
desires. The stability of the individual was a function of his
unalterable instincts and his sovereign reason; the stability of
society was guaranteed by the laws of historical change. The
two goals of scientific universality and moral emancipation
from the past became largely indistinguishable in the philosophy and the social science of the age. Bentham's boast that
he could legislate wisely for all of India from the recesses of
his own study was hardly a piece of personal eccentricity. It
sprang from a confidence both in reason and in the ineradicable
sameness and stability of individuals everywhere.
Above everything towered the rationalist's monumental
cultural differences

differences of quantity

conviction of the organizational character of history— needing
occasionally to be facilitated, perhaps, but never directed— and
of the self-sufficing stability of the discrete individual.

Two
words and symbols dominates the
and moral scene. It is impossible to overlook, in
modern lexicons, the importance of such words as disorganization, disintegration, decline, insecurity, breakdown, instability,
and the like. What the nineteenth-century rationalist took for
granted abo ut society and the nature of man's existence, as tEe~^
result of an encompassing faith in the creative and organizational po wers of history, the contemporary student of society
makes the object of increasing apprehension and uncertainty.
At the present time there is in numerous areas of thought

Today a

different set of

intellectual

^

No

longer

convinced that basic organizational problems in

human

a profound reaction to the rationalist point of view.
are

we

relations are automatically solved

or economic structures. There

is

by readjustments

of political

a decided weakening of faith

and in the psychoand moral benefits of social impersonality. Impersonality, moral neutrality, individualism, and mechanism have
become, in recent decades, terms to describe pathological conditions of society. Nearly gone is the sanguine confidence in the
power of history itself to engender out of the soil of disorganization seeds of new and more successful forms of social and
in the inherent stability of the individual

logical

moral security.
A concern with cultural disorganization underlies almost
every major philosophy of history in our time. The monumental
historical synthesis of a

Toynbee represents anew the

effort of

the prophetic historian to find in the casual forces of history

meanings that
Like

St.

will illuminate the darkness of the present age.

Augustine's City of God, written to sustain the faith of

fifth-century Christians, Toynbee's volumes, with all their
nificent learning

and

mag-

religious insight, are directed to the feel-

ings of men who live beneath the pall of insecurity that overhangs the present age. One cannot resist the suspicion that fo r
most of Toynbee's readers the governing interest is in the se ctions of A Study of History that deal not jadth -genesis an d
development but with decline and disintegration. And it is

hard to put aside the suspicion that Toynbee himself has reserved his greatest interpretative skill for the melancholy phenomena of death and decay, a circumstance which, like Milton's
characterization of Satan, may bespeak an irresistible, if morally reluctant, love for his subject. Toynbee's cataloguing of
historic stigmata of social dissolution— schism in society and the
soul, archaism, futurism, and above all, the process of 'deracination,' the genesis of the proletariat— reads like a list of

dom-

inant themes in contemporary thought.

Are

not the works of the major p ro phets of the age, Nie-

buhr, Berna nosJBerdyaey, S orokin, Spen gl er, and others, based

f\Jr,

upon the convicti on that ours is a sick culture, marke d
by the pathologies of defeat and failure of regenerative pro cforemost

esses? I s

it

not extraordinary

and poets and playwrights

how many

of the major novelists

have given imagand decay— of class,
family, community, and morality? Not only are these themes to
be seen among the Titans— Proust, Mann, Joyce, Kafka, Eliot
—but among a large and increasing number of secondary or
popular writers. It is hard to miss the centrality of themes of
dissolution in contemporary religious and literary expressions
and the fascination that is exerted by the terminology of failure
and defeat. Disaster is seen as the consequence of process rather
than event, of 'whimper' rather than 'bang/ to use the words of
of the present age

inative expression to themes of dissolution

T.

S. Eliot.

How extraordinary, when
half a century ago,

now a

is

compared with the optimism

the present ideology of lament. There

sense of disorganization that ranges

all

the

way from

of
is

the

concern with disintegration of the family and small
community to the religious prophet's intuition that moral decay
is enveloping the whole of Western society. Premonitions of
sociologist's

have been present in all ages, along with millennial
hopes for the termination of the mundane world. But the presdisaster

ent sense of dissolution
to

no clear salvation and

is

of a radically different sort. It looks

it is

held to be the consequence neither
is a sense of

of Divine decree nor of fortuitous catastrophe. It

disorganization that takes root in the very conditions
earlier generations of rationalists

circumstances of progress.

which

to

appeared as the necessary

Where

the nineteenth-century ra-

saw progressively higher forms of order and freedom
emerging from the destruction of the old, the contemporary

tionalist

sociologist

is

not so sanguine.

emancipation but

new but

He

is

sterile insecurity,

likely to see not creative
not the framework of the

the shell of the old.

There

is

a large and growing area of psychology and social

science that emphasizes this contemporary preoccupation with
disintegration and disorganization. Innumerable studies of community disorganization, family disorganization, personality disintegration, not to mention the myriad investigations of industrial strife and the dissolution of ethnic subcultures and 'folk'

up the idea of disorganization in
The contemporary student of man

areas, all serve to point

pres-

ent-day social science.

is

more able

no

to resist the lure of the evidences of social disorg an-

ization than his nineteenth-century predecessor

cou ld

resist

the

m anifest evidences of creative eman cipation and reorganization
However

.

empirical his studies of social relationships, however

bravely he rearranges the semantic elements of his terminology,
to support belief in his own moral detachment, and however
confidently he

may sometimes

ties of political legislation for

look to the salvational possibili-

moral

relief, it is

contemporary student of human relations
tions of disorganization

plain that the

haunted by percepof endemic collapse. 2

is

and the possibility

Three

A

further manifestation of the collapse of the rationalist

view
man, and even more revealing, is the conception of man's
moral estrangement and spiritual isolation that pervades our
age. Despite the influence and power of the contemporary State
there is a true sense in which the present age is more individualistic than any other in European history. To examine the whole
literature of lament of our time— in the social sciences, moral
of

philosophy, theology, the novel, the theater-and to observe the

some kind of
open our eyes to the perplexities and
frustrations that have emerged from the widening gulf between
the individual and those social relationships within which goals
and purposes take on meaning. The sense of cultural disintegrafrantic efforts of millions of individuals to find

security of

mind

is

to

but the obverse side of the sense of individual isolation.
historic triumph of secularism and individualism has
presented a set of problems that looms large in contemporary
tion

is

The

The modern

from traditional
ties of class, religion, and kinship has made him free; but, on
the testimony of innumerable works in our age, this freedom
is accompanied not by the sense of creative release but by the
sense of disenchantment and alienation. The alienation of man
from historic moral certitudes has been followed by the sense
of man's alienation from fellow man.
Where the lone individual was once held to contain within
himself all the propensities of order and progress, he is now
quite generally regarded as the very symbol of society's anxiety
and insecurity. He is the consequence, we are now prone to say,
not of moral progress but of social disintegration.
Frustration^ anxiety, insecurity, as descriptive words, have
achieved a degree oLimportftnce in prpspnt-Hfly thought and
writing that is astonishing. Common to all of them and their
many synonyms is the basic conception of man's alienation from
society's relationships and moral values. If in Renaissance
thought it was the myth of reasonable man which predominated; if in the eighteenth century it was natural man; and, in
the nineteenth century, economic or political man, it is by no
means unlikely that for our own age it is alienated or maladjusted man who will appear to later historians as the key figure
of twentieth-century thought. Inadequate man, insufficient
man, disenchanted man, as terms, reflect a multitude of themes
thought.

release of the individual

.

contemporary writing. Thus Berdyaev sees before him in the
modern world the 'disintegration of the human image'; Toynbee
sees the proletarian, he who has lost all sense of identity and
belonging; for Ortega y Gasset it is mass man, the anonymous

in
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creature of the market place and the mass ballot; for John

Dewey, it is the lost individual— bereft of the
values which once endowed life with meaning.

The

become

anxiety has

anxiety/ At the very least,

'is

a major state of

mind

contemporary

in

many works is
man as lost, baffled, and obsessed. It is not strange that for
many intellectuals the novels and stories of Franz Kafka
the conception

imaginative writing. Underlying
so

and

natural state of twentieth-century man,' the protag-

onist of a recent novel declares,

of

loyalties

should be, or have been until recently, the basis of almost a
cult.

Whatever the complexity and many-sidedness

themes, whatever
novels as

The

of Kafka's

the deepest roots of his inspiration, such

Trial

and The Castle

are, as

many

critics

observed, allegories of alienation and receding certainty.

have

The

meaning of these novels may well be man's relation to
God, a universal and timeless theme. But it is nearly impossible
not to see them also as symbolizations of man's effort to achieve
status, to uncover meaning in the society around him, and to
discover guilts and innocences in a world where the boundaries
between guilt and innocence become more and more obscured.
residual

The

plight of Kafka's hero

is

the plight of

many

persons in

the living world: isolation, estrangement, and the compulsive
search for fortresses of certainty and the equities of judgment.

The theme

of the individual uprooted, without status,

struggling for revelations of meaning, seeking fellowship in

some kind

of moral

community,

is

as recurrent in our age as

was, in an earlier age, that of the individual's release from the
pressure of certainty, of his triumph over tribal or

communal

laws of conformity. In a variety of ways this contemporary

theme

finds

its

way

into popular writing, into the literature of

adventure and the murder mystery. The notion of an impersonal, even hostile, society is common— a society in which all
actions and motives seem to have equal values and to be perversely detached from human direction. Common too is the
helplessness of the individual before alien forces— not the hero

who

does things but, as
11

Wyndham

Lewis has put

it,

the hero to

whom things are

done.

The disenchanted,

lonely figure, search-

ing for ethical significance in the smallest of things, struggling
for identification with race or class or group, incessantly striv-

ing to answer the question,

'Who am

I,

What am

become,

1/ has

especially in Europe, almost the central literary type of the age.

the

Not even with Richard Ill's sense of bleak triumph does
modern protagonist cry out, 1 am myself alone/ Where in

an earlier literature the release of the hero from society's folkways and moral injunctions and corporate protections was the
basis of joyous, confident, assertive individualism, the same
release in contemporary literature is more commonly the occasion for morbidity and obsession. Not the free individual but
the lost individual; not independence but isolation; not

self-

discovery but self-obsession; not to conquer but to be con-

quered: these are major states of mind in contemporary imaginative literature.

They

are not

cism has devoted

new

ideas.

itself in

writers in other ages

A

whole school of

literary criti-

recent years to the reinterpretation of

who,

like

Hawthorne, Melville, and Dos-

toevsky, portrayed the misery of estrangement, the horror of
aloneness.

3

In Tolstoy's Ivan Ilyich and in almost

evsky's novels
spiritual

man

we

learn that the greatest of

and moral autonomy and

all

all

vices

of Dosto-

is

to claim

to cast off the ties that

bind

to his fellows. So too in the theological writings of Kierke-

gaard there

is

luminously revealed the dread reality of man,

and tormented,

in a hostile universe. In the writings of
the Philosophical Conservatives, at the very beginning of the

solitary

nineteenth century, the vision was central of man's isolation

and impotence once he had got loose from society's traditions
and moral constraints. Far from being new ideas these are as
old as moral prophecy itself.

What

is

etration into

now so distinctive about these ideas is their penso many areas of thought which, until recently,

stressed a totally different conception of the nature of

man. For

a long time in modern European thought the rationalist view
of self-sufficing, self-stabilizing man was ascendant in moral
12

philosophy, Protestant theology, and social science.

Few were

the works that did not take the integrity and self-sufficiency of

man

before

God

as almost axiomatic.

spheres of thought

we

But now

in

widening

find a different concept of man.

Thus the theologian Paul Tillich sees before him in the
Western world today a culture compounded not of traditional
faith and confidence, but one agitated by feelings of fear and
anxiety, uncertainty, loneliness, and meaninglessness. So long
as a strong cultural heritage existed, and with it a sense of
membership, the modern ethic of individualism was tolerable.
But when the remnants of a common world broke down, the
individual was thrown into complete nnplinpss and thp despair
'

I

rormecte n] with

4

it.'

Historically, Protestantism has given its

emphasis to the

immediacy of the individual to God, and, in theory, has relied
little on the corporate nature of ecclesiastical society or the
principle of hierarchical intermediation. Popularly, religion was
directed not to Kierkegaard's solitary, tormented individual,
alone in a hostile universe, but to the confident, self-sufficing

man who

carried within himself the seeds not only of faith

and

righteousness but of spiritual stability as well.

But
ual

is

this faith in the spiritual integrity of

the lone individ-

much Protestant thought of the
are many leaders of the Protestant

perceptibly declining in

present time.

Today there

who have come

to realize the inadequacy and irrelevance of the historic emphasis upon the church invisible and
the supposedly autonomous man of faith. It is this autonomous

churches

who really ushers in modern civilization and who is
completely annihilated in the final stages of that civilization/

individual

declares Reinhold Niebuhr. 5

Behind the rising tide of alienation and spiritual insecurity
in contemporary society, more and more theologians, Jewish,
Catholic, and Protestant alike, find the long-celebrated Western
tradition of secular individualism. The historic emphasis upon
the individual has been at the expense of the associative and
symbolic relationships that must in fact uphold the individual's
13

own sense of integrity. Buber, Maritain, Brunner, Niebuhr, and
Demant are but the major names in the group that has come to
recognize the atomizing effects of the long tradition of Western

upon man's relation to both society and God.
between man and God is subjective, interior
(as in Luther) or in timeless acts and logic (as in Calvin)
man's utter dependence upon God is not mediated through the
concrete facts of historical life,' writes Canon Demant. 6 And
individualism

'When the

when

relation

not so mediated, the relation with

it is

God becomes

tenuous, amorphous, and insupportable.

For more and more theologians of today the
individual before

ern

man

God

has his inevitable future in Jung's 'mod-

in search of a soul.'

Man's alienation from

lead in time to man's alienation from God.

community

of visible

in Christ will

the sense of the invisible.

modern world has

as

its

The

The

man must

loss of the sense

be followed by the

loss of

community

in the

decline of

inevitable religious consequence the

creation of masses of helpless, bewildered individuals

stress

vidual, to the shattering of the

to the isolation of the indi-

man-God

the atomization of personality. This

is

relationship,

and

to

the testimony of a large

of theologians in our day.

So too
individual

in the social sciences has the vision of the lost

become

central. I t^was the brilliant

og ist Emile Durkheim who,
century

are

in Christianity

community, has led remorselessly

number

who

regarded merely as creed.
upon the individual, at the expense of the churchly

unable to find solace

The

solitary

,

French

sociol-

beginning of the present
called attention to the consequences of moral and
at the

economic individualism in modern life. Individualism ha sjrar
suited in masses of normless, unattached, insecure individuals
who lose even the capacity for independent, creative living.
The highest rates of suicide and insanity, Durkheim discovered
are to be found in those areas of society in whirh morpl ar> d

,

social individualism

is

greatest

Suicide varies inversely with the degree of integration
in society.
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Hence,

as

Durkheim pointed out

in studies

which

have been confirmed by the researches of many others, there
is a higher rate of suicide among Protestants, among urban
dwellers, among industrial workers, among the unmarried,

among,

in short, all those

whose

relative tenuousness of social ties.

When

lives are characterized

by

7

thrown back upon his own inner
moral and social involvement with others, he becomes prey to sensations of anxiety and
guilt. Self-destruction is frequently his only way out. Such
sensations, Durkheim concluded from his studies of modern
society, are on the increase in Western society. For, in the
process of modern industrial and political development, established social contexts have become weak, and fewer individuals
have the secure interpersonal relations which formerly gave
meaning and stability to existence.
At the present time, in all the social sciences, the various
synonyms of alienation have a foremost place in studies of
resources,

human

the individual

when he

is

loses the sense of

relations. Investigations of the 'unattached/ the 'mar-

ginal/ the 'obsessive/ the normless/
all testify to

and the 'isolated' individual
by the hypothesis of

the central place occupied

alienation in contemporary social science.

In studies of the aged, the adolescent, and the infant; of
marriage, the neighborhood, and the factory; of the worker, the

and the bureaucrat; of crime, inand of mass movements in politics, the hypothesis of alienation has reached an extraordinary degree of

unemployed, the

intellectual,

sanity, alcoholism,

importance.

It

has

become nearly as prevalent as the doctrine
was two generations ago. It is more

of enlightened self-interest

than a hypothesis;

it is

a perspective.

Thus Elton Mayo and

his colleagues, in their pioneering

Western Electric plant,
found that increasingly modern industry tends to predispose
workers to obsessive responses, and the number of unhappy
individuals increases. 'Forced back upon himself, with no immediate or real social duties, the individual becomes a prey to
unhappy and obsessive personal preoccupations.' There is somestudies of industrial organization in the

15

modern industry that inevitably creand aloneness. The change from what Mayo

thing about the nature of
ates a sense of void

calls an established to an adaptive society has resulted for the
worker in a profound loss of security and certainty in his actual
living and in the background of his thinking.
Where groups
change ceaselessly, as jobs and mechanical processes change,
the individual experiences a sense of void, of emptiness, where
his fathers knew the joy of comradeship and security.' 8
Similarly in innumerable studies of the community, especially the urban community, the process of alienation is emphasized. The urban mode of life,' we read, 'tends to create
solitary souls, to uproot the individual from his customs, to
confront him with a social void, and to weaken traditional restraints on personal conduct.
Personal existence and social
solidarity in the urban community appear to hang by a slender
thread. The tenuous relations between men, based for the most
part upon a pecuniary nexus, make urban existence seem very
fragile and capable of being disturbed by a multitude of forces
over which the individual has little or no control. This may lead
some to evince the most fruitful ingenuity and heroic courage,
while it overpowers others with a paralyzing sense of individual
helplessness and despair.' 9
.

.

.

.

Perceptions of alienation are not confined to studies of

Western urban culture. In recent years the attention of more
and more anthropologists has been focused on the effects that
Western culture has had upon the lives and thought of individuals in pre-literate or folk societies.

The phenomenon

of

been long noted. But where most
early students of native cultures were generally reassured by
detribalization has of course

the preconceptions of rationalism, seeing in this detribalization
the manifold opportunities of psychological release and cultural
progress, recent students have

to emphawhich are the consequence
groups and values.

come more and more

size the characteristics of alienation

of the destruction of traditional
It

has become apparent to

many

anthropologists that the

loss of allegiance to caste, clan, tribe, or

16

community— a common

consequence of what Margaret Mead has called the West's
psychic imperialism'— coupled with the native's inability to find
secure membership in the

new modes

of authority

and respon-

leads to the same kind of behavior observed by socioland psychologists in many Western areas. 'The new
individual,' writes one anthropologist, himself a South African
native, Is in a spiritual and moral void. Partial civilization
means ... a shattering of ancient beliefs and superstitions.
They are shattered but not replaced by any new beliefs. Customs and traditions are despised and rejected, but no new
customs and traditions are acquired, or can be acquired.' 10 So
too have the more recent observations and writings of such
anthropologists as Malinowski, Thurnwald, and many others
emphasized the rising incidence of personal alienation, of feelings of insecurity and abandonment, among individuals in
sibility,

ogists

native cultures throughout the world.

In no sphere of contemporary thought has the image of

become more dominant and directive than
and social psychology. A large number of pathological states of mind which, even a short generation ago, were presumed to be manifestations of complexes
embedded in the innate neurological structure of the individual, or to be the consequence of some early traumatic experience in childhood, are now widely regarded as the outcome
of a disturbed relation between the individual patient and the
culture around him. The older rationalist conception of stable,
self-sufficing man has been replaced, in large measure, by a
conception of man as unstable, inadequate, and insecure when
he is cut off from the channels of social membership and clear
belief. Changes and dislocations in the cultural environment
will be followed by dislocations in personality itself.
the lost individual

in the fields of psychiatry

From the writings of such psychiatrists as Karen Horney,
Erich Fromm, and the late Harry Stack Sullivan we learn that
in our culture, with

its

cherished values of individual self-re-

and self-sufficiency, surrounded by relationships which
become ever more impersonal and by authorities which become
liance
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ever more remote, there

is a rising tendency, even among the
normal* elements of the population, toward increased feelings
of aloneness and insecurity. Because the basic
oral values of

m

come

seem more and more inaccess ible, because
the line between right and wrong, good and bad, just and unjust, becomes ever less distinct there is produced a kind of
cultural 'set' toward unease and chronic disquiet
o ur culture

to

r

.

From such

'normal' conditions arise the typical neuroses

of contemporary middle-class society.
generally, the

human being

whom

neurotic

is,

quite

these sensations of dis-

become chronic and unmanageable. He

quiet and rootlessness
is

in

The

the victim of intensified feelings of insecurity and anxiety

and

From

intolerable aloneness.

his conviction of aloneness

he

tends to derive convictions of the hostility of society toward

him.

Many

among

a psychiatrist has observed with Karen

neurotics there

be alone, varying from

and restlessness to a
These persons have the feeling
the universe, and any human contact is
slight uneasiness

definite terror of solitude.

of drifting forlornly in

a relief to them/

What
of neurosis

is

Horney that

in striking degree, 'the incapacity to

is,

.

.

X1

of importance here

which are

to

is

be found

not so

much

the diagnoses

in the writings of the

new

school of psychiatry but, rather, the implied diagnosis or evaluation of the society in which neurotics

ago when the foundations of

live.

Two

generations

were being laid
keen interest in neurotic behavior, little doubt of the fundamental stability of society. Then,
the tendency was to ascribe neurotic behavior to certain conflicts between the nature of man and the stern demands of a
highly stable, even oppressive, society. This tendency has not,
to be sure, disappeared. But it is now matched, and probably

by Freud, there was,

clinical psychiatry

for all the

exceeded, by tendencies to ascribe the roots of neurosis to the

The human person has not been forbut more and more psychiatrists are prone to follow

structure of society
gotten,

itself.

Harry Stack Sullivan

in regarding personality as but

of interpersonal relations
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and personality disorders

as

an aspect
but man-

ifestations of social instability.
is

the further,

more

And with

these judgments there

drastic judgment, that

ety, especially middle-class society, tends

to

contemporary

by

its

soci-

very structure

produce the alienated, the disenchanted, the

rootless,

and

the neurotic.

Four
Despite the matchless control of physical environment, the

accumulations of material wealth, and the unprecedented
fusion of culture in the lives of the masses, all of

glory to the present age, there
that

we

are already entering a

much reason for supposing
new Age of Pessimism. More

is

than one prophet of our day has discovered contemporary

evance in

Sir Gilbert

dif-

which lend

rel-

Murray's celebrated characterization of

the ancient Athens that lay in the

wake

of the disastrous Pel-

oponnesian Wars as suffering from a 'failure of nerve/ Ours also
is an age, on the testimony of much writing, of amorphous, distracted multitudes

Gone

is

and

of solitary, inward-turning individuals.

the widespread confidence in the automatic workings

and gone, even more
Whether in
the novel, the morality play, or in the sociological treatise, what
we are given to contemplate is, typically, an age of uncertainty,
disintegration, and spiritual aloneness.
To be sure it is by no means certain how far the preoc -

of history to provide cultural redemption,
strikingly,

is

the rationalist faith in the individual.

wh ether novelists or sociologists, ma y
be safely regarded as an index to the conditions of a culture at
l arge. It may be argued that in such themes~of estrangemenf— v
jjf
we are dealing with rootless shadowy "apprehensions of thelri- iX/5*,/
t ellectual rather than with the empirical realities of the world
a round us. Extreme and habitual intellectualism ma y, it is somet imes said, produce tendencies of a somewhat morbid nature
—inner ten dencies that the intellectual is too frequently ~unabfe~
cupations of intellectuals,

.

to resist

et,

endowingwith external

reality.

Doubtless there is something in this diagnosis. The prophwhether he be theologian or social scientist, is necessarily
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detached in some degree from the common currents of his age.
From this detachment may come illuminative imagination and
insight. But from this same detachment may come also an unrepresentative sense of aloneness, of alienation.

However

bril-

liant the searchlight of imagination, the direction of its bril-

liance

is

inevitably selective

and always subjective

to

some

extent.

Nevertheless,

making

representative nature of

we

all

much

allowance for the possibly unof the literature of decline

and

with its astonishing diversity and
almost massive clustering in our age. Were themes of isolation
alienation,

and

are

still left

disintegration confined to a coterie, to writers manifestly

of the ivory tower, there

would be more

to support the

view of

the unrepresentative nature of the present literature of lament.

But such themes extend beyond the area of imaginative literaand moral prophecy. They are incorporated in the works
of those who are most closely and empirically concerned with
ture

the behavior of

human

beings.

Nor can we overlook the

fact that

between the mind of

the intellectual and the interests and cravings of the public
there

is

always a positive connection of some kind.

not go as far as Toynbee, Mannheim, and T.

S.

We

need

Eliot in their

and classes to recognize that in any society there is a close and continuing relation
between the actual condition of a culture and the image of that
culture which directs the minds of its intellectual leaders— its
philosophers, artists, scientists, and theologians. In the nineteenth century and for a decade or two after, the intellectual's
faith in the inevitability of progress and the self-sufficiency of
man were matched by broad, popular convictions. And in the
mid-twentieth century there is a good deal of evidence to suggest that philosophical intimations of alienation and dissolution
are set in a context of analogous mass intimations.
There are of course prophets of optimism who find hope
in the monumental technological achievements of the age and
in the manifest capacity of our industrial machine to provide
conceptions of creative minorities,
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elites,

food and comfort for the many. Such minds see in present conditions of social and moral distress only an ephemeral lag between man's still incompletely evolved moral nature and his
technological achievements. In the long run, it is argued, the
material progress of society will not be denied, and with the

and technical

diffusion of material goods

services there will

be

an ever constant lessening of present disquietudes.

But it has become obvious, surely, that technological progand the relative satisfaction of material needs in a population offer no guarantee of the resolution of all deprivations and
frustrations. Human needs seem to form a kind of hierarchy,
ranging from those of a purely physical and self-preservative
nature at the bottom to needs of a social and spiritual nature at
the top. During a period when a population is concerned largely
with achieving satisfaction of the lower order of needs— satisfaction in the form of production and distribution of material
goods— the higher order of needs may scarcely be felt by the
majority of persons. But with the satisfaction of the prime, material needs, those of a social and spiritual nature become ever
more pressing and ever more decisive in the total scheme of
things. Desires for cultural participation, social belonging, and
personal status become irresistible and their frustrations galling. Material improvement that is unaccompanied by a sense

ress

may

of personal belonging

and personal

actually intensify social dislocation

frustration.

'The true hall-mark of the proletarian,' Toynbee warns us,
'is

neither poverty nor

humble

birth,

but a consciousness— and

the resentment which this consciousness inspires— of being disinherited from his ancestral place in society

wanted

in a

community which

subjective proletarianism
sion of material assets/

Whether

or not

is

is

his rightful

and being unhome; and this

not incompatible with the posses-

12

it is

the presence of the machine and

iron discipline that creates, as so

many argue

conditions of depersonalization and alienation in
culture, the fact
21

is

its

in our day, the

modern mass

plain that the contemporary sense of anxiety

and insecurity is associated with not merely an unparalleled
mechanical control of environment but, more importantly, with
widespread faith in such control. Fears of famine, pestilence,
destruction, and death have been present in all ages and have
been allayed by appropriate mechanisms of relief. What is so
striking about the present sense of anxiety is that it has little
determinable relation to these timeless afflictions and is rooted
in an age when their control has reached unprecedented heights
of success.
It is impossible to escape the melancholy conclusion that
man's belief in himself has become weakest in the very age
when his control of environment is greatest. This is the irony
of ironies. Not the most saturnine inhabitant of Thomas Love
Peacock's Nightmare Abbey, not even the author of that nineteenth-century dirge, The City of Dreadful Night, foresaw the

Devil in the guise he has taken.

Chapter

i HE
Out

IMAGE OF COMMUNITY
and insecurity has emerged an
and values of community that is one

of intimations of dissolution

interest in the properties

of the

most

striking social facts of the present age.

interest in the actions of the

labors of the poet

and the

many

We

see this

market place, in the imaginative
and in the most abstract

novelist,

speculations and researches of the sciences of

In

Two

human

behavior.

spheres of contemporary thought the imperatives of

community

Along with the pervasive vocabulary
of alienation, noted in the preceding chapter, there is an equally
influential vocabulary of community. Integration, status, mem bership, hierarchy, symbol, norm, identification, group— th ese
ar e key words in the inte llectual's lexicon at the present time.
There is much warrant tor regarding the present widespread interest in community as a significant renewal of intellectual conservatism, as an efflorescence of ideas and values
23

are irresistible.

that

first

arose in systematic form as part of the conservative

reaction to the French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth
century. In the writings of such

men

as

Edmund

Burke, de

Maistre, de Bonald, Chateaubriand, Hegel, and others we find
premonitions and insights that bear an extraordinarily close

contemporary ideology of community. 1 The
French Revolution had something of the same impact upon
men's minds in Western Europe at the very end of the eighteenth century that the Communist and Nazi revolutions have
had in the twentieth century. In each instance the seizure of
power, the expropriation of rulers, and the impact of new patterns of authority and freedom upon old institutions and moral
certainties led to a re-examination of ideas on the nature of
relation to the

society.

2

For the Philosophical Conservatives the greatest crimes of
the Revolution in France were those committed not against

and personal staThese philosophers saw in the Terror no merely fortuitous consequence of war and tyrannic ambition but the inindividuals but against institutions, groups,
tuses.

evitable culmination of ideas contained in the rationalistic

individualism of the Enlightenment. In their view, the combination of social atomism and political power, which the

Revolution came to represent, proceeded ineluctably from a
view of society that centered on the individual and his imagi-

nary rights at the expense of the true memberships and relationships of society. Revolutionary legislation weakened or
destroyed many of the traditional associations of the ancien

regime—the gilds, the patriarchal family, class, religious association, and the ancient commune. In so doing, the Conservatives
argued forcefully, the Revolution had opened the gates for
forces which, if unchecked, would in time disorganize the whole
moral order of Christian Europe and lead to control by the
masses and to despotic power without precedent.
It was this view of the Revolution as the work primarily
of disorganization and insecurity that separated conservatism
from the dominant liberal and individualistic philosophies of
24

the early nineteenth century.

From

this basic

conception of the

Revolution upon traditional society, the conservatives proceeded to a view of man and society that stressed not
the abstract individual and impersonal relations of contract but
effects of the

personality inextricably

bound

tionships of ascribed status

dependence of

all

and

to the small social group; relatradition; the functional inter-

parts of a society, including

its

prejudices and

superstitions; the role of the sacred in maintaining order and

integration; and,

above

all,

the primacy of society to the in-

dividual.

and local community—
be regarded as the
external products of man's thought and behavior; they are essentially prior to the individual and are the indispensable supports of belief and conduct. Release man from the contexts of
community and you get not freedom and rights but intolerable
aloneness and subjection to demonic fears and passions. Society,
Burke wrote in a celebrated line, is a partnership of the dead,
the living, and the unborn. Mutilate the roots of society and
tradition, and the result must inevitably be the isolation of a
generation from its heritage, the isolation of individuals from
their fellow men, and the creation of the sprawling, faceless

The

family, religious association,

these, the conservatives insisted, cannot

masses. 3

Two
The conservatism

of our

context and intensity.

own age

of thought

is

new

only in

Through the writings of such intermeComte, Tocqueville, Taine, Maine, Arnold, and
Ruskin, the root ideas and values of early nineteenth-century
conservatism have found their way straight to our own generation and have become the materials of a fresh and infinitely
diversified veneration for community. The present revolt against
individualistic rationalism bears striking resemblance to the
revolt produced by the French Revolution.
In many areas of contemporary thought lie evidences of
a positive regard for community and status that contrasts

diate figures as
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sharply with the general emphasis upon release and individuation which so dominated Protestant theology, moral philoso-

phy, imaginative literature, and the social sciences until quite
recently. Always behind the major theoretical problems of an

age he the

but no less potent moral aspirations
which give meaning and relevance to theoretical preoccupations.

And

less tangible

at the present time

it

is,

plainly, the aspiration

toward moral certainty and social community that gives relevance to so much of the theoretical and imaginative work of
the age.

The same temper

of

mind

writer, the novelist, the poet,

that has led the imaginative

and the dramatist

to seize so

upon the lost individual as the characteristic figure
of the century, and upon processes of disillusionment and defeat, has led him also to seek, through intuitive vision, the basis
of redemptive community. This literary search may end, as it
tenaciously

did typically in the nineteen-thirties, in the predestined proletariat.

in the

Or,

it

may end,

church— or

as

in the

it

does in certain more recent works,

monastery, in

class, in

the tranquil

countryside, in party, or even in the army. Man's integration

with fellow man, his identification with race, culture, religion,
and family, as escapes from aloneness become intolerable—
these are rich themes at the present time.

Even where the

we still cannot
that
literary revolt
of
complete
collapse
overlook the almost

vision of

community

lacks certainty

and

clarity,

community so spectacular
American writing a generation or two ago. Who now can

against the village, church, class, and
in

read with undistracted attention of the efforts of a Carol Kennicott to escape the tyrannies of

Main

Street

when

the efforts of

many

people are seemingly directed toward a recapture of
the small town with all its cohesions and constraints? It is hard
so

not to conclude that the theme of community and status exerts
upon the literary mind of today a fascination every bit as intense as that exerted a generation or
release and
moral value.
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revolt. Belonging,

more ago by the

not escape,

is

idols of

the imperative

The same

is

to

of the present time.

were

be seen in

The major

much

of the literary criticism

no longer,

idols of criticism are

decades of the century, free expression, sheer individuality, and emancipation from the past.
Tradition, authority, and formal discipline have to a very large
as they

in the earlier

extent replaced the earlier values. Problems of form, structure,

and technique

in literary criticism

and philosophy have a sugand inte-

gestive analogy to theoretical problems of structure

and psychology. The profound
concern with the technical aspects of structure and method,
with standards and canons of literary morality, and with the
innumerable problems of symbolism and imagery and roots,
may be no more than a significant chapter in the history of
critical taste. But, like some of the technical problems in moral
philosophy and the social sciences at the present time, they
have a wider context, a context that is created by the preoccupation with intellectual and moral community. The basic
problem of the writer's relation to what Sir Osbert Sitwell has
gration in the social sciences

of the twentieth

called 'the strange proletarian cosmopolis

century' has

many

manifestations, ranging from the most tech-

most stridently sermonistic. But
none of these manifestations is very far away from the towering
moral problem of the age, the problem of community lost and
community regained. 4
Simil arly, in a great amount of contemporary theological
writing we are struck by an analogous intensity of the ethic of
community. T he same perceptions that lead, as we have seen,

nical of formal analyses to the

to a theological recognition of multitudes of distracted, spirit-

ually isolated individuals in

modern

society lead also to an ever

profounder concern with such matters as religious symbolism,
liturgy, hierarchy, and general problems of religious discipline

and

tradition.

The

historic

tendency in Protestantism toward a

general depreciation of the external symbolic and associative
properties of religion has, in very considerable measure,
reversed.

More and more

Protestant leaders

now

respect to traditional doctrines that bear the
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turn with

mark

been

new

of Catholic

The power of a religion— one that is rich
and symbolism— to inspire and to integrate, especially
in mass industrial society, has not been missed by such Protestant leaders as Reinhold Niebuhr. Deeply Protestant as Niebuhr
is, he is yet willing to agree with such non-Protestant theologians as Maritain, Buber, and Demant that a religion which
neglects the external communal ties between man and man is
or Jewish orthodoxy.

in ritual

a religion likely to offer nothing in support of the man-God
relationship. Niebuhr is not alone. In many quarters the imperative of

community has become

as evocative as was, in

former ages, the imperative of individual faith. 'The language
of the Kingdom/ writes the Anglican Demant, 'the language of
the family, of sonship, and fatherhood and membership, and
9
also the language of friendship, is the language of status. 8

Nowhere, however,

is

the concern for

community more

striking at the present time than in the social sciences. It has

problems and in
at least equal to that

a directive force in the choice of significant

the formulation of hypotheses that

by the idea

is

change in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. 6 Research projects tend to center increasingly on problems of individual assimilation within groups,
classes, and cultures. The astonishing spread of the study of
group structure, group dynamics, interpersonal relations, and
of associative components in economic and political behavior
bears rich testimony to the change that has taken place in
recent decades in the type of problem regarded as significant.
If, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, economic and
political problems were generally predominant, supplemented
exerted

of

and motive force, it is manproblem that now holds the field— social in the
precise sense that it pertains to man's primary relations with
man. The social group has replaced the individual as the key
concept in a great deal of social science writing, and it is almost
as apt to observe that social order has replaced social change
as the key problem. Beyond count are the present speculations,
theories, and projects focused on the mechanics of group co-

by problems

of individual instinct

ifestly the social

hesion, structure, function,

and the varied processes

and adjustment.
The most significant

of assim-

ilation

revolt

intellectual

sciences against rationalistic individualism

toward

is

the

in

social

not the drive

Dicey observed half a century
ago. It is now a conservative revolt and is to be seen in those
approaches to the study of man where the individual has been
replaced by the social group as the central unit of theoretical
inquiry and ameliorative action; where organicism and its offspring, functionalism, hold sway in the interpretation of behavior and belief; where there is a dominant interest in themes
and patterns of cultural integration, in ritual, role, and tradition, and in the whole range of problems connected with social
position and social role. Granted the personal detachment and
the purely analytical objectives which characterize most of
these studies, the conclusion is plain that the problems themselves, like analogous problems in other spheres of theory, reflect a set of deep moral urgencies. In the same way that older
theoretical problems of change and mobility had behind them,
historically and logically, moral aspirations to progress, so contemporary theoretical problems of social statics are given meaning and drive by moral aspirations toward community.
political collectivism that

Three

The

theorist seeks to discern patterns of thought, like patterns

of culture, in
called the
ously,

modern

society only at his peril.

image of community

many

in

What

I

modern thought

exceptions. Individualism

is

far

have here
has, obvi-

from dead. The

often bitter controversies that characterize the contemporary
interest in status

lutely clear.

If,

and community and cohesion make

today,

industrial sociologist
individualists,

it is

who

tomorrow

it

is

subjected to attack by latter-day

will

be the

New

Critic,

after the neo-orthodox Protestant theologian.

dies slowly.

conscience.
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What

is

left,

this abso-

the functional anthropologist or the

often clamant,

is

and the day

Individualism

the individualist

Despite

this, I

cannot help thinking that the concern for

community, its values, properties, and means of access, is the
major intellectual fact of the present age. Whatever evidence
remains of the individualist conscience and the rationalist faith,
it is hard to miss the fact that individualism and secularism are
on the defensive. New imperatives are the order of the day.

And

these are not confined to the ranks of intellectuals.
Is

not the most appealing popular religious literature of

the day that which presents religion, not in

its

timeless role of

sharpening man's awareness of the omnipresence of evil and
the difficulties of salvation, but as a means of relief from anxiety

and

frustration? It enjoins not virtue but adjustment.

Are not

the popular areas of psychology and ethics those involving
either the theoretical principles or the therapeutic techniques

of status

and adjustment

what other period
so

much

effort

of

for the disinherited

human

and insecure? In

existence,' asks Isaiah Berlin, 'has

been devoted not

to the painfully difficult task

of looking for light, but to the protection

...

of individuals

from the intellectual burden of facing problems that may be
7
too deep or complex?' Every age has its literature of regeneration. Our own, however, is directed not to the ancient desire
of

man

for higher virtue but to the obsessive craving of

tranquillity

men

for

and belonging.

For an ever-increasing number of people the conditions
now prevailing in Western society would appear to have a
great deal in common with the unforgettable picture Sir Samuel
Dill has given us of the last centuries of the Roman Empire:
of enlarging masses of individuals detached from any sense of
community, status, or function, turning with a kind of organized desperation to exotic escapes, to every sort of spokesman
for salvation on earth, and to ready-made techniques of relief
from nervous exhaustion. In our own time we are confronted
by the spectacle of innumerable individuals seeking escape
from the very processes of individualism and impersonality
which the nineteenth-century rationalist hailed as the very
condition of progress.

SO

Nostalgia has become almost a central state of mind. In
mass advertising, the magazine story, and in popular music we
cannot fail to see the commercial appeal that seems to lie in
cultural themes drawn from the near past. It is plainly a nostalgia, not for the greater adventurousness of earlier times but
for the assertedly greater community and moral certainty of
the generations preceding ours. If the distinguishing

mark

of

the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was transgression, that of the

mid-twentieth century would appear to be the

search for the road back.

freedom of
and individualism. They look for
community in marriage, thus putting, often, an intolerable
strain upon a tie already grown institutionally fragile. They
look for it in easy religion, which leads frequently to a vulgarization of Christianity the like of which the world has not seen
before. They look for it in the psychiatrist's office, in the cult,
in functionless ritualizations of the past, and in all the other
avocations of relief from nervous exhaustion.
There is a growing appeal of pseudo-intimacy with others,
a kind of pathetic dependence on the superficial symbols of
friendship and association. If Hollywood provides us, both in
its own life and in its pictures, with the most familiar examples
Increasingly, individuals seek escape from the

impersonality, secularism,

of this pseudo-intimacy, they are assuredly not lacking in other

The craving for affection and tangible
evidences of accord, which psychiatrists have declared to be so

areas of our mass culture.

central in contemporary neurotic behavior, has a broad base in

popular behavior.

Remedial techniques for the insecure, rootless, apprehenloom large in our mass culture. They are evidenced in the new demands of organized labor in industry,

sive individual

demands

that tend now to center on long-term security rather
than on the more familiar short-run improvements in wages

and hours. They are patent

in the

of university education as a

means less of illumination than as
and intellectual certainty. In less

an avenue
SI

to social status

growing popular conception

tangible but no less revealing
to

be seen

ways the image

of

community

is

avenues to social belonging— the
and popular fiction.

in all the fantasy

movie, the radio

serial,

Not a little of that rage for order in industry, education,
religion, and government, which seems at times so relentlessly
bound to destroy the contexts of individuality in culture, is the
product of the devouring search for the conditions of security
and moral certainty.

The

belief that all important goals of

izable through political

human

and economic planning

life

are real-

for large aggre-

is as powerful today as it was in the age
French Enlightenment. But what has been abandoned
are the older intellectual goals of political rationalism. These
were the socially free individual, moral impersonality, contract,
and competition. Their place has been taken in contemporary
aspiration by the imperatives of personal status, security, and
community.
What gives the current interest in community and psychological adjustment its frequently ominous cast is the combination of increasing social and moral insecurity with the
undiminished popularity of certain political techniques of
centralization and collectivism. There is widespread belief that
the termination of individual insecurity and moral disquietude
can come about through a sterilization of social diversity and
through an increased political and economic standardization.
The undoubted necessity of unity within the individual leads
too often to the supposition that this may be achieved only
through uniformity of the culture and institutions which he

gates of the population
of the

outside the individual.

And

external power, especially political

power, comes to reveal itself to many minds as a fortress of
security against not only institutional conflicts but conflicts of
belief and value that are internal to the individual.
form of political mysticism is often the result.
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A

peculiar

Four

community may be seen behind certain types of
action in present Western society. It is hard to overlook
that the State and politics have become suffused by

The image
political

the fact

of

qualities formerly inherent only in the family or the church. In

an age of real or supposed disintegration, men will abandon all
and values that do not contain the promise of communal
belonging and secure moral status. Where there is widespread
conviction that community has been lost, there will be a conscious quest for community in the form of association that seems
to promise the greatest moral refuge.
In one age of society, for example in the early Middle
truths

Ages, this quest

may end

in the corporate church, or in the

extended family or village community. But in the present age,
for enlarging masses of people, this same quest terminates in
the political party or action group. It

is

community
communal State that

the image of

contained in the promise of the absolute,

seems to have the greatest evocative power. Especially has this
in Europe. And, above all other forms of

become manifest

political association,

it is

the totalitarian

Communist party

that

most successfully exploits the craving for moral certainty and
communal membership. In it we find states of mind and intensities of

fanaticism heretofore

known

only in certain types of

religious cult.

Contemporary prophets of the

totalitarian community
modern science at their disposal,
to transmute popular cravings for community into a millennial
sense of participation in heavenly power on earth. When suffused by popular spiritual devotions, the political party becomes more than a party. It becomes a moral community of

seek, with all the techniques of

almost religious intensity, a deeply evocative symbol of col-

redemptive purpose, a passion that implicates every
element of belief and behavior in the individual's existence.
The dread spectacle of totalitarianism as an organized
lective,

movement

in every

Western country

not be divorced from
33

its

proffer of

at the present time can-

community

to individuals

whom

and alienation have become
most obvious symptom of the spiritual disease
of our civilization/ declares Robert Birley, 'is the widespread
feeling among men that they have lost all control of their desHitler's answer to that frustration was one of the
tinies.
main secrets of his power.' 8

for

sensations of dissolution

intolerable. 'The

.

.

The almost eager acceptance

of the fantastic doctrines of

the Nazis by millions of otherwise intelligent

Germans would

be inexplicable were it not for the accompanying proffer of
moral community to the disenchanted and alienated German
worker, peasant, and intellectual. If moral community came
with political conversion, the Nazi proselyte could agree perversely with Tertullian that intellectual impossibility

be the crowning appearance of

Marxism
to

as a

truth.

mass movement

is

understand the appeal of Marxism

less attention to its

may even

no

we

different. If

we

wish

should do well to pay

purely intellectual qualities than to the

and moral values that inhere in it. To a large number of
human beings Marxism offers status, belonging, membership,
and a coherent moral perspective. Of what matter and relevance are the empirical and logical refutations made by a host
social

of critics as against the spiritual properties that
millions.

Have not

to a truth that

is

all

Marx

offers to

the world's great religious leaders pointed

higher than, and elusive

of, all

purely rational

processes of thought?

The evidence is strong that the typical convert to communism is a person for whom the processes of ordinary existence
are morally empty and spiritually insupportable. His own alienation

is

translated into the perceived alienation of the

Consciously or unconsciously he
solid

membership

in

is

many.
and

in quest of secure belief

an associative order. Of what avail are

proofs of the classroom, semantic analyses, and logical exhortations to this kind of

human

being? So long as he finds belief

and membership in his Marxism he will no more be dissuaded
by simple adjuration than would the primitive totemist.
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we

Until

see that

communism

offers

today, for

many

community and
two thousand years ago, in the
cities of the Roman Empire, by the tiny but potent Christian
communities, we shall be powerless to combat it. It will not be
exorcised by the incantations of individualism, for, paradoxical
as it may seem, in the Communist party community, the individual is constantly supported by feelings of almost millennial
personal freedom. Here the brilliant words of a recent English
reviewer are pertinent and illuminating:
'It is easy— only too easy— to say that these people have
sacrificed their individuality and become units in an undifferentiated and soulless mass— that the whole phenomenon is
merely another outbreak of what used to be called the "herd
instinct," or what Dr. Erich Fromm calls "the flight from freedom," the urge to huddle into a safe, warm crowd. A truer
psychology may suggest that what has happened is the exact
contrary, and that for the primitive millions it has seemed
people, something of the inspired mixture of
assertive individuality offered

rather an assertion than a denial of individuality.

.

.

From

the

communist may look like an ant in an anthill, but
to himself he may seem to be a comrade helping to carry out a
great design— what in another context would be called the Will
of God; and the official deterministic philosophy will only operoutside, the

ate to inspire a deadly assurance of ultimate success— another
of the strange paradoxes that lurk in the

the

human mind/
We may justly

vague hinterland of

9

vicious in

make

its acts,

regard the world communist

as profoundly evil at its core.

the fatal mistake of underestimating

peal.

We

nism

if

its

movement
But

let

as

us not

nature and ap-

the lesser

be grotesquely unprepared to combat commuit as the mere summation of all
evils and irrationalities of modern society, and its

members

as undeviatingly criminal or treasonable in intent.

shall

we

persist in regarding

do not question the fact that communism, like any other mass
movement, in time attracts to itself energies and dispositions
which, in other circumstances, would be directed toward the
I
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'

usual outlets of crime and violence.

men

of hard

and

Communism

has

its

gang-

mass movement, it possesses the qualities of spiritual intensity and devotion that have ever gone into organizations and actions of purest
sters, its

ruthless intent. But, as a

intent.
It is worth quoting our English reviewer again. If religion
something which gives a meaning to life, which makes it
worth living, then communism certainly answers to the definiis

tion;

and

it

would be a

fatal

mistake to ignore

its

emotional

it is clear, have experiences something like
a revelation. The Marxian thesis has duly evolved into its anti-

appeal. Multitudes,

thesis: materialism has

their wills.

For the

given them souls; determinism has freed

first

time they "belong to" something, to a

"cause"— good or bad as it may be, but something at any rate
which transcends their narrow personal interests and opens up
a world in which each has his part to play and all can "pull
10

together."

What

Ignazio Silone has written of his

ences in the

Communist party

is

own

early experi-

illuminating here. 'The Party

became family, school, church, barracks; the world that lay
beyond it was to be destroyed and built anew. The psychological mechanism whereby each single militant becomes progressively identified with the collective organization is the same
as that used in certain religious orders and military colleges,
with almost identical results. Every sacrifice was welcomed as
a personal contribution to the price of collective redemption,

and

it

should be emphasized that the finks which bound us to

the Party

grew

steadily firmer, not in spite of the dangers

sacrifices involved,

and

but because of them. This explains the

by communism on certain categories of
young men and women, on intellectuals and on the highly
sensitive and generous people who suffer most from the wastefulness of bourgeois society. Anyone who thinks he can wean
the best and most serious-minded young people away from
communism by enticing them into a well-warmed hall to play
attraction exercised
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from an extremely limited and unintelligent

starts

billiards,

conception of mankind/

The

1X

greatest appeal of the totalitarian party, Marxist or

other, lies in

capacity to provide a sense of moral coherence

its

and communal membership

to those

who have become,

to

one

degree or another, victims of the sense of exclusion from the
ordinary channels of belonging in society. To consider the facts
of poverty and economic distress as causes of the growth of
communism is deceptive. Such facts may be involved but only

when they

are set in the social and moral context of insecurity
and alienation. To say that the well-fed worker will never
succumb to the lure of communism is as absurd as to say that
the well-fed intellectual will never succumb. The presence or
absence of three meals a day, or even the simple possession of
a job, is not the decisive factor. What is decisive is the frame
of reference. If, for one reason or another, the individual's
immediate society comes to seem remote, purposeless, and
hostile, if a

people come to sense that, together, they are

and
them from looking for the kind
comes with membership in a social and moral

victims of discrimination

and

exclusion, not all the food

jobs in the world will prevent
of surcease that

order seemingly directed toward their very souls.

Marxism,
century,

like

all

must be seen

other totalitarian

movements

as a kind of secular pattern of

designed to bring hope and fulfillment to those

tion,

come

to feel alienated, frustrated,

in

our

redemp-

who have

and excluded from what they

regard as their rightful place in a community. In its promise
of unity and belonging lies much of the magic of totalitarian
mystery, miracle, and authority. Bertrand Russell has not ex-

aggerated in summing up the present significance of Marxism

somewhat

as follows: dialectical materialism

is

God; Marx the

Messiah; Lenin and Stalin the apostles; the proletariat the
elect; the

Communist party the Church; Moscow the

seat of

the Church; the Revolution the second coming; the punishment
of capitalists hell; Trotsky the devil;

monwealth kingdom come.
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and the communist com-

Five

changing moral character and growing spiritual
war can we observe the contemporary image
of community. It is hard not to conclude that modern populations depend increasingly on the symbolism of war for relief
from civil conflicts and frustrations. War strikes instantly at the
breast of modern man. It soothes even where it hurts.
So, too, in the

influence of mass

The power of war to create a sense of moral meaning is
one of the most frightening aspects of the twentieth century.
In war, innumerable activities that normally seem onerous or
empty of significance take on new and vital meaning. Function
and meaning tend

to

become dramatically fused

in

time of war.

One of the most extraordinary features of the gigantic
atomic bomb project during the Second World War was the
spectacle of tens of thousands of workers

and

working
which few of
Life was almost

scientists

on
were permitted to discover.
wholly circumscribed by security regulations, formal organizational patterns, technical instructions, and complicated machines, all pointing toward a goal that was undiscoverable by
the individual worker or lesser scientist. Even to look too closely
into the identity of fellow workers was not encouraged. The
ordinary channels of personal and professional organization
were restricted, and the whole endeavor was insulated from
for a period of years

them knew

a product the nature of

or

popular contact as perfectly as security

officers

could contrive.

Secrecy, individual separation from knowledge of actual function and purpose— these have probably never reached the

heights elsewhere that they reached in this extraordinary

war

project.

What gave

the Manhattan

District

the possibility of

success, not to mention the possibility of existing at
its

many

restrictions

all,

upon normal communication, with

with

all its

impersonality and enforced anonymity, was the deep moral
compulsion of war, of participation in a spiritual crusade
against the enemy.

the demands
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When

the end of the

war came, many of
became nearly

of secrecy and depersonalization

intolerable, leading in turn to disaffection and,

if

we may

some well-informed scientists,
efficiency and achievement.

believe the testimony of
serious reduction in

Such an organization

is

extreme, but

it

may with

to a

fairness

be regarded as a kind of dramatic intensification of the position
which more and more industrial and professional people find

in

themselves in the vast, impersonal spaces of modern industrial

The anonymity and emptiness of so many factory and
peace time become doubly oppressive after
they have been temporarily relieved by the experience of a

society.

office existences in

mass moral crusade in which the most routine duties are
suffused by the sense of participation in a creative cause.
One of the most impressive aspects of contemporary war
is the intoxicating atmosphere of spiritual unity that arises out
of the common consciousness of participating in a moral crusade. War is no longer simply an affair of military establishments and materiel and soldiers. It is now something more
nearly akin to the Crusades of medieval Europe, but in the
name of the nation rather than of the Church.
The clear tendency of modern wars is to become ever more
closely identified with broad, popular, moral aspirations: freedom, self-determination of peoples, democracy, rights, and
justice. Because war, in the twentieth century, has become
rooted to such an extent in the aspirations of peoples and in
broad moral convictions, its intensity and range have vastly
increased. When the goals and values of a war are popular,
both in the sense of mass participation and spiritual devotion,
the historic, institutional limits of war tend to recede further
and further into the void. The enemy becomes not only a ready
scapegoat for all ordinary dislikes and frustrations; he becomes
the symbol of total evil against which the forces of good may
mobilize themselves into a militant community.
This community-making property of war cannot be separated from certain tangible benefits of a social and economic
nature. It

is

a

commonplace that nationalism

the emotions of organized war.
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is

nourished by

We are less likely to notice that

many

of the historic goals of secular humanitarianism are sim-

ilarly

nourished.

is

in time of

socialists,

made

More than one

war

that

many

historian has observed that

of the reforms,

have been accepted by

it

advocated by
governments and

first

capitalist

parts of the structures of their societies. Equalization of

wealth, progressive taxation, nationalization of industries, the

wages and improvements in working conditions,
worker-management councils, housing ventures, death taxes,
unemployment insurance plans, pension systems, and the en-

raising of

franchisement of formerly voteless elements of the population
have all been, in one country or another, achieved or advanced

under the impress of war. The tremendous urge toward unity
and the resolution of group differences, which is a part of
modern war, carries with it certain leveling and humanitarian
measures not to be omitted from the full history of modern
warfare. For all the horrors of contemporary war and the genuine abhorrence of war which still exists among populations,
its incidental benefits in the realm of social reform cannot be
overlooked.
It is

the moral element of war, as William James

clearly, that

makes

the average person to war.
of the battlefield;

manded and

saw

so

for the curious dualism in the response of

we

We

are

all

repelled

by the horrors

chafe under the economic sacrifices de-

the interference with freedom of movement. But

is, undeniably, a spiritual fascination exerted by war in
the present century that increasingly rises above the distasteful

there

moments and

sacrifices.

Society attains

its

maximum

sense of organization and

most exalted sense of moral purpose during
it is always, now, identified with a set
of essentially nonmilitary values— democracy, freedom, hatred
of fascism, et cetera— there is an inevitable tendency for the
nature of war itself to become more spiritualized and to seem
more moral. Something of the millennial excitement and moral
intoxication that the civil war in Spain produced in the minds

community and

its

the period of war. Since

of intellectuals in the nineteen-thirties
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is,

when

the purposes

more vivid and widespread and the personal stakes greater,
communicated to a whole population in time of great war.
With the outbreak of war there is a termination of many
of the factionalisms and sectarian animosities which ordinarily
reflect the moral perplexities of modern politics. In their place
comes what the English philosopher L. P. Jacks has so aptly
called 'the spiritual peace that war brings/ To remark cynically
that such tranquillity is artificial, that it rests upon an unmoral
basis, misses the more important point that tranquillity is a
foremost goal of modern man and that he is prone to accept it as
are

he finds
in the

it.

war

We

should be blind indeed

state, in

the

qualities that stand in the
stability

and

if

we

war economy, and
most

did not recognize
in

war morality

attractive contrast to the in-

and the sense of meaninglessness of modern

industrial

political life.

Millions of

men and women

World War something

learned during the recent

of the sharp contrast that exists

a society founded seemingly

upon economic

between

caprice, political

and general moral indifference, and a society
that suddenly becomes infused with the moral intensity of a
crusade and the spirituality of devotion to common ends. The
effect of the war was to endow with meaning and excitement
activities that ordinarily seemed without meaning or even
knowable function. The pressure of mass numbers was lightened, the impersonality of existence was transfigured and, even
if a large amount of personal anonymity remained, it was, in a
curious and paradoxical way, an identified anonymity.
The centralization and bureaucratic regimentation which
have always been native to organized warfare are, in the twentieth century, extended to widening areas of social and cultural
life. War symbolism and the practical techniques of war administration have come to penetrate more and more of the
minor areas of social function and allegiance. More and more
of the incentives of science, education, and industry are made
to rest upon contributions to the war effort. Increasingly,

impersonality,

humanitarians find themselves defending cherished goals of
41

equality and justice in terms of the strengthening influence
these have to the nation preparing for war.

The line between civil and military administration becomes thinner and thinner. It is an easv matter to pass by
imperceptible degrees from the primacv of real needs far the
war effort to the primacv and dominance of pretended needs
for war. Moreover, the traditional austeritv. discipline, and
unity of military
ficiencies,

comes

the population.

command, together with
to

have increasing appeal

Mere

imagined moral and

military

man

wisdom without

succeeds in prestige the scholar, the

magnify the importance of

ing

them

ef-

the alchemv of popular adulation,

political

businessman, and the clergyman. Inevitablv there
to

reputed

its

tactical excellences of militarv officers

become converted, through
into

all

to large elements of

limit.

The

scientist, the
is

a tendencv

and moral pursuits bv clothby replacing normal hierarchies

civil

in military garments,

and prestige with the hierarchv of militarv rank
and command. The discipline of war becomes community
of leadership

itself.

So too in the direct experience of war and military
organization

many

millions of

men

learned even more certainly

during the two world wars the contrast between

with moral meaning and

life

that

is

life

charged

morally emptv. Military

is closely associative. The pressure of numbers may
seem at first unbearable to the more sensitive individuals, but
in an astonishinglv short time such pressure becomes not only
tolerable but desirable. Equally unbearable at first may seem
the disconcertinglv clear and emphatic regulations and customs
of the military, but here too. in a manner surprising to many,
earlv mis^ivin^s are succeeded bv a certain contentment in
being in the presence of moral regulations whose very clarity
and preciseness of coverage makes more pleasant the 'free'
areas not covered bv the regulations and customs.
One of the most notable capacities of military life is to

society

inspire in the indi\idual soldier a feeling for the

comradeship. Something of that
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spirit

warmth

of

which, during an earlier

age of European history, unfolded itself in a great profusion of
fellowships and associations, reaching all spheres of social life,
permeates the soldier's consciousness. There is an almost medieval hierarchy in military society with the individual's identity

passing through the concentric rings of platoon, company, regiment,

up

to the field

army

itself.

His identification with each

of these units, especially the smaller ones, can

and morally

Add

exhilarating.

become

intense

to the institutionalized relation-

who have
and dangers, who, by the

ships the organic growing together of individuals

shared

common

experiences, rewards,

very nature of army

life,

are thrown together constantly in the

performance of duties that have perceptible meaning and function, and the sense of communal belonging becomes perhaps
the most cherished of all the soldier's values.
The loss of the sense of belonging, whether in the civilian
intellectual whose moral participation has been no less intense
for its vicariousness, or in the common soldier for whom it has
been immediate and direct, leads not infrequently to deeply
disquieting states of nostalgia and vague longing. These may
transform themselves into innumerable emotions ranging from
simple discontent to bitter alienation. It is not merely that an
orderly, predictable world of values has been replaced by the
unpredictabilities and moral voids of civil life. Fundamentally
it is

the loss of a sense of belonging, of a close identification

with other

human

The tragedy
progressive

human

beings.

12

war does not

of contemporary

destructive

efficiency,

its

beings and ideas, or even in

its

total

lie

in

its

mobilization of

weakening or brutal-

ization of cultural standards. It lies rather in the fact that the
stifling

regimentation and bureaucratic centralization of miliis becoming more and more the model of
and leadership relationships in time of peace and

tary organization
associative

in nonmilitary organizations. It lies in the fact that military

bureaucracy and regimentation tend increasingly to become
invested with the attributes of moral community— a sense of
identification, of security,
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and of membership. The

result

is

to

endow war with moral satisfactions ordinarily denied to
individual. However deeply man may continue to hate

the
the

devastation and killing and mutilation of war, he cannot, being

human, forget altogether the superior sense
achievement of humanitarian
sense of

community

that

goals, and,

above

of status,

all,

the

the

warming

comes with war.

Six

In the burning words of the Grand Inquisitor, Dostoevsky has
given us insight into the appeal of the absolute community.
'So long as

man

remains free he strives for nothing so

and painfully as
seeks
to
worship what
man

someone to worship. But
is established beyond dispute, so
that all men will agree at once to worship it. For these pitiful
creatures are concerned not only to find what one or the other
can worship, but find something that all will believe in and
worship; what is essential is that all may be together in it. This
craving for community of worship is the chief misery of every
man individually and of all humanity from the beginning of

incessantly

to find

time/
In the nineteenth century, when these words were written,
they could have been regarded by most Western intellectuals
only with incredulity or indifference. After all, were not men

everywhere progressively escaping this tribalistic togetherness?
Was not this escape from community the very essence of modern civilization? But in the present age, few will doubt that the
words of the Grand Inquisitor, baleful as they are, have a
relevance that is disquieting and ominous.
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Chapter Three

i HE

PROBLEM OF COMMUNITY

an age of economic interdependence and welfare States,
also an age of spiritual insecurity and preoccupation
with moral certainty. Why is this? Why has the quest for community become the dominant social tendency of the twentieth
century? What are the forces that have conspired, at the very
peak of three centuries of economic and political advancement,
to make the problem of community more urgent in the minds
of men than it has been since the last days of the Roman
Empire?
The answer is of course complex. Any effort to resolve the
conflicting imperatives of an age into a simple set of institutional dislocations is both vapid and illusory. The conflicts of
any age are compounded of immediate cultural frustrations and
of timeless spiritual cravings. Attempts to reduce the latter to

This

but

is

it is

facile sociological
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and psychological categories are absurd and

pathetic.

Whatever

else the brilliant literature of political dis-

illusionment of our day has demonstrated,
that efforts to translate

all spiritual

it

has

made

clear

problems into secular terms

are fraught with stultification as well as tyranny.

The problem before

one sense moral. It is moral in
and ends that have
traditionally guided and united men but that have in so many
instances become remote and inaccessible. We do not have to
read deeply in the philosophy and literature of today to sense
the degree to which our age has come to seem a period of
moral and spiritual chaos, of certainties abandoned, of creeds
outworn, and of values devalued. The disenchantment of the
that

it is

us

is

in

closely connected with the values

world, foreseen by certain nineteenth-century conservatives as
the end result of social and spiritual tendencies then becoming

dominant,

is

very

much with

us.

The humane

early twentieth century has already

quarters

by

a

new Pyrrhonism

skepticism of the

been succeeded

in

many

that strikes at the very roots of

Present disenchantment would be no misfortune
were it set in an atmosphere of confident attack upon the old
and search for the new. But it is not confident, only melancholy
and guilty. Along with it are to be seen the drives to absolute
skepticism and absolute certainty that are the invariable con-

thought

itself.

ditions of rigid despotism.

The problem
from tendencies
tion

itself,

in

is

also intellectual. It

cannot be separated

Western thought that are

as old as civiliza-

tendencies luminously revealed in the writings of

and all their intellectual children.
These are profound tendencies. We cannot avoid, any of us,
seeing the world in ways determined by the very words we

Plato, Seneca, Augustine,

have inherited from other ages. Not a little of the terminology
of alienation and community in our day comes directly from
the writings of the philosophical and religious conservatives of

The problem
community is composed

by the present quest

other centuries.

constituted

for

of elements as old as mankind,

elements of faith and agonizing search which are vivid in
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all

the great prophetic literatures. In large degree, the quest for

community

is

timeless

and

universal.

Nevertheless, the shape

community

and

intensity of the quest for

from age to age. For generations, even centuries, it may lie mute, covered over and given gratification by
the securities found in such institutions as family, village, class,
or some other type of association. In other ages, ages of sudden
change and dislocation, the quest for community becomes conscious and even clamant. It is this in our own age. To dismiss
the present quest for community with vague references to the
revival of tribalism, to man's still incomplete emancipation
from conditions supposedly 'primitive,' is to employ substitutes
for genuine analysis, substitutes drawn from the nineteenthcentury philosophy of unilinear progress. Moral imperatives,
our

own

varies

included, always hold a significant relation to present

institutional conditions.
It is

They cannot be relegated

pation with community revealed by

behavior

to the past.

the argument of this book that the ominous preoccu-

is

modern thought and mass

a manifestation of certain profound dislocations in

the primary associative areas of society, dislocations that have

been created

to a great extent

political State.

in that

men

it

As

it is

by the structure

treated here, the problem

of the
is

Western

social— social

and social memberships which
But the problem is also politicala reflection of the present location and

pertains to the statuses

hold, or seek to hold.

political in that

distribution of

The two

it

is

power

in society.

and the political, are insepand memberships of men, even the
least significant, cannot be isolated from the larger systems of
authority that prevail in a society or in any of its large social
structures. Whether the dominant system of power is primarily
aspects, the social

arable. For, the allegiances

economic, or political in the usual sense is of less
importance sociologically than the way in which the power

religious,

reveals itself in practical operation

contexts of culture

and

association.

and determines the smaller
Here we have reference to

the degree of centralization, the remoteness, the impersonality
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of power,

volved in

and

to the concrete

human

ways

in

which

it

becomes

in-

life.

We must begin with the role of the social group in presentday Western

society, for

it is

in the basic associations of

that the real consequences of political

But the present treatment
vorced from

men

power reveal themselves.

of the group cannot really be di-

political considerations,

which

will

be dealt with

in later chapters.

Two
It

has become commonplace, as

we have

seen, to refer to social

disorganization and moral isolation in the present age. These
terms are usually made to cover a diversity of conditions. But

complex as ours it is unlikely that all aspects are
undergoing a similar change. Thus it can scarcely be said that
the State, as a distinguishable relationship among men, is today
undergoing disorganization, for in most countries, including the
United States, it is the political relationship that has been and
is being enhanced above all other forms of connection among
individuals. The contemporary State, with all its apparatus of
in a society as

bureaucracy, has become more powerful, more cohesive, and
is endowed with more functions than at any time in its history.

Nor can the

great impersonal relationships of the

many

private and semi-public organizations— educational, charitable,

economic— be

said to be experiencing

any noticeable decline or

disintegration. Large-scale labor organizations, political parties,

welfare organizations, and corporate associations based upon

property and exchange show a continued and even increasing
prosperity, at least

when measured

may be

in terms of institutional sig-

do not offer
the degree of individual identification that makes for a deep
sense of social cohesion, but disorganization is hardly the word
for these immense and influential associations which govern the
nificance. It

true that these organizations

lives of tens of millions of people.

We

must be no

less

wary

of such terms as the lost,'

'isolated/ or 'unattached' individual.
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However widespread the

contemporary ideology of alienation
ness to miss the fact that

it

may be,

flourishes

it would be blindamid an extraordinary

and redemptive agencies. Probably never
in all history have so many organizations, public and private,
made the individual the center of bureaucratic and institutionalized regard. Quite apart from the innumerable agencies of
private welfare, the whole tendency of modern political development has been to enhance the role of the political State as a
direct relationship among individuals, and to bring both its
powers and its services ever more intimately into the lives of
variety of custodial

human

beings.

Where, then, are the dislocations and the deprivations
that have driven so many men, in this age of economic abundance and political welfare, to the quest for community, to
narcotic relief from the sense of isolation and anxiety? They he
in the realm of the small, primary, personal relationships of

society— the relationships that mediate directly between

man

world of economic, moral, and political and
religious values. Our problem may be ultimately concerned
with all of these values and their greater or lesser accessibility
to man, but it is, I think, primarily social: social in the exact

and

his larger

membership and assowhich these values are ordinarily made meaningful
and directive to men.
Behind the growing sense of isolation in society, behinch
the whole quest for community which infuses so many theoret- /
ical and practical areas of contemporary life and thought, lies /
the growing realization that the traditional primary relation- \
ships of men have become functionally irrelevant to our State \
and economy and meaningless to the moral aspirations of indisense of pertaining to the small areas of
ciation in

[

I

viduals.

We are forced to the conclusion that a great deal of the

peculiar character of contemporary social action comes from
the efforts of

men

to find in large-scale organizations the values

and security which were formerly gained in the primary associations of family, neighborhood, and church. This is
of status

the fact, I believe, that

is

as revealing of the source of

many

of

\
1

V

our contemporary discontents as it is ominous when the related
problems of political freedom and order are considered.
The problem, as I shall emphasize later in this chapter, is
by no means restricted to the position of the traditional groups,
nor is its solution in any way compatible with antiquarian revivals of groups and values no longer in accord with the requirements of the industrial and democratic age in which we
live and to which we are unalterably committed. But the
dislocation of the traditional groups must form our point of
departure.
Historically, our

problem must be seen

in terms of the

decline in functional and psychological significance of such

groups as the family, the small local community, and the various
other traditional relationships that have immemorially mediated

between the individual and his society. These are the groups
that have been morally decisive in the concrete lives of individuals. Other and more powerful forms of association have
existed, but the major moral and psychological influences on
the individual's life have emanated from the family and local
community and the church. Within such groups have been engendered the primary types of identification: affection, friendship, prestige, recognition. And within them also have been
engendered or intensified the principal incentives of work, love,
prayer, and devotion to freedom and order.
This is the area of association from which the individual
commonly gains his concept of the outer world and his sense of
position in it. His concrete feelings of status and role, of protection and freedom, his differentiation between good and bad,
between order and disorder and guilt and innocence, arise and
are shaped largely
association.

of

man

is

by

his relations within this

What was once

realm of primary

called instinct or the social nature

but the product of

this

sphere of interpersonal rela-

and cherishes not only the formal moral
precept but what Whitehead has called our vast system of
tionships. It contains

inherited symbolism.'
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It can be seen that most contemporary themes of alienahave as their referents disruptions of attachment and states
of mind which derive from this area of interpersonal relations.
Feelings of moral estrangement, of the hostility of the world,
the fear of freedom, of irrational aggressiveness, and of helplessness before the simplest of problems have to do commonly
—as both the novelist and the psychiatrist testify— with the

tion

individual's sense of the inaccessibility of this area of relationship. In the child, or in the adult, the roots of a coherent, logical

sense of the outer world are sunk deeply in the soil of close,

meaningful interpersonal
It is to this

relations.

area of relations that the adjective 'disorgan-

most often flung by contemporary social scientists and
and it is unquestionably in this area that most contemporary sensations of cultural dissolution arise. Yet the term
disorganization is not an appropriate one and tends to divert
attention from the basic problem of the social group in our
culture. It has done much to fix attention on those largely irrelevant manifestations of delinquent behavior which are fairly
constant in all ages and have little to do with our real problem.
The conception of social disorganization arose with the
conservatives in France, who applied it empirically enough to
the destruction of the gilds, the aristocracy, and the monasteries. But to Bonald and Comte the most fundamental sense of
the term was moral. The Revolution signified to them the destruction of a vast moral order, and in their eyes the common
manifestations of individual delinquency became suddenly invested with a new significance, the significance of social disorganization, itself the product of the Revolution. The term
disorganization has been a persistent one in social science, and
there is even now a deplorable tendency to use such terms as
disintegration and disorganization where there is no demonstrable breakdown of a structure and no clear norm from which
to calculate supposed deviations of conduct. The family and
the community have been treated as disintegrating entities
with no clear insight into what relationships are actually disized'

is

moralists,
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A vast amount of attention has been given to such
phenomena as marital unhappiness, prostitution, juvenile misbehavior, and the sexual life of the unmarried, on the curious
integrating.

assumption that these are pathological' and derive clearly from
the breakdown of the family. 1

But

in

any

intelligible sense of the

word

it is

not disorgan-

problem of the family or of any
other significant social group in our society. The most fundamental problem has to do with the organized associations of
men. It has to do with the role of the primary social group
in an economy and political order whose principal ends have
come to be structured in such a way that the primary social
ization that

is

crucial to the

relationships are increasingly functionless, almost irrelevant,

with respect to these ends.

problem

is

What

is

involved most deeply in our

the diminishing capacity of organized, traditional

relationships for holding a position of moral
centrality in the individual's

and psychological

life.

Three
Interpersonal relationships doubtless exist as abundantly in our

age as in any other. But it is becoming apparent that for more
and more people such relationships are morally empty and
psychologically baffling. It is not simply that old relationships
have waned in psychological influence; it is that new forms of
primary relationships show, with rare exceptions, little evidence
of offering even as

much

psychological and moral meaning for

the individual as do the old ones. For more and more individuals the primary social relationships
historic function of

mediation between

have

lost

man and

much

of their

the larger ends

of our civilization.

But the decline of effective meaning is itself a part of
a more fundamental change in the role of such groups as
the family and local community. At bottom social organization
is a pattern of institutional functions into which are woven
numerous psychological threads of meaning, loyalty, and interdependence. The contemporary sense of alienation is most
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directly perhaps a
also a

problem

that ordinarily

problem

in

symbols and meanings, but

it is

in the institutional functions of the relationships

communicate integration and purpose

to indi-

viduals.

In any society the concrete loyalties and devotions of
individuals tend to

become directed toward the

associations

and patterns of leadership that in the long run have the greatest
perceptible significance in the maintenance of

life. It is

never

a crude relationship; intervening strata of ritual and other forms

meaning will exert a distinguishable influence
on human thought. But, at bottom, there is a close and vital
connection between the effectiveness of the symbols that provide meaning in the individual's life and the institutional value
of the social structures that are the immediate source of the
symbols. The immediacy of the integrative meaning of the
basic values contained in and communicated by the kinship or
religious group will vary with the greater or less institutional
value of the group to the individual and to the other institutions
of crystallized

in society.

In earlier times, and even today in diminishing localities,
there

was an intimate

relation

between the

local, kinship,

and

religious groups within which individuals consciously lived and

the major economic, charitable, and protective functions which
are indispensable to

human

existence.

There was an intimate

conjunction of larger institutional goals and the social groups
small enough to infuse the individual's

life

with a sense of

membership in society and the meaning of the basic moral
values. For the overwhelming majority of people, until quite
recently the structure of economic and political life rested
upon, and even presupposed, the existence of the small social
and local groups within which the cravings for psychological
security and identification could be satisfied.
Family, church, local community drew and held the
allegiances of individuals in earlier times not because of any
superior impulses to love and protect, or because of any greater
natural harmony of intellectual and spiritual values, or even
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because of any superior internal organization, but because these
groups possessed a virtually indispensable relation to the eco-

nomic and

The

political order.

problems of birth and
employment and unemploy-

social

death, courtship and marriage,

ment, infirmity and old age were met, however inadequately
at times, through the associative means of these social groups.
In consequence, a whole ideology, reflected in popular literature, custom, and morality, testified to the centrality of kinship

and

localism.

Our present

the fact that whereas the small
founded upon kinship, faith, or locality,
communicate to individuals the principal

crisis lies in

traditional associations,

are

still

expected to

moral ends and psychological

gratifications of society, they

have

become detached from positions of functional relevance to the larger economic and political decisions of our
society. Family, local community, church, and the whole network of informal interpersonal relationships have ceased to play
manifestly

a determining role in our institutional systems of mutual aid,
welfare, education, recreation,

and economic production and

distribution. Yet despite the loss of these manifest institutional

functions,

and the

failure of

most of these groups

to develop

them
any new institutional functions, we
to perform adequately the implicit psychological or symbolic
continue to expect

functions in the

life

of the individual.

Four

The

general condition

am

I

be compared usefully with

describing in Western society can

social

changes taking place in

many

come under the impact of
volume of anthropological work

of the native cultures that have

Western

civilization.

testifies to

A

large

the incidence, in such areas as East Africa, India,

China, and Burma, of processes of social dislocation and moral
insecurity.
ularly,

it is

A

conflict of

moral values

a conflict, as

J. S.

is

apparent.

More

partic-

Furnivall has said, 'between the

eastern system resting on religion, personal authority, and cus-
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tomary obligation, and the western system resting on reason,
2
impersonal law, and individual rights/
This conflict of principles and moral values is not an
abstract thing, existing only in philosophical contemplation.
It

may indeed be

a crisis of symbolism, of patterns of moral

meaning, but more fundamentally it is a crisis of allegiances.
It is a result, in very large part, of the increasing separation of
traditional groups from the crucial ends and decisions in economic and political spheres. The wresting of economic significance from native clans, villages, and castes by new systems
of industry,

and the weakening of

their effective social control

through the establishment of new systems of administrative
authority has had demonstrable moral effects. The revolutionary intellectual and moral ferment of the modern East is
closely connected with the dislocation of traditional centers of

authority and responsibility from the lives of the people.

The present

position of caste in India

is

a striking case in

During the past twenty-five or more centuries various
efforts have been made by political and religious leaders to
abolish or weaken this powerful association through techniques
point.

Whether carby modern Christian

of force, political decree, or religious persuasion.
ried out

by ancient

religious prophets or

have been designed
moral meaning of caste in the minds
of its followers. But such efforts generally have been fruitless.
Even attempts to convert the untouchables to Christianity, to
wean them away from the caste system of which they have been
so horribly the victims, have been for the most part without
success. The conversion of many millions to the Muslim creed
missionaries, the majority of such efforts
to

change the

religious or

led only to the creation of

But

new

castes.

time in widening areas of India there
is a conspicuous weakening of the whole caste system, among
the prosperous as well as among the poverty-stricken. Why,
at the present

many centuries of tenacious persistence, has the massive
system of caste suddenly begun to dissolve in many areas of

after

India?
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The answer comes from

the fact of the increasing disloca-

tion of caste functions—in law, charity, authority, education,

and economic production. The creation

of civil courts for the

by caste panchagrowing assumption by the State and by many private

adjudication of disputes traditionally handled
yats; the

agencies of mutual-aid activities formerly resident in the caste
or subcaste; the rising popularity of the idea that the proper
structure of education

is

the formal school or university, organ-

ized in Western terms; and the intrusion of the

new

systems of

and function in the factory and trade union— all of
these represent new and competing values, and they represent,
more significantly, new systems of function and allegiance.
When the major institutional functions have disappeared
from a local village government or from a subcaste, the conconstraint

ditions are laid for the decline of the individual's allegiance to

the older forms of organization. Failing to find any institutional

substance in the old unities of social life, he is prone to withdraw, consciously or unconsciously, his loyalty to them. They

no longer represent the prime moral experiences of

He

finds himself, mentally, looking in

Some

new

his life.

directions.

most extreme instances of insecurity and
have resulted not from the
nakedly ruthless forces of economic exploitation but from most
commendable (by Western standards) acts of humanitarian
reform. Thus the introduction of so physically salutary a measure as an irrigation district or medical service may be attended
by all the promised gains in abundance and health, but such
innovations can also bring about the most complex disruptions
of social relationships and allegiances. Why? Because such systems, by the very humaneness of their functions, assume values
that no purely exploitative agency can, and having become
values they more easily serve to alienate the native from his
devotion to the meanings associated with obsolete functional
of the

conflict of values in native cultures

structures.

The new technology means

centers of administrative authority
lify

the creation of

new

which not infrequently nul-

the prestige of village or caste groups, leading in time to a
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growing

between the moral meaning of the old areas
and the values associated with the new.

conflict

of authority

The beginnings

of the welfare State in India, for example,

along with the creation of
charitable,

and

new

private agencies of educational,

have led inevitably to the

religious activity,

( in however meager
and caste groups. It is irrel-

pre-emption of functions formerly resident
or debased

manner)

in the kinship

evant, for present purposes, that

many

of these pre-emptions

have been responsible for physical improvement in the life of
the people. What must be emphasized here are the social and
moral effects irrespective of intent— whether accomplished by
predatory mining and factory interests or by the liberal human-

What is crucial is the invasion of the area of traditional
new and often more efficient functional agencies
—in charity, law, education, and economics. The consequence

itarian.

function by

crisis in meanings and loyalties.
no
part
of my intent to offer these observations in any
It
spirit of lament for the old. It is an evident conclusion that for
technical as well as moral reasons much of the old order is

is

a profound
is

demand constituted by population density
and other factors. It is important to insist, however, that the
solution by new administrative measures of technical and material problems does not carry with it any automatic answer to
the social and moral difficulties created by the invasion of

inadequate to the

ancient areas of function. For

number

all

their humanitarian sentiments,

have
moral problems created in
such countries as China and India by the advent of Western
techniques. The displacement of function must lead in the long
run to the diminution of moral significance in the old; and this
means the loss of accustomed centers of allegiance, belief, and
incentive. Hence the widely observed spectacle of masses of
a large

been singularly

of native reformers, as well as Western,
insensitive to the

marginal' personalities in native cultures, of individuals adrift,

encompassed by, but not belonging to, either the old or the
new. New associations have arisen and continue to arise, but
their functional value is still but dimly manifest for the greater
57

number

and their moral and psychological appeal is
correspondingly weak. Hence the profound appeal of what the
great Indian philosopher, Tagore, called 'the powerful anesof people,

thetic of nationalism/

Hence

also the appeal,

among

a signif-

communism, which makes
organization and combines it with thera-

icant minority of intellectuals, of

central the ethos of

peutic properties of concerted action.

What

is

to

be observed so vividly in many areas of the

and has been, for some time, a notable characteristic of Western society. The process is less striking, less dramatic,
for we are directly involved in it. But it is nonetheless a profoundly significant aspect of modern Western history and it
arises from some of the same elements in Western culture
which, when exported, have caused such dislocation and ferment in foreign areas. We too have suffered a decline in the
institutional function of groups and associations upon which
we have long depended for moral and psychological stability.
We too are in a state that can, most optimistically, be called
transition— of change from associative contexts that have become in so many places irrelevant and anachronistic to newer
associative contexts that are still psychologically and morally
dim to the perceptions of individuals. As a result of the sharp
reduction in meaning formerly inherent in membership, the
problems of status, adjustment, and moral direction have assumed tremendous importance in the East as well as the West.
East

is

also,

Five

Nowhere

is the concern with the problem of community in
Western society more intense than with respect to the family. 3
The contemporary family, as countless books, articles, college
courses, and marital clinics make plain, has become an obses-

sive problem.

We

The family

tend to regard

society,

somehow

but, at the

inspires a curious dualism of thought.

uneasily as a final manifestation of tribal

inappropriate to a democratic, industrial age,

same time, we have become ever more aware
an instrument of social reconstruction.

possibilities as
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it

of

its

The

intensity of theoretical interest in the family has

enough

curiously

risen in direct proportion to the decline of

the family's basic institutional importance to our culture.

present problem' of the family
its

is

The

dramatized by the fact that

abstract importance to the moralist or psychologist has

grown

all

the while that

its

tangible institutional significance

layman and its functional importance to economy and
have
diminished.
State
It is doubtless one more manifestation of the contemporary
to the

quest for security that students of the family increasingly see
its

main

'function* to

be that of conferring 'adjustment' upon

the individual, and, for the most part, they find no difficulty at

supposing that

all in

this psychological function

can be carried

on by the family in what is otherwise a functional vacuum.
Contemporary social psychology has become so single-mindedly aware of the psychological gratification provided by the
group for individual needs of security and recognition that
there is an increasing tendency to suppose that such a function
is primary and can maintain itself autonomously, impervious
to changes in institutional functions which normally give a
group importance in culture. For many reasons the contemporary family
that

much

is

made

importance
with a structure

to carry a conscious symbolic

greater than ever, but

is

it

must do

this

smaller in size and of manifestly diminishing relevance

and

political

ends of contem-

Historically the family's importance has

come from the

to the larger economic, religious,

porary society.
fact of intimate social cohesion united with institutional sig-

nificance in society, not from
earlier ages, kinship

was

its

sex or blood relationships. In

inextricably involved in the processes

of getting a living, providing education, supporting the infirm,

caring for the aged, and maintaining religious values. In vast
rural areas, until quite recently, the family

was the actual

agency of economic production, distribution, and consumption.
Even in towns and cities, the family long retained its close
relation to these obviously crucial activities. Organized living
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was simply inconceivable, for the most part, outside of the
context provided by kinship. Few individuals were either too
young or too old to find a place of importance within the group,
a fact which enhanced immeasurably the family's capacity for
winning allegiance and providing symbolic integration for the
individual.

The interpersonal and psychological aspects of kinship
were never made to rest upon personal romance alone or even
upon pure standards of individual rectitude. Doubtless, deviations from the moral code and disillusionment with romance
were as common then as now. But they did not interfere with
the cultural significance of the family simply because the family

was

more than an interpersonal relationship based upon
and moral probity. It was an indispensable institution.
But in ever enlarging areas of population in modern times,
the economic, legal, educational, religious, and recreational
far

affection

functions of the family have declined or diminished. Politically,

membership

in the family

many

is

superfluous; economically,

it is

an outright hindrance to success. The
family, as someone has put it, is now the accident of the worker
rather than his essence. His competitive position may be more
favorable without it. Our systems of law and education and all
the manifold recreational activities of individuals engaged in
their pursuit of happiness have come to rest upon, and to be
regarded by

as

to, the individual, not the family. On all sides we
continue to celebrate from pulpit and rostrum the indispensa-

directed

bility to

economy and

the family

is

the State of the family. But, in plain fact,

indispensable to neither of these at the present

tion

The major processes of economy and political administrahave become increasingly independent of the symbolism

and

integrative activities of kinship.

time.

There

is

an optimistic apologetics that sees in

this

waning

of the family's institutional importance only the beneficent

hand

of Progress.

sociologists that,

We

with

are told

its loss

the family has been freed of
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of
all

by certain psychologists and
economic and legal functions,
that

is

basically irrelevant to

its 'real'

nature; that the true function of the family— the culti-

vation of affection, the shaping of personality, above

now in a
of man and

all,

the

manufacture of 'adjustment'— is

position to flourish

illimitably, to the greater glory

society. In a highly

popular statement,

from

we

are told that the family has progressed

institution to companionship.

But, as Ortega y Gasset has written, people do not live
They live together to do some-

together merely to be together.
thing together/

To suppose

that the present family, or

group, can perpetually vitalize
affectional
is

like

tie,

itself

through some indwelling

in the absence of concrete, perceived functions,

supposing that the comradely

grow up

any other

ties of

mutual aid which

incidentally in a military unit will long outlast a con-

which war is plainly and irrevocably banished. Applied
to the family, the argument suggests that affection and personality cultivation can somehow exist in a social vacuum, unsupported by the determining goals and ideals of economic and
political society. But in hard fact no social group will long
survive the disappearance of its chief reasons for being, and
dition in

these reasons are not, primarily, biological but institutional.

Unless

new

institutional functions are

performed by a group

—family, trade union, or church— its psychological influence will

become minimal.
No amount of veneration

for the psychological functions

of a social group, for the capacity of the group to gratify cravings for security

and recognition,

ever important these functions

howany given individual's

will offset the fact that,

may be

in

he does not join the group essentially for them. He joins
if and when its larger institutional or intellectual
functions have relevance both to his own life organization and
to what he can see of the group's relation to the larger society.
The individual may indeed derive vast psychic support and
integration from the pure fact of group membership, but he
will not long derive this when he becomes in some way aware
of the gulf between the moral claims of a group and its actual
institutional importance in the social order.
life,

the group
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All of this has special relevance to the family, with

its

major function now generally reduced by psychologists to that
of conferring adjustment upon individuals. Yet in any objective
view the family is probably now less effective in this regard
than it has ever been. It is plain that the family is no longer
the main object of personal loyalty in ever larger sections of

our population, and

it is an overstrain on the imagination to
suppose that it will regain a position of psychological importance through pamphlets, clinics, and high-school courses on

courtship and marriage.
literature

How

quaint

on sexual adjustment

in

now seems

marriage with

that
its

whole

implicit

argument that sexual incompatibility is the basic cause of the
reduced significance of marriage. Some of the solemn preoccupations with 'family tensions' which now hold the field of
clinical practice will one day no doubt seem equally quaint.
The current problem of the family, like the problem of
any social group, cannot be reduced to simple sets of psychological complexes which exist universally in man's nature, or
to an ignorance of sexual techniques, or to a lack of Christian
morality. The family is a major problem in our culture simply
because we are attempting to make it perform psychological
and symbolic functions with a structure that has become fragile
and an institutional importance that is almost totally unrelated
to the economic and political realities of our society. Moreover,
the growing impersonality and the accumulating

demands

of

ever larger sections of our world of business and government

tend to throw an extraordinary psychological strain upon the
family. In tins now small and fragile group we seek the security

and

everywhere else. It is hardly strange that
and emotional strains should, in the
present age, assume an unwonted importance— their meaning
has changed with respect to the larger context of men's lives.
affection denied

timeless incompatibilities

We thus

find ourselves increasingly in the position of attempt-

ing to correct, through psychiatric or spiritual techniques, prob-

lems which, although assuredly emotional, derive basically from
a set of historically given institutional circumstances.
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Personal

crises,

underlying emotional dissatisfactions, indi-

vidual deviations from strict rectitude— these have presumably

been constant in all ages of history. Only our own age tends to
blow up these tensions into reasons for a clinical approach to
happiness. Such tensions appear more critical and painful, more
intolerable to contemporary man, simply because the containing social structures of such tensions have become less vital to
his existence. The social structures are expendable so far as the
broad economic and political processes of our society are concerned and, consequently, they offer
emotional

states.

Not a few

less

support for particular

of the problems that give special

concern to our present society— sex

role,

courtship and marriage,

old age, the position of the child— do so because of the modified
functional and psychological position of the family in our
culture.

The widely publicized problems

woman do

class

modern middleFreudians have seemed
of the

not result, as certain

from a disharmony between her innate psychological character and the present values of feminism. Whatever
may be the neurological nature of the female, as compared
to suggest,

with that of the male, the special and distinctive problem of
the

woman

in our culture arises

from certain changes

function and conceptualized role.
en's

sense,

and

What

emancipation from patriarchalism

an emancipation from

has been called

is,

clear, socially

approved function

role within the institutionalized family group.

quarters, but

it

takes

it

wom-

in a highly relevant

in these terms does not lessen the intensity of the

many

in social

To put

it

problem in

out of the vague realm of sup-

posed innate complexes and places

it

within the determinable

context of historical changes in social position.

It

puts the

women in exactly the same context
which he contemporary problems of the role of the father
and the child. The former problems may be more intense, more
explicit, but they do not differ in kind from those besetting the

psychological problems of
in

existences of other
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members

of the family.

The

oftentimes absurd worship of the female, especially

the mother, in contemporary American society, has frequently
been interpreted by ardent feminists as a reflection of her recent
rise to eminence after centuries of subordination to the male.
But it reflects rather an unconscious overcompensation for the
historical fact of her release from any clear and indispensable
social role within the family.

change

4

And

a part of the historical

this is

whole family group.

in the function to society of the

The sharp discrepancy between the

family's actual contri-

butions to present political and economic order and the set of
spiritual

images inherited from the past

of definition of sex role.
all

From

intensifies the

this basic

problem

discrepancy proceed

the elaborate, and frequently self-defeating, techniques of

the 'rational' cultivation of the family

tie,

the stunting dosages

and the staggering number of clinics, conferences, lectures, pamphlets, and books on
the subject of relations between parent and child, between husband and wife. It is this riot of rational techniques that has led
to the bland and unexamined assumption that the family is
today a more 'affectionate' organization than it was a century
of scientific mother-love for the child,

ago.

In our society most of the period of storm and stress that
is

adolescence has

child

is

little

undergoing.

problem of

It

to

do with the biological changes the

has almost everything to do with the

and the clarity of the family's
relation to society. In all past ages, and in many contemporary
societies today, the development of the child into manhood or
womanhood is attended, if not by actual lengthy and intense
ceremonial rites, by relatively clear communications of value
and purpose. And these have been possible only when there
have been concrete institutional functions to symbolize and
hence communicate. Today adolescence is the period, we are
justified in saying, when the appalling discrepancy between
shadow and substance in contemporary kinship first becomes
role in the family

evident to the child.

It is

then, in a profound

if

largely un-

conscious way, that he becomes aware of the gulf between
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inherited authority patterns

and the actual functional contribu-

For in any group it
meaning to the former.

tion of the family.

give effective

is

only the latter that can

Far more tragic in our culture is the position in which
more and more of the aged find themselves. To interpret the
present problem of old age as the consequence of living in a
is somewhat deceptive. All periods
been characterized by great rewards for the
young military leader, statesman, merchant, and writer. The
age of some of the most distinguished members in the long
history of Parliament in England is a case in point, and we may
suppose that the brilliant young Pitt would find it far more
difficult today to lead the House of Representatives in supposedly youth-dominated America than he did Parliament in
eighteenth-century England. Conversely there is no clear evidence to indicate that the proportion of the aged who are now
prominent in business, professions, and government is any

'youth-dominated* society
of culture have

smaller than in earlier times.

De Senectute there has probably never been
men have not faced the onset of old age with

Since Cicero's

a period in which
the feeling that

down

its

consolations

must be compensatorily

in writing in order to lessen the pathos of their

separation from previous activities.
tion

from wonted

activities that

is

Today

it is

set

enforced

not the separa-

so painfully manifested in

thought and behavior but the widening sense of alienation from
family and society, a sense of alienation that is reflected not
only in the staggering increase of the so-called senile neuroses

and psychoses but
In

many

in the old-age political

movements.

instances the root causes are plainly economic,

but the contemporary incidence of economic problems of the
aged must itself be seen in relation to changes in social struc-

To

whose position
obviously a
growing number of elderly people whose estrangement comes
from the altered social status and psychological role in which
ture.

is

leave out of present consideration those

purely the result of financial strain, there

they find themselves.
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It is

is

not always that they find themselves

physically outside of a family group. In the most pathetic
ifestations of this

problem

it is

man-

that such people find themselves

The change in the structure of the
family has led to a change in the significance of individual
in but not of the group.

members, especially of the aged.

The

fantastic romanticism that

and marriage

now

surrounds courtship

drawn in part no doubt from
larger contexts of romanticism in modern history and is efficiently supported by the discovery of modern retail business
that the mass-advertised fact of romance is good for sales. But
the lushness of such advertising obviously depends on a previously fertilized soil, and this soil may be seen in large part as
in our culture

is

the consequence of changes in the relation of the family to the

other aspects of the social order.

The diminution

in the func-

been attended by efforts
the affectional realm of intensified romance.

tional significance of the family has

compensate in
Probably no other age in history has so completely identified
(confused, some might say) marriage and romance as has our
own. The claim that cultivation of affection is the one remainto

ing serious function of the family

is

ironically supported

by the

stupefying amount of effort put into the calculated cultivation

and vicarious. Whether this has made
contemporary marriage a more affectionate and devoted relationship is a controversy we need not enter here.
The social roles of adolescence, old age, and affection have
been profoundly altered by changes in the functional positions
of the members of the family. Such states are perceived differently, both by the individuals immediately concerned and by
others around them. So are the recurrent 'crises' of personal
life— birth, marriage, and death— regarded differently as a
consequence of changes in the structure and functions of the
family. Except from the point of view of the biologist, death,
for example, is not the same phenomenon from one society to
another, from one age to another. Death also has its social role,
and this role is inseparable from the organization of values and
relationships within which the physical fact of death takes
of romance, both direct

place.

Death almost everywhere

sake of the deceased,

if

who

the sake of those

we

is

ritualized, ritualized for the

but far more importantly for
behind. Such ritualization has

like,

are left

immensely important psychological functions in the direction
of emotional release for the individuals most closely related to
the dead person and in the direction, too, of the whole social
group. But these death rites are not disembodied acts of obeisance or succor; they are manifestations of group life and
function.

They

are closely related, that

is,

to other aspects of

the family which have no immediate connection with the fact
of death.

In our society

we

find ourselves increasingly baffled

psychologically unprepared for the incidence of death

loved ones.

It is

not that grief

prehensibility of death

is

is

and

among

greater or that the incom-

increased. It

is

in considerable part

perhaps because the smaller structure of the family gives inevitably a greater emotional value to each of the

more than

this,

it

is

the result,

I

members. But,

believe, of the decline in

means of ritual completion of the
Death leaves a kind of moral suspense that is
terminated psychologically only with greater and greater difficulty. The social meaning of death has changed with the
significance of the traditional

fact of death.

social position of death.

Six

The problems

arising

from the diminished

institutional

and

psychological importance of the family in our society also ex-

tend into wider areas of social and economic behavior.

We find

ourselves dealing increasingly with difficulties that

seem to
resolve themselves into matters of human motivation and incentives. An older economics and politics and educational
theory took

and

selling

it

for granted that all the root impulses to

and saving,

to voting,

and

potent form, in the individual himself.
crucial
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economic motivations and the

buying

to learning lay, in pre-

The

social

relation

between

groups in which

individuals actually lived

was seldom

if

ever heeded by the

classical economists.

The

Harvard economist, Joseph Schumpeter, wrote
In order to realize what all this means
for the efficiency of the capitalist engine of production we need
only recall that the family and the family home used to be the
tellingly

late

on

this point.

mainspring of the typically bourgeois kind of profit motive.
Economists have not always given due weight to this fact.

When we

look more closely at their idea of the self-interest of

entrepreneurs and capitalists

we

cannot

fail to

discover that the

was supposed to produce are really not at all what one
would expect from the rational self-interest of the detached
individual or the childless couple who no longer look at the
world through the windows of a family home. Consciously or
unconsciously, they analyzed the behavior of the man whose
motives are shaped by such a home and who means to work
and save primarily for wife and children. As soon as these fade
out from the moral vision of the business man, we have a different kind of homo economicus before us who cares for different
things and acts in different ways/ 5
Much of the predictability of human response, which the
results

it

classical

made

economists

the basis of their faith in the auto-

matic workings of the free market, came not from fixed instincts
but from the vast conservatism and stability of a society that

remained deeply rooted
capitalist age.

Had

it

advent of the
profound incentives sup-

in kinship long after the

not been

for the

by the family and, equally important, the capacity of the
extended family to supply a degree, however minimal, of mu-

plied

tual aid in time of distress,

would have

failed before

it

it is

a fair guess that capitalism

was well under way. The

extraor-

dinary rate of capital accumulation in the nineteenth century

was dependent, to some extent at least, on a low-wage structure
that was in turn dependent on the continuation of the ethic of

when this involved child labor in the factories. 6
The same point may be made with respect to the relation
kinship symbolism and population increase. What Malthus

family aid, even
of

68

and

his followers

regarded as embedded in the biological na-

man, the almost limitless urge to procreate, has turned
out to be inseparable from the cultural fact of kinship, with its
inherited incentives and values. As long as the family had institutional importance in society, it tended to maintain moral
and psychological devotions which resulted in high birth rates
—rates that invited the alarm of a good many sociologists. But
with the decline in both the functional and psychological importance of kinship, and with the emergence of a culture based
increasingly on the abstract individual rather than the family,
there has resulted a quite different birth rate and a quite difture of

ferent set of population problems.

To be
tions

and

sure

we

are dealing here, in this matter of motiva-

changed
changed signif-

incentives, not merely with the effects of the

significance of the family but with those of the

icance of other social cohesions
political order

happened

depended

upon which our economy and

for a long period of time.

to the family has

happened

also to

What

has

neighborhood and

community. As Robert S. Lynd has written: 'Neighborhood and community ties are not only optional but generally
growing less strong; and along with them is disappearing the
important network of intimate, informal, social controls traditionally associated with living closely with others/ 7 Within all
of these lay not merely controls but the incentives that supplied
the motive force for such pursuits as education and religion and
local

recreation.

The point

is

that with the decline in the significance of

kinship and locality, and the failure of

new

social relationships

assume influences of equivalent evocative intensity, a profound change has occurred in the very psychological structure
of society. And this is a change that has produced a great deal
of the present problem of incentives in so many areas of our
society. Most of our ideas and practices in the major institutional areas of society developed during an age when the
residual psychological elements of social organization seemed
imperishable. No less imperishable seemed the structure of
to
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itself. Educational goals and political objectives
were fashioned accordingly, as were theories of economic
behavior and population increase.
But we are learning that many of the motivations and
incentives which an older generation of rationalists believed
were inherent in the individual are actually supplied by social
groups— social groups with both functional and moral relevance

personality

to the lives of individuals.

Modern planners

thus frequently find themselves dealing,

not simply with the upper stratum of decisions, which their

demand of a planned
but with often baffling problems which reach down
into the very recesses of human personality. 8

forebears assumed would be the sole
society,

Seven
Basically, however,

it is

not the position of the family or of any

other single group, old or new, that
of historical changes
of family,
is

is

crucial to the welfare of

may come and

go under the impact
and cultural needs. There is no single type

a social order. Associations

anymore than there

is

essential to personal security

a single type of religion, that

and

collective prosperity. It

would be wrong to assume that the present problem of community in Western societv arises inexorably from the modifications which have taken place in old groups, however cherished
these may be. But irrespective of particular groups, there must
be in any stable culture, in any civilization that prizes its integrity, functionally significant and psychologically meaningful
groups and associations lying intermediate to the individual
and the larger values and purposes of his society. For these are
the small areas of association within which alone such values
and purposes can take on clear meaning in personal life and

become

the vital roots of the large culture. It

problem of intermediate association that

is

is,

I believe,

fundamental

the

at the

present time.

Under the

lulling influence of the idea of Progress

generally assumed
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we have

until recently that history automatically

own

solution to the basic problems of organization
have further assumed that man is ineradicably
gregarious and that from this gregariousness must come ever
new and relevant forms of intermediate association.
It is tempting to believe this as we survey the innumerable
formal organizations of modern life, the proliferation of which
has been one of the signal facts in American history, or as we

provides

its

in society.

We

observe the incredible number of personal contacts which take
place daily in the congested areas of

But there

is

modern urban

life.

a profound difference between the casual,

informal relationships which abound in such areas and the kind

which create a sense of belonging, which supply incentive, and which confer upon the individual a sense of
status. Moreover, from some highly suggestive evidence supplied by such sociologists as Warner, Lazarsfeld, and especially
Mirra Komarovsky, we can justly doubt that all sections of
modern populations are as rich in identifiable social groups and
associations as we have heretofore taken for granted.
of social groups

The common assumption

that, as the older associations of

kinship and neighborhood have

replaced by

new

become weakened, they are
filling the same role is

voluntary associations

not above sharp question. That traditional groups have weak-

ened in significance

is

apparently true enough but, on the

evidence, their place has not been taken to any appreciable
extent

by new forms

of association. Despite the appeal of the

older sociological stereotype of the urban dweller
to various voluntary associations, all of

who

belongs

which have progres-

sively replaced the older social unities, the facts so far gathered

suggest the contrary: that a rising
to

no organized association

the unaffiliated persons
population.

As

at

number

all,

may even

and

of individuals belong

that, in the large cities,

constitute a majority of the

9

for the psychological functions of the great formal

modern life—industrial corporations, governmental agencies, large-scale labor and charitable organizations
—it is plain that not many of these answer adequately the conassociations in
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temporary quest for community. Such organizations, as Max
Weber pointed out, are generally organized not around personal
loyalties but around loyalty to an office or machine. The administration of charity, hospitalization,
like the administration of the

unemployment

assistance,

huge manufacturing corporation,

may be more efficient and less given to material inequities, but
the possible gains in technical efficiency do not minimize their
underlying impersonality in the life of the individual.
Much

contemporary sense of the impersonality of
society comes from the rational impersonality of these great
organizations. The widespread reaction against technology, the
city, and political freedom, not to mention the nostalgia that
pervades so many of the discussions of rural-urban differences,
comes from the diminished functional relationship between
existent social groups in industry or the community and the
remote efficiency of the larger organizations created by modern
planners.

of the

The

derivative loss of

meaning

for the individual

frequently becomes the moral background of vague and im-

potent reactions against technology and science, and of aggressive states of mind against the culture as a whole. In spatial

terms the individual

is

obviously

less isolated

from

his fellows

in the large-scale housing project or in the factory than

was

his

grandfather. What he has become isolated from is
meaningful proximity to the major ends and purposes of his
culture. With the relatively complete satisfaction of needs concerned with food, employment, and housing, a different order
of needs begins to assert itself imperiously; and these have to

the sense of

do with

spiritual belief

and

social status.

'The uneasiness, the malaise of our time,' writes C. Wright
Mills, 'is due to this root fact: in our politics and economy, in
family life and religion— in practically every sphere of our exist-

ence—the certainties of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
have disintegrated or been destroyed and, at the same time, no
new sanctions or justifications for the new routines we live, and

must

live,

malaise
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is

have taken hold.

.

.

Among

white-collar people, the

deep-rooted; for the absence of any order of belief

left them morally defenseless as individuals and politically
impotent as a group. Newly created in a harsh time of creation,
white-collar man has no culture to lean upon except the contents of a mass society that has shaped him and seeks to manip-

has

him

For security's sake he must attach
himself somewhere, but no communities or organizations seen
10
to be thoroughly his/
The quest for community will not be denied, for it springs
from some of the powerful needs of human nature—^eeds for a
clear sense of cultural purpose, membership, status, and continuity. Without these, no amount of mere material welfare will
serve to arrest the developing sense of alienation in our society
"and the mounting preoccupation with the imperatives of community. To appeal to technological progress is futile. For what
we discover is that rising standards of living, together with
increases in leisure, actually intensify the disquietude and frustration that arise when cherished and proffered goals are without available means of fulfillment. 'Secular improvement that
is taken for granted/ wrote Joseph Schumpeter, 'and coupled
with individual insecurity that is acutely resented is of course
ulate

to its alien ends.

the best recipe for breeding social unrest/

1X

The loss of old moral certainties and accustomed statuses
however, only the setting of our problem. For, despite the
enormous influence of nostalgia in human thinking, it is never
the recovery of the institutionally old that is desired by most

is,

people. In any event, the quest for the past

is

that

not, then, the loss of old contexts

but

is

as futile as

of the future.

The

real

problem

is

rather the failure of our present democratic and industrial scene
to create new contexts of association and moral cohesion within
which the smaller allegiances of men will assume both functional and psychological significance. It is almost as if the forces
that weakened the old have remained to obstruct the new

channels of association.

What

is

the source of this failure?

laid to technology, science,
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and the

city.

The blame
These,

is

usually

it is said,

have

left

a vacuum. But the attack on these elements of modern

culture

is

ill-founded, for

no one of these

is

either logically or

psychologically essential to the problem at hand. Neither
ence, nor technology, nor the city

is

sci-

inherently incompatible

with the existence of moral values and social relationships which
will do for modern man what the extended family, the parish,
and the village did for earlier man.
Here, our problem becomes inevitably historical. For the
present position of the social group in political and industrial
society cannot be understood apart from certain historical tendencies concerned with the location of authority and function in
society and with certain momentous conflicts of authority and
function which have been fundamental in the development of
the

modern
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State.

*
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TWO

•

The

State

and Community

Chapter Four

o ISTORY AS THE DECLINE OF COMMUNITY
history of a society can be considered in many aspects.
can be seen in terms of the rise of democracy, the fall of
aristocracy, the advance of technology, the recession of religion.
It can be conceived, as Tocqueville conceived it, as the work
of equality; as Acton considered it, as the work of freedom; or,
in Bertrand Russell's terms, as the story of power. There is no

The
It

ways

any
Whitehead has
reminded us, 'a sort of searchlight elucidating some of the facts,
and retreating the remainder into an omitted background/

limit to the

given society. Each

of profitably regarding the history of

mode

of consideration

is,

as

History, the late F. J. Teggart insisted, is plural. It is plural
sequence of event and plural in result. There is no one general statement that can remain meaningful before the diversity
of historical materials. For a long time the idea of progress was
held capable of assimilating and making intelligible the diverse
in
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Today it is no longer so held. If there
any single general idea that has replaced it, it is the idea of
decline. But the idea of decline is no more, no less, correct

experiences of man's past.
is

than the idea of progress. History
cline alone. It

judgment

is

is

both.

What

is

is

neither progress nor de-

determinative in the historian's

simply that aspect of the present he chooses to

illuminate.

Thus,

if

we

value the emergence of the individual from

ancient confinements of patriarchal kinship, class, gild, and
village community, the outcome of modern European history
must appear progressive in large degree. For, plainly, the major
toll of modern social change has been exacted from such communal entities as these. From the point of view of the individual—the autonomous, rational individual— the whole sequence
of events embodied in Renaissance, Reformation, and Revolution must appear as the work of progressive liberation. There
is nothing wrong with this appraisal of history. It is undeniably
illuminative. But it is inescapably selective.
If, on the other hand, we value coherent moral belief, clear
social status, cultural roots, and a strong sense of interdependence with others, the same major events and changes of modern
history can be placed in a somewhat different light. The processes that have led to the release of the individual from old
customs and solidarities have led also to a loss of moral certainties, a confusion of cultural meanings, and a disruption of

established social contexts.

We

cannot, in sum, deal with the

progressive emancipation of individuals without recognizing
also the decline of those structures from which the individual
has been emancipated. Judgments of progress must always be
specific and selective; they cannot be disengaged from opposing

judgments of decline and disruption.
A preference for the emancipation of the individual and
for the advancement of secularism, mobility, and moral freedom may well be sovereign in our total moral appraisal. We
may regard these developments in modern history as worth

whatever has been exacted from moral certainty and
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social

interdependence. But such preference, understandable though
it be, is no warrant for omitting from consideration the historical facts of decline

and

disintegration.

No approach

to history

valid that does not regard

to the problems of the present is
the present as the outcome, in varying proportions, of both

and

advancement and

If

decline.

Two
we are to understand

the conditions that he behind the quest

we must look not merely to contemporary social and psychological dislocations but to the historical sequences of change which have led up to them. There
is a quickly reached limit to the value of diagnoses that dispense
with the historical record and that seek, like those of the anthropologist, to explain the present solely in terms of present
for

community

in our society,

The historical past has a persistent and penetrating
upon the behavior and ideas of any generation. Perhaps the greatest contribution of Marx to nineteenth-century
economics and psychology was his insistence that all economic
and psychic relationships are historically determined. If we
would diagnose our own age we had better do so historically,
for history is the essence of human culture and thought.
The dislocations and tensions of our own age can be
clarified only by reference to certain massive changes that have
taken place in modern history in the larger contexts of human
processes.

influence

association.

These are changes in allegiance

to institutions, in

the location of social functions, in the relationship of

men and

the norms of culture, and, above

all, in the source and diffusion
The present problem of intermediate assoindustry, and community has its roots in certain

of political power.
ciation in State,
conflicts

of authority

and function that have been notable

aspects of the social history of

The historical changes

to

modern Europe.

which I refer have been remarked

variously. In the nineteenth century the English conservative,
Sir

was

Henry Maine, on the basis of studies in comparative law,
led to see in modern history a continuous movement away
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from the centrality of the social group, with its attributes of
status and membership, to the primacy of the legally autonomous individual and impersonal relations of contract. 'Throughout

all its

course [the

movement

of progressive societies] has

been distinguished by the gradual dissolution of family dependency and the growth of individual obligation in its place. The
Individual is steadily substituted for the Family as the unit of
which civil laws take account/ 2
Karl Marx was also struck by this drift of social relationships, and, characteristically, he attributed it to the revolutionary influence of the bourgeoisie. 'The bourgeoisie, wherever it
has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, idyllic
relations. It has pitilessly torn

that

bound man

ing no other nexus between
terest,

asunder the motley feudal ties
and has left remain-

to his "natural superiors,"

man and man

than callous "cash payment."

It

than naked

self-in-

has drowned the most

heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm,
of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy waters of egotistical
calculation.
priest, the

.

.

It

man

has converted the physician, the lawyer, the

of science, into

bourgeoisie has torn

away from

its

paid wage-laborers. The

the family

its

sentimental

veil,

and has reduced the family relation to a mere money relation.' 3
Similarly, some of the German sociologists of the late nineteenth century called attention to the processes of modern
history that have led to an atomization or mechanization of the
primary social relationships. Tbnnies expressed this as a continuous weakening of the ties of Gemeinschaft—the communal
ties of family, gild, and village— and a constant maximization
in

modern times

of the

more impersonal,

atomistic,

and me-

chanical relationships of what he called Gesellschaft.* Simmel,

Marx and Engels, dealt extensively with
the depersonalizing influence upon traditional moral and social
patterns of the modern spread of money as a dominant means

following insights of

of exchange. Because of the easy convertibility of all qualitative

values and status relationships into fluid relationships of contract,

based upon money, modern capitalism has had a leveling
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and fragmenting effect upon the contexts of status and mem5
bership. In somewhat the same way, the great Max Weber
pointed out the incidence of powerful processes of rationalization and bureaucratization upon systems of authority, patterns
of culture, and the location of social function. These processes

have

led,

Weber

declared, to a supremacy in

modern times

of

and of mechanical systems of administration within which the primary unities of social life have become
6
indistinct and tenuous.
The French sociologists Le Play and Durkheim, in their
monumental studies of society, were also led to point out the
atomizing effects upon society of such forces as technology,
individualism, and the division of labor. What is in fact characteristic of our development/ wrote Durkheim, 'is that it has
successively destroyed all the established social contexts; one
after another they have been banished either by the slow usury
of time or by violent revolution, and in such fashion that noth7
ing has been developed to replace them.'
So too have such scholars as von Gierke, Duguit, Maitland,
Tawney, the Hammonds, and many others called attention to
the contrast that exists between contemporary society, organized increasingly in impersonal terms and resting on the legally
separate individual, and an earlier form of society characterized
by the primacy of custom and community. On the basis of this
perceived contrast innumerable specific studies of law, education, kinship, town, and religion have rested.
So far as Western society is concerned, the frame of reference for all of these contrasts is the transition from medieval to
modern Europe. It is the social structure of the Middle Ages,
the impersonal

office

real or imagined, that has

provided a

common

point of depar-

ture for interpretations as different as those of the socialist

and the conservative Maine.

It

Marx

must be our point of departure

also.

'Modem history,' declared Lord Acton, 'tells how the last
four hundred years have modified the medieval conditions of
life

and thought.' There
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is

wisdom

in this generalization.

The

essence of modern social and cultural history has been the almost incessant preoccupation with principles and structures
which are, in substance, medieval. Modern systems of political
representation, religious structure, kinship, class,

and law can-

not be understood except as institutional continuities, modified
and readjusted by historical event, arising out of the Middle

And

a large number of distinctively modern social movements are made intelligible only when they are seen as responses to economic and intellectual conditions left by the
changes or disruptions in medieval institutions and moral cer-

Ages.

tainties.

Three

Amid

all

the interpretations and judgments of historians re-

garding medieval society, ranging from the idealizations of a
Belloc or

Cram

to the incisive realism of a Coulton, there

is

agreement upon certain

social characteristics of the Middle
Ages, irrespective of the moral inferences to be drawn from

them. The

economy,

first is

the pre-eminence in medieval society— in

religion,

From such

and morality— of the small

its

social group.

organizations as family, gild, village community,

and monastery flowed most of the cultural Me of the age. The
second fact, deriving from the first, is the centrality of personal
status, of membership, in society. In the Middle Ages, Jacob
Burckhardt has written, 'man was conscious of himself only as
a

member

of a race, people, party, family, or corporation— only

through some general category/

8

The

reality of the separate,

autonomous individual was
power. Both were subordinated

as indistinct as that of centralized

political

to the

immense range
and ruler and

of association that lay intermediate to individual

that included such groups as the patriarchal family, the gild,

the church, feudal

we

class,

shall see, the epic of

and the

village

community. And, as
history is composed

modern European

in very large part of the successive extrications of both indi-

vidual and State from the fetters of medieval group
80

life.

who

community/ wrote Aquinas,
community as parts to the whole.' The
immense influence of the whole philosophy of organism and
that of the related doctrine of the great chain of being, which
saw every element as an infinitesimal gradation of ascent to
God, supported and gave reason for the deeply held philosophy
of community. Whether it was the divine Kingdom itself or
some component mundane association like the family or gild,
the whole weight of medieval learning was placed in support
'AH

are included in a

'stand in relation to that

To be sure there
were sharp challenges to this metaphysical realism, from William of Occam on, and one of the most fascinating aspects of
the development of modern philosophy is the succession of
metaphysical and epistemological disengagements of the individual and his will from the organismic unities of medieval
of the reality of social wholes, of communities.

thought. But, in general, the philosophy of

dominant

The

community was

in medieval thought.

centrality of

community was much more than a
Whether we are dealing with

philosophical principle however.

the family, the village, or the gild,

we

are in the presence of

systems of authority and allegiance which were widely held to

precede the individual in both origin and right. It was a distinctive trait of medieval doctrine/ Otto von Gierke writes in
his great study of medieval groups, 'that within every human

and active right of
As many an institutional historian
has discovered, medieval economy and law are simply unintelligible if we try to proceed from modern conceptions of individualism and contract. The group was primary; it was the irregroup

it

decisively recognized an aboriginal

the group taken as a whole/

9

ducible unit of the social system at large.

The family,

patriarchal

and corporate

in essence,

was more

than a set of interpersonal relations. It was a fixed institutional
system within which innumerable, indispensable functions

were performed. Upon it, rather than upon the individual, were
levied taxes and fines; to it, rather than the individual, went
the honors of achievement. In
81

its

corporate solidarity lay the

ground of almost

all

decision affecting the individual— his oc-

cupation, welfare, marriage, and the rearing of his children.

Property belonged to the family, not the individual, and it could
not easily be alienated from the family. Law began with the
its members, and public law,
was, could not generally cross the threshold of the

inviolable rights of the family over

such as

it

Beyond the immediate, conjugal family stretched the
extended family numbering sometimes hundreds of persons in
close association, tightly knit together by custom and function.
And beyond the domain of tangible kinship, the immense symfamily.

bolic influence of the family reached into scores of organizations

which adopted the nomenclature and

spirit of kinship.

So, too, the prevailing system of agriculture was, as Vino-

gradoff has emphasized, 'communal in
trait that

makes

it

individualistic interests renders

of things ruled

were variations

its

very essence. Every

strange and inconvenient from the point of
it

highly appropriate to a state

by communal conceptions/
in the intensity of this

10

To be

sure there

communality from one

area to another, but wherever open-field husbandry was prac-

demands

its comupon the peasant a degree
of solidarity with his fellows that the later enclosure acts and
reform programs found difficult to break. The villager had little

ticed the sheer technical

of the system, with

plicated network of strips, enjoined

such surroundings, but to subordinate himself
And, given the
nucleus of households with families in enforced close association, given also the system of communal apportionment of the
shares in the arable, the communal decisions about times and
alternative, in

and

his desires to those of the village group.

places of cultivation, the existence of the all-important com-

mons, and the individual functionaries who served the village
as a whole under the watchful eyes of the manorial lord, it is
not strange that medieval agriculture should have been pervaded by an ethic of group solidarity, which the agricultural
reformers of the eighteenth century found strange to the point
of unreason. In the Middle Ages, Maitland has somewhere written, villagers sacrificed efficiency
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upon the

altar of

communal

equality. 'A village

formed what we

has written, 'not only because

same

a community/ Homans
members were submitted

call

all its

customs— because the land of every villager
lay in the form of strips intermingled with those of his neighbors, because every villager followed the same traditional rotation of crops and sent his cattle to run in a common herd. A
village formed a community chiefly because all its members
were brought up to consent and act together as a group/ 1X
Even in the towns, where there was a freer air, where
there was inevitably a greater amount of individual autonomy,
to the

we

set of

cannot miss the decisive role of corporate association.

were the towns— at

least those

Roman Empire— but,

which were not

What

survivals of the

merchants and
of these towns were

in origin, associations of

tradesmen. The walls surrounding so

many

no thicker than the protective framework of corporate rights
which lay in the charters of the towns. A town was more than
a simple place of residence and occupation; it was itself a close
association, and its members— citizens, in the medieval sensewere bound to live up to its articles and customs almost as
rigorously as the peasants on a manor. 12 Within the town were
innumerable small associations, the gilds— organizations based
first upon occupation, to be sure, but also upon sacred obligations of mutual-aid, religious faith, and political responsibility.
Here, too, in these urban social organizations we are dealing
with structures of authority and function which long resisted
the later efforts of businessmen and political rulers to subjugate
13
or destroy them. And from such studies as those of Rashdall
we can observe the dominance of the principle of corporate
association even in the realm of higher education. The university (a word applied indiscriminately in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries to almost any form of fellowship that served a
definite function) was basically a gild of masters and students,
the prime object of which was the stabilization of learning and
the protection of

its

votaries.

Finally, in the vast empire of religion
its

we

see,

perhaps at

height, the principle of corporate association with
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its

corol-

laries of

communal

obligation

and faith mediated by memberwould be absurd to exaggerate

ship in a visible community. It

either the religious devotion of medieval

man

or the extent of

were
both Pharisees and Protestants in the medieval Church. Yet, we
cannot miss the profusion of religious fellowships, frith-gilds,
monasteries, and ecclesiastical courts; the emphasis on the communion of saints, on supererogatory works, auricular confession; or the innumerable pentrations of religion into the market
place— which seventeenth- and eighteenth-century businessmen
were to find so insufferable. In the Middle Ages, allowing for
all obliquities and transgressions, the ethic of religion and the
ethic of community were one. It was indeed this oneness, so
his associative obligations. It will suffice to say that there

often repressive of individual faith, so often corrupting to the

purity of devotion, that the religious reformers like Wyclif, Hus,
Calvin, and others were to seek strenuously to dissolve.
for quite different reasons,

Tdissolve this unity.

The

were

affinity

And

so,

later political rulers to seek to

between extreme

religious in-

Axlividualism and allegiance to central national power which

Joan is an actual historical
/affinity. Each element was dangerous to the corporate Church.
Together, as later events proved, they were irresistible.
Further elaboration upon the centrality of the social group

/Shaw emphasizes

in his play St.

I

and

its

attributes of status

greater than

many

flected in medieval

is

unnecessary. Despite the mobility,

earlier historians

commerce,

were wont

to realize, re-

in the great fairs, in the

wander-

ings of scholars, in the administration of the Church, not to

mention the innumerable holy quests, the literature of the age
reveals a mentality dominated by matters of allegiance, membership, tradition, and group solidarity. Law and custom were
virtually indistinguishable, and both were hardly more than the
inner order of associations.

Two

points only are in need of stress here.

The

first is

the

derivation of group solidarity from the core of the indispensable
functions each group performed in the fives of its members.
The larger philosophy of community unquestionably had its
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influence, but the

major reason for the profound hold of the

family and the local community and gild upon

simply

the fact that, apart

from membership

human

in these

lives was
and other

life was impossible for the vast majority of human beThe second point to stress is that the solidarity of each
functional group was possible only in an environment of authority where central power was weak and fluctuating. As Ernest
Barker has written, the medieval State 'abounded in groups and
in the practice of what we may call communal self-help because
it was not yet itself a fully organised group. When it became

groups,

ings.

such
little

it

asserted itself

vigor/

the rising

14

It is

power

and curtailed the

indeed

rights of groups with

no

group rights by
government that forms

this curtailment of

of the central political

one of the most revolutionary movements of modern history.

Four
Terms of aggregation

like the

word medieval'

are peculiarly

and distorted usage.
more commonly made to represent an
artificially limited period of time in European history than it
is to describe a set of intellectual principles and social institutions which can scarcely be dated at all. Neither the fifteenth
nor the sixteenth century ended medieval society if, by medi-

liable, in historical discussion, to arbitrary

As a word, medieval

eval,

is

we have reference to types
and

of kinship, property, education,

would be more accurate to see such centuries as a kind of watershed of history, and even then we have
to be very careful of the areas and spheres we are referring to.
For, measured in institutional terms, large sections of European

religion,

class. It

society remained medieval until well into the nineteenth century.

by the sixteenth
communalisms of the Middle Ages had
declined sharply. Even earlier, as early as the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, there were those who endeavored resolutely to reduce the significance of the whole sphere of association that lay intermediate to the individual and Pope, the
Nevertheless,

century,
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many

it is

of the

possible to see that

individual and emperor, or the individual and king. Such

endeavors are to be seen in a great variety of papal edicts, monand imperial proposals. Making all allowance
for the centrality of the social group in medieval life, we should
be shortsighted if we missed the often sharp conflicts of prinarchical decrees,

and practice in the realm of function and authority. Still,
remains true that on the whole these conflicts were absorbed

ciple
it

by medieval
It is

century.

structures.

We

now

are

individual— the
tician,

when we come

a different story

and the

at the

to the sixteenth

beginning of a world in which the

artist, scientist,

the

man

of business, the poli-

devotee— becomes steadily more dearea, from the close confinements of

religious

tached, in area after
kinship, church,

and

association.

This

is

pre-eminently the

century of the beginnings of secularism, religious dissent, eco-

nomic individualism, and

of political centralization.

these massive institutional changes
of

much

of the

communalism

we

And

in

cannot miss the decline

that flourished in the twelfth

and

thirteenth centuries.
It is

necessary, however, to look

more

closely into this

asserted process of decline. Decline, like progress,

is

a

word

that frequently obscures the concrete manifestations of change.
it has long been
assumed that there is a kind of indwelling tendency toward
change in all social institutions and relationships. Because the
realities of fixity and persistence are commonly overlooked,
under the spell of automatic change, the actual conditions of
change are also overlooked. Similarly, it has been assumed that
there is a kind of organic continuity and unity of social change

Because of organismic conceptions of change,

which leads necessarily toward a resolution of all conflicts in
society to homogeneity and adjustment. To vindicate the principles of continuity and homogeneity has been, in a real sense,
the major effort, since Aristotle, of students of social change.
Even when, as in recent times, the normative elements of the

idea of Progress have been sharply challenged, the more funda86

mental conception of the continuity of change has largely been
retained.

This assumption has been

made

the

more

feasible

by the

equally widespread conception of institutions as more or less
independently structured entities, each capable of being viewed
separately, each supposedly endowed with some kind of indwelling tendency toward form and development. The result

has been not only to deal with the history of institutions in an
essentially unhistorical manner, that is by separating them from

determinable historical processes, but, what is equally serious,
in an essentially unpsychological manner. The presumed exteriority of institutions to human beings has led to an unreal
differentiation

between

strivings of individuals

and the concrete purposive

institutions

who

live in

terms of intellectual goals

and moral ends. Such institutions as kinship, community, and
religion have been dealt with in something of the same manner
in which a biologist deals with development in an organism.
A tendency to growth is assumed, and this growth is envisaged
in the perspectives of homogeneity and continuity.
But any analysis of institutions as purposive systems of
individual ideas, as systems, above

all,

makes plain the

and

reality of conflict

of individual allegiance,
crisis in

the history of

such institutions as family, community, and property. We cannot understand the dynamic element in institutions by searching for supposedly universal tensions in

any more than

human

relationships,

we

can understand it by positing at the outset
a timeless principle of development in society. Social change is
never continuous development. It is not development at all in
any tangible sense of that word. Neither is it the simple consequence of the mechanical impact of events upon passive insti-

and groups. The latter may come closer to the conditions
of change, but what is important is to see that social change is
fundamentally the intellectual and emotional reaction of indi-

tutions

viduals to intrusions or alterations of their environment. Social

change appears only when the results of such intrusions are
incorporated, however confusedly or reluctantly, in the life
87

organizations of individuals and thus
strable influence

come

to exert a

demon-

upon the purposive and meaningful nature of
The conflict between established habits

their consciousness.

and environmental compulsions to change can be a drastic one.
Change is always, at bottom, the reaction of individuals
to new circumstances and the consequent effort of individuals
to comprehend these new circumstances, to make them meaningful, and to build them into new values and new systems of
allegiance. It
social

is

thus a matter of conflict frequently within a

system— family, or community, or church— and

significantly, a

matter of frequent conflict

among

it is,

more

institutions.

and meanand hence demanding of individual loyalties, the change in one institution— the loss or
addition of functions and meanings that are vital— must frequently react upon the structure of some other institution and
thus awaken conflicting responses in the mind of the indiFor, since each institution

is

a pattern of functions

ings in the lives of individuals,

vidual.

16

Of all conflicts in European history, the most fundamental
have been those relating to the location of social function and
the administration of authority in human lives. From these have
arisen the intense, often agonizing, conflicts of allegiance which

we

see in the spiritual history of a society. It

is

not necessary

to invoke

Hegelian or Marxian teleologies to see these

They

embedded

are

conflicts.

in the empirical materials of institutional

history— in the struggle of Church with clan in the early Middle
Ages, of Church and State in the later Middle Ages, and in the
incessant conflicts of State
nity, State

and feudal

and

class in

gild, State

still

and

village

commu-

Such

conflicts

later periods.

from the very nature of institutions regarded as structures
of function, authority, and allegiance.
When Marx, largely under the suggestive influence of the
early interpreters of the French Revolution, made class conflict
the central fact in historical interpretation, he was not wrong
in seizing upon the reality of conflict, and it is not wholly his
fault if followers as well as enemies have chosen to interpret
arise
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picturesque terms of the barricades.

this conflict in the

Marx was

grievously in error

was

Where

in singling out the ill-defined

category of class— the institution in capitalist society with the
least possible claim to

being regarded as a significant structure

and functions— and in investing conflict
with a teleological essence that must make it culminate in a
new Golden Age of tranquillity. He was wrong in overlooking
of personal allegiance

the far

more momentous

between such
But Marx was

conflicts in social history

institutions as kinship, religion, gild,

and

State.

profoundly right in stressing the centrality of conflict in institutional change.

In the orthodox rationalist tradition

paid to periods and spheres of
conflicts of values

crisis in

among coterminous

little

society

was

attention

and to

institutions.

persistent

The gospel

homogeneity and adjustment held the field. Attention was
fixed on what was believed to be the natural provision of
nature for the smooth and orderly change of society as a whole.
That a plurality of institutions could exert upon individuals
powerful and possibly irreconcilable conflicts of allegiance was
seldom considered by the progressive rationalist.
of

Nevertheless the conflict is there, and it is a fact of the
highest significance in history. Sometimes this conflict is pas-

awakening only vague sensations of tension. Elements of
and conformity in the individual may reduce the
effects of the conflict on his allegiances. At other times it may
be fierce and overt, reflected in widespread mass upheaval and
in the central problems of the major social theorists. Such conflicts, small and large, do not, as the progressive rationalist has
sive,

persistence

thought, resolve themselves inevitably into systems of

new

co-

herence and order— either in the individual consciousness or in
the overt relationships of the major institutions. Where they
are matters of crucial allegiance— as with respect to family,
church, and State— they
tively passive,
If

we

are

now

may remain

for centuries,

now

rela-

evocative and fiercely antagonistic.

more commonly struck by these conflicts in some
modern Europe— 1789, 1848,

of the dramatic revolutions of

1917— the

fact remains that they are revealed throughout the

modern

and social history. Whether in the
and Calvin, in the pages of the French
Encyclopedia, the economic essays of Hume or Smith, or in the
works of Rousseau, Marx, and Mazzini, we cannot miss the
implied conflicts of allegiance and authority. They are the very
stuff of both intellectual and institutional history.
course of

political

writings of Luther

Five

These observations may be stated more concretely with reference to the institutions of religion and property in modern
European history. In both institutions there has occurred a
conspicuous decline in the communal conceptions that sur-

rounded them in the medieval world. But behind this decline
of religious and economic communalism he certain momentous
conflicts of authority and function, conflicts which become
mirrored in the conflicting allegiances and altered statuses of
innumerable human beings.
Thus, in the

rise of

Protestantism in the sixteenth century,

we

cannot help but see the sharp challenge that was given to
the medieval Catholic concept of religion as being essentially

an affair of hierarchical organization, sacrament, and liturgy.
For an increasing number of human beings, after the sixteenth
century, the corporate Church ceases to be the sole avenue of
approach to God. In the devotions of Protestants, ritual, symbolism, hierarchy, in short all the appurtenances of the church
visible, wane or disappear in religious life. Out of this atomization of religious corporatism emerges the new man of God,
intent upon salvation through unassisted faith and unmediated
personal

effort.

At the back of

this decline of religious

communalism

are

These are
conflicts, if we like, between the individual and Rome, dramatized by Luther's nailing of the theses to the church door.
But, more fundamentally, they are conflicts between Church
and sect, between Church and family, between State and
certain decisive conflicts of authority

90

and

allegiance.

.

Mflbis?
Church, and between businessman and canon law. The Reformation becomes a vast arena of conflict of authority among
institutions for the loyalty of individuals in such matters as
marriage, education, control of economic activity, welfare, and
salvation. Basically, we are dealing with two momentous conceptions of religion: on the one hand, a conception that vests
in the Church alone control of man's spiritual, moral, and economic existence; on the other, a conception that insists upon
restricting the sphere of religion to matters of individual faith

and

transferring to other institutions, notably the State, respon-

sibilities of

a secular

sort.

This

is

a conflict that goes on even at

the present time, and, although the high-water
flict is

mark of the con-

be seen in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,

to

was apparent

it

as early as the fourteenth century in the activities

of Wyclif

we

an almost modern devotion to the inand faith and a devotion also to a
environment capable of reducing the powers of the
and economic institutions in society. He was opposed

In Wyclif

find

dividuality of conscience
political

religious

to ecclesiastical courts, to monasteries, to hierarchy within the

Church, to all of those aspects of Christianity that hemmed in,
as it seemed, the right of individual judgment. Not without
cause has Wyclif been called the morning star of the Reformation.

Unfortunately for Wyclif, in the fourteenth century the
doctrines of religious corporatism were too strong for his ideas
of the primacy of the individual in matters of faith
State in

all

secular matters. But

by the

and of the

sixteenth century con-

between Rome and many of the principalities and kingof Western Europe had become so sharp that a more
favorable environment for religious dissent was constituted.
It is doubtful whether any of the major ideas of Luther and
Calvin were new. But conditions had reached the point where
age-old controversies within the Church could no longer be
contained within its authority. New areas of authority, both
economic and political, had arisen and become strong, and
flicts

doms

91

within some of these

it

was possible

for the ideas of a

to achieve the revolutionary significance that

Luther

had been denied

those of Wyclif

men as Luther and Calvin was the
and belief, but, like many before them,
they knew that the advancement of these aims was dependent
upon a radical change in the structure of religious authority
and in the functional relationship of the Church to other institutions. If religion was to be purified, it had to be divorced
from the corrupting influence of its social and economic functions in the life of man. And the religious faith of individuals
had to be protected from the noxious effects of external trapThe

great aim of such

purification of doctrine

pings of religion.

For Luther and Calvin the essence of religion lay not in

power of individword alone for life and justijustified by faith alone, and not

external activities or relationships but in the

ual faith. 'As the soul needs the

wrote Luther, 'so it is
Therefore the first care of every Christian
ought to be to lay aside all reliance on works, and to strengthen
his faith alone more and more/ For Calvin, too, the primacy
fication/

by any works.

.

.

of individual faith

was indubitable. He writes

bitterly of the

who liave deprived us of justification by
They, by the
which lies at the root of all Godliness.
praise of good works transfer to man what they steal from God/
In Protestantism there has been a persistent belief that
to externalize religion is to degrade it. Only in the privacy of
the individual soul can religion remain pure. There has been
little sympathy for the communal, sacramental, and disciplinary
aspects of religion. Protestant condemnation of the monasteries
and ecclesiastical courts sprang from a temper of mind that
could also look with favor on the separation of marriage from
medieval schoolmen
faith,

.

.

the Church, that could prohibit ecclesiastical celibacy, reduce
the number of feast days, and ban relics, scapularies, images,

The

were suspect, and even the bonds
of wider kinship could often be regarded with disfavor on the
ground that they represented a distraction from the direct re-

and holy
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pictures.

gilds

God. Works, liturgy, sacrament, and
polity might be desirable, but only individual faith was crucial.
Three principal elements of Christianity were left in Protestant
theology: the lone individual, an omnipotent, distant God, and
divine grace. All else was expunged by reformers whose distaste
lation of the individual to

for

Roman

by imperceptible degrees to a forthose institutional and ceremonial aspects

corruption led

swearance of all
regarded as the channels of corruption.

What

the literary historian,

of Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress

Edward Dowden, has

is

written

illuminating as a description

and most characteristic in
Bunyan proceeds from that inward drama in which the actors
were three— God, Satan, and solitary human soul. If external
influences from events or men affected his spirit, they came as
nuncios or messengers from God or the Evil One. Institutions,
Churches, ordinances, rites, ceremonies, could help him little or
not at all. The journey from the City of Destruction to the
Celestial City must be undertaken on a special summons by
each man for himself alone; if a companion join him on the
of Protestantism. 'All that

is

best

way, it lightens the trials of the road; but, of the companions,
each one is an individual pilgrim, who has started on a great
personal adventure, and who, as he enters the dark river, must
undergo his particular experiences of hope or fear/ 16
At times, to be sure, as in the Geneva of Calvin, the
organizational side of the new religion could be almost as stiff
as, and perhaps more tyrannical than, anything in the Roman
Church. There is indeed a frequent tendency among historians

manand movements.

to overlook the sociological side of early Protestantism,

ifested in the solidarity of

many

of

its

sects

from almost the beginning, the spread of Protestantism is
to be seen in terms of the revolt against, and the emancipation
from, those strongly hierarchical and sacramental aspects of
religion which reinforced the idea of religion as community.
This is an aspect of religious history which, as we observed
earlier, has come to plague the minds of many contemporary
Protestant theologians, leading in the present day to a renewed

Yet,
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communal

interest in the

properties of religion.

The

drive

toward individualism and the attack upon corporatism remains
the most luminous aspect of the religious revolution that began
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

Tawney has written, 'between loving men
God and learning to love God through
men may not at first sight seem profound.

'The difference,'
as a result of

first

loving

a growing love for
To Luther it seemed an abyss, and Luther was right. It was, in
a sense, nothing less than the Reformation itself. For, carried,
as it was not carried by Luther, to its logical result, the ar-

gument made not only good works, but sacraments and the
Church itself unnecessary.' 17
Six

In the history of modern capitalism

we can

see essentially the

same diminution of communal conceptions of effort and the
same tendency toward the release of increasing numbers of
individuals from the confinements of gild and village community. As Protestantism sought to reassimilate men in the
invisible community of God, capitalism sought to reassimilate
them in the impersonal and rational framework of the free
market. As in Protestantism, the individual, rather than the
group, becomes the central unit. But instead of pure faith, individual profit becomes the mainspring of activity. In both
spheres there is a manifest decline of custom and tradition and
a general disengagement of purpose from the contexts of community.
It is

man

impossible to miss the similarity between Calvin's

of God, supported only

the economists'
assertedly

man

by innate

by inner

faith

and conscience, and

of industry— economic

man— supported

drives toward self-gain

and competitive

endeavor. Both of these personages have been truly revolutionary elements in the modern world, and they must be seen as
centers of

new

nomic man,
94

systems of authority and right. The

like the rise of the Protestant,

rise of eco-

must be seen

in the

context of struggles for assertion of initiative, but also in the
context of conflicts in systems of authority.
Inevitably in this process of forming

and
it, 'a

right there occurred, as

breach in

all

new

centers of

power

Franz Oppenheimer has described

those naturally developed relations in which

The community bonds
were loosened. The individual found himself unprotected,
compelled to rely on his own efforts and on his own reason in
18
Philosophthe seething sea of competition which followed/
ically, what is new in capitalism is not the pursuit of gain. This
the individual has found protection.

is

a timeless pursuit. Rather

well-being

is

best served

it is

.

.

the supposition that society's

by allowing the individual the largest

and social autonomy. It was this moral
autonomy that the surviving medieval corporations
block; through both force and principle the new

possible area of moral

and

social

tended
middle
tional

to

class

sought to exterminate or check at least the tradi-

communal

As

authorities.

in the history of Protestantism, the set of beliefs stress-

ing the impersonal nature of justice, the individual root of

and the abstraction of virtuous incentives from tratriumphed on the whole in the modern
history of property. It has not always been a clear triumph. The
actual nature of the contemporary corporation is perhaps as
different from early capitalist enterprise and the free market
as the latter were from the medieval gild. The individualistic aspects of capitalism, however, have maintained intellectual
supremacy in much modern thought. A whole succession of
philosophers, beginning with the Physiocrats and Adam Smith,
have sought to discover in these aspects the bases of harmony
and self -perpetuating progress. Even if the actual horrors of
early capitalism seem to be the result less of genuine individ-

success,

ditional morality has

ualism than of an exploitative, highly disciplined conglomerate
of collective associations— the workshops

and factories— the

remains that ownership of property and
abuse'

was

in the

'right of

fact

use and

hands of the individual entrepreneur. It is this
stemming so largely from the decline of

side of capitalism,
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its

custom and the atomization of traditional communities and
associations, that

is

Innumerable

of greatest interest.

beginning with Marx and Engels,
have described the impact of the new systems of commerce and
manufacture upon social groups and customs that had been
central in the medieval system. The Hammonds 19 have written
memorable passages about the disintegrative effects of the factory on town and village community; they have pointed to the
historians,

individualizing effects upon traditional morality of separating
persons from the context of family and community, and to the
rise of the new system of mechanical discipline, the factory.

Behind the new

discipline, represented

by the factory

bell

and

the overseer, the precise division of the day into units of wagestime, the mechanical

modes

of machine-driven precision,

and

the long series of minute regulations, there was 'the great, impersonal system,' within which

human

beings existed for the

work day, not as members of society but as individual units of
energy and production.
The impersonality of capitalism was rooted in the same
exclusion of ritual, ceremony, and community from the new
factory that characterized so
tions of religious purpose.

ism was an

many

of the Protestant declara-

As Ostrogorski has written, 20

capital-

and separating process that stripped off
the historically grown layers of custom and social membership,
leaving only leveled masses of individuals. Having aided in the
destruction of the older unities, it strove to found a new kind
of subordination and a new hierarchy to replace the older
isolating

forms.

above all other movements in modern
most generally charged with responsibility for
the modern leveling and proletarianization of cultures, for the
creation of atomized masses of insecure individuals. Capitalism,
It is capitalism,

history, that

it is

said,

is

has substituted quantity for quality, process for func-

tion, bigness for smallness, impersonality for personality,

com-

petitive tensions for the psychological harmonies of co-opera-
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tion. It

has transformed intense communities of purpose into

the sprawling relationships of the market place.

Yet with all respect to the influence of capitalism, I do not
think it can be called the primary agent in the transmutation of
social

groups and communities.

context in which
dislocation

and

many

I

do not question the economic

of the specific manifestations of social

transfer of allegiances took place in the eight-

eenth and nineteenth centuries.

What

I

question

is

the ascrip-

primacy to the economic facts
and the development of technology

tion of either logical or historical

of the pursuit of wealth

and the so-called middle class.
That incentives to wealth and
in virtually every area or sphere of
It is

financial gain are operative

Me

is

beside the point here.

the structure or context of these incentives that

is

of crucial

The economic determinist has argued that the
basic influences in modern history have been those exerted,
first, by changes in technology, and, second, by the rise and
expansion of a middle class that set to work consciously or
importance.

unconsciously to redesign the fabric of society in accord with
its residual economic interests. From these interests, it is said,
have come the tendencies of rationalization, impersonality,
mechanism, and leveling which have so powerfully affected the
cultural and social nature of modern European society.

It

is

this proposition that I find untenable. For,

with

all

recognition of the influences of factory, technology, the free

market, and the middle

class, the operation of each of these has
been given force only by a revolutionary system of power and
rights that cannot be contained within the philosophy of economic determinism. This system is the political State.
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Chapter Five

i HE

STATE AS REVOLUTION

The argument of this book is
influence upon Western social

that the single most decisive

organization has been the rise

and development of the centralized

territorial State.

There

is

every reason to regard the State in history as, to use a phrase
von Gierke applied to Rousseau's doctrine of the General Will,

The conflict between the
power of the political State and the whole set of functions and authorities contained in church, family, gild, and local
community has been, I believe, the main source of those dislocations of social structure and uprootings of status which lie
behind the problem of community in our age.
'a

process of permanent revolution.'

central

To

refer categorically to the State

abstraction

is

to risk a degree of

and empirical unreality that leaves

in

view none of

the concrete manifestations of political behavior in
history.
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Such abstraction leads too often

modern

to personifications of

the State, to visions of objective will, and to a false sense of the
exteriority of the State to

On the

human

aspirations

and conduct.

other hand, not to deal with the State categorically

sequences of diplomatic, military,
and political events, the essential unity of the State as an idea
system in the modern West and, more important, the powerful
is

to risk losing, in the varied

and cohesive nature of the State as an institution, as a system
human allegiances and motivations. In the next two chapters
we shall be concerned with some of the more concrete aspects
of the State and its historical relation to social organization.
Here it is important to call attention in more general terms to
the qualities that have made the Western State so revolutionary
an idea system.
Like the family, or like capitalism, the State is a complex
of ideas, symbols, and relationships. Unlike either kinship or
capitalism, the State has become, in the contemporary world,
the supreme allegiance of men and, in most recent times, the
greatest refuge from the insecurities and frustrations of other
spheres of life. Where capitalism has become enveloped
throughout the Western world, and the East as well, in a
thickening cloud of distrust and renunciation, and where kinof

ship, like religion, has

become

increasingly devoid of institu-

and symbolic appeal, the State has risen as
the dominant institutional force in our society and the most
evocative symbol of cultural unity and purpose.
tional significance

If

we

are to understand the historical importance of the

Western world, we must be clear in our appreof certain general characteristics of the State as an

State in the
ciation

historical entity.

In the

first

place, State

and society must be sharply

tinguished. Despite the considerable

make

number

of writers

dis-

who

and society synonymous, there is actually no more
warrant for making the State a generic term to include all types
of association than there is for so making religion or kinship.
Historically, the State presents as distinctive a pattern of power
and rights as either religion or the family. The usual reason
State
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advanced for disregarding the differences and making the State
and society one is that the State is basically a system of authority and, since

some kind

may

described as aspects of the State. But this

is

juggling that cannot be tolerated unless

we

the historical record.

The

human

of authority exists in every

association, all manifestations of society

fact that almost

legitimately be

a piece of semantic
close our eyes to

no sphere of

life in

is removed from the processes of politno more of a justification for the historical
blurring of distinction between State and society than is the
fact that, in the medieval world, no sphere of life was wholly
removed from the authority of the Church. From the point of
view of any useful historical examination, the State must be
regarded as but one form of relationship, existing, in varying

the contemporary world
ical

behavior

is

degrees of prominence,

among many

other forms.

In the second place, and following closely from the
the State

is

not the direct outgrowth of family,

first,

tribe, or local

community. The belief in the kinship origin of the State has
been among the most deeply rooted manifestations of the
Western faith in developmental continuity. The popularity of
the belief owes much to Aristotle's celebrated triadic scheme
of evolution— from family to community to State— and has been
nourished in modern times by frequent appeals to irrelevant
and historically unconnected ethnographic materials. As is true
in so many other alleged instances of developmental continuity,
the fact of logical continuity has been converted into the supposition of historical continuity within a specific area or chronology. But,

if

we look not

to

imaginary beginnings in the never-

never-land of ethnological reconstruction but to historically

connected sequences of change in such specific areas as ancient
Athens, Rome, or modern England and France,

we

discover

that the rise and aggrandizement of political States took place
in circumstances of powerful opposition to kinship

and other

traditional authorities.

any single origin of the institutional State, it is
in the circumstances and relationships of war. The connection
If there is
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between kinship and family, between religion and Church, is
no closer than that between war and the State in history. 'The
war chief and his band/ writes Edward Jenks, of whom we
have such abundant evidence in early Teutonic history, are the
By its very nature it becomes an
earliest form of the State.
1
aggressor upon the province of the Clan.' In the beginning,
in France, England, and elsewhere, the State is no more than
a limited tie between military lord and his men. The earliest
distinct function of the king is that of leadership in war. But
.

.

is added, in time, other functions of a
economic, and even religious nature, and, over

to the military function
legal, judicial,

a long period,

we

can see the passage of the State from an

exclusively military association to one incorporating almost

every aspect of

human

life.

The

process of change

is

intermit-

spasmodic impetus by new forces, with long periods
it is one of the clearest and most relentless of all
tendencies in Western history. And it is in light of this development of the military State into the legal and the economic State,
a development involving ever greater territorial centralization
of function and authority, that we may best see the revolutionary impact of the State upon other institutions and groups in

tent, given

of inertia, but

society.

Finally,
its

it is

inadequate to regard the State, especially in

later phases of

development, as a mere superstructure of

power. In the beginning, to be sure, State and government were
the same thing. The State was hardly more than the king himself, at

ject.

most a limited

vertical relation

The powerful competing

between king and suband

allegiances of Church, class,

economic association rendered the political tie, for a long time,
a relatively tenuous one in the lives of most people in a national
area. But the revolutionary quality of modern political history
is to be seen in the gradual extrication of the political power
from the fetters laid upon it by these earlier authorities, and in
the increasing functional importance of political relationship in
the lives of many human beings. The State begins to reach its

most revolutionary influence when, as
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in

France at the end of

the eighteenth century,

it

ceases to be merely a vertical relation

power between king and subject and becomes a kind of
among individuals, with power made
immanent in the Nation, with rights and duties made dependent upon the Nation. Since the eighteenth century, in most parts
of Western Europe, the State has been, literally, to use Hobbes's
of

horizontal relationship

earlier prophetic words, the people as a unity ruling over the
people as a multitude. The contemporary State cannot be lim-

ited to a mere superstructure of power. It is an increasingly
popular and ever more cohesive mass relationship.

Two
To be

sure the State

is

power.

What Walter Lippmann

written on this aspect of the State

importance in

this

is

illuminating. Tt

is

has

of

no

connection whether the absolute power of

is exercised by a king, a landed aristocracy, bankers
and manufacturers, professional politicians, soldiers, or a random majority of voters. It does not matter whether the right to

the State

govern
erned.

when

is

A

hereditary or obtained with the consent of the govState

is

absolute in the sense which

claims the right to a

it

the community, to

make war,

to tax, to establish

and

monopoly
to

make

I

have in mind

of all the force within

peace, to conscript

life,

dis-establish property, to define crime,

to punish disobedience, to control education, to supervise the

family, to regulate personal habits,

modern

and

to censor opinions.

The

State claims all of these powers, and, in the matter of

is no real difference in the size of the claim between communists, fascists, and democrats. There are lingering
traces in the American constitutional system of the older theory
that there are inalienable rights which government may not absorb. But these rights are really not inalienable for they can be
taken away by constitutional amendment. There is no theoretical limit upon the power of ultimate majorities which create

theory, there

government. There are only practical limits. They are restrained by inertia, and by prudence and even by good will.
But ultimately and theoretically they claim absolute authority

civil
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as against all churches, associations,

jurisdiction/

and persons within

their

2

The modern

State

is

monistic;

rectly to all individuals within

its

its

authority extends di-

boundaries. So-called diplo-

matic immunities are but the last manifestation of a larger
complex of immunities which once involved a large number of
internal religious, economic, and kinship authorities. For administrative purposes the State

partments,

districts,

may

deploy into provinces, de-

or 'states/ just as the

army

divides into

regiments and battalions. But like the army, the modern State

is

based upon a residual unity of power. The State may
ally delegate or place, as it were, in trusteeship certain powers,
but anyone familiar with the processes of modern government,
democratic or totalitarian, knows that it does this rarely and

occasion-

reluctantly.

temporary

The extraordinary unity
State, together

with

its

of relationship in the con-

massive accumulation of

makes the control of the State the greatest
single goal, or prize, in modern struggles for power. Increasingly the objectives of economic and other interest associations become not so much the preservation of favored immunities from the State as the capturing or directing of the political
power itself.
But the State has arrived at this eminence only over a
long period of time in modern history. We refer often to the
'absolute' State of early centuries in Western European history,
but, in truth, the early State was too fragile and functionally
insignificant a tie among individuals, even in England where
effective functions,

the forces of centralization operated the earliest, to warrant
applying the term without qualification. The king may have
ruled at times with a degree of irresponsibility that few mod-

ern governmental

can enjoy, but it is doubtful whether,
powers and services, any king of even the
seventeenth-century absolute monarchies' wielded the kind of
officials

in terms of effective

authority that
official in

barriers
J 03

now

inheres in the office of

many

a high-ranking

the democracies. There were then too

many

social

between the claimed power of the monarch and the

power over individuals. The very
and functional importance of church, family, gild,
and local community as allegiances limited the absoluteness
effective execution of this

prestige

of the State's power.

The expansion

European history has been
the latter, that is more significant here. The history of the Western State has been characterized by the gradual absorption of powers and responsibilities formerly resident in other associations and by an increasing directness of relation between the sovereign authority
of the State and the individual citizen. Present-day debates on
both

territorial

and

of the State in

functional. It

is

the proper limits of governmental intervention in society some-

times overlook the fact that the whole history of the State in

Europe has been characterized by innumerable
economic and moral life of people.

'interventions'

in the

We may
and

see this in the establishment of the King's Peace

common law in England, in the
Roman law principles for the centrali-

in the beginnings of the

increasing utilization of
zation

and consolidation

of royal

power on the Continent,

in

the growing conception of the State as the source of prescrip-

by the State into matters of property
disposition, inheritance, and alienation of shares, in control of
kinship activities formerly vested in the family alone, and in
the increasing transfer to civil power of functions and autive law, in the invasions

thorities traditionally resident in the

places

we may

by the State

Church. 3 In innumerable

see the almost incessant historical intervention

in matters of decision

and function which

earlier

belonged to other institutions. It is a historical process that began centuries ago and continues at the present time. Even the
histories of capitalism

and Protestantism

fall

within this

politi-

cal process.

Thus, with respect to the

rise of capitalism,

full credit to internal conflicts of

we may

give

a purely economic sort in

the gild system and to the influence of the middle class, but
is

a fair

that were taking place in the structure of political
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it

generalization that, apart from the massive changes

power dur-

ing the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, capitalism would

never have come into existence. The State's development of
a single system of law, sanctioned by military power, to replace the innumerable competing laws of gild, Church, and
feudal principality;
hinterland;

measures;

its
its

of gild

deliberate cultivation of trade in the

positive subsidies

who

businessmen

work

its

standardized systems of coinage, weights, and

and protections

to those

new

were seeking to operate outside the frame-

and Church;

its

creation of disciplined State work-

houses—all provided a powerful political stimulus to the rise
of capitalism.
its efforts

Above everything

else,

the State offered, through

at territorial consolidation of law, a

scene increas-

ingly impersonal and calculable— a scene within which businessmen might operate as individuals rather than as members
of a traditional group. It is in these terms, indeed, that one

been led to wonder how far capitalism was the
work of the businessman at all, and how far it was the consequence of the overthrow of the medieval system by the mili-

historian has

tary might of the absolute State. 4
Similarly in the rise of Protestantism the State provided,

many areas, an environment of protection for those indiwho were seeking to liberate themselves from the
Roman Church. The political rulers may have been less in-

in

viduals

terested in the theological elements of either Catholicism or

Protestantism than they were in breaking the secular

power
was nevertheless
Luther. What is more imporbegan to assume some of the

of the Catholic Church, but the consequence

a favorable one to such
tant

is

men

as

the fact that as the State

social functions formerly

placed in the Catholic Church,

it

pro-

vided, inevitably, valuable assistance to those religious re-

who were

formers

seeking to divest religion of

its

corrupting

The liaison between Luther and the German
was more than a relation of temporary expediency. It

social trappings.

princes

was very nearly indispensable to the rise of a reformed Christianity which made the individual the prime unit. 6
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maximization of political power,

It is this

this penetration

of the State into institutional areas formerly autonomous, that

behind so much of the modern political interest in problems of individual freedom, individual rights, and social equality. The significance of the State in Western Europe cannot be
limited to matters merely of power and rule. Its revolutionary
influence has come from the fact that it has been, also, a complex of individual rights, freedoms, and equalities, and perhaps
most important of all, a sphere of growing popular participation in the workings of society.
lies

Military force and arbitrary decree

may

explain tempo-

rary conditions of servitude and dependence, but they will not

explain the acceptance of the State as a positive, popular area
of participation. Force alone will not explain the psychology
of allegiance, or the
action.

The

growing moral dependence upon

political

Western
and social

early distrust of the political sovereign in

Europe and the

traditional reliance

upon

religious

systems for protection and security have been dissolved only

by

a growing conviction that a type of 'freedom' comes from

political

power.
aspect of the State, as

It is tins

was

we

shall see later, that

emphasized by Rousseau in the eighteenth century. To Rousseau the real oppressions in life were
those of traditional society— class, church, school, and patriarchal family. How much greater the realm of individual
freedom if the constraints of these bodies could but be transmuted into the single, impersonal structure of the General Will
to

be so

brilliantly

arising out of the consciousness of all persons in the State.

This, however,

that attained

Behind

it

its

a later conception of political freedom, one
greatest influence in the nineteenth century.

in time lies another that has a

torical fact to

and

is

its

support

it:

good deal of hard

the visible emancipation,

by the

his-

State

law, of innumerable individuals from the often oppres-

and village community.
power of the monarch and,

sive structures of gild, monastery, class,

The

proffer of,

then, the
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power

first,

the personal

of the seventeenth-century legal State in sup-

port of those eager to be freed of medieval group restrictions
must be seen as one of the most powerful causes of modern,
6

Western individualism in all spheres of life. Between the State
and the individual there arose a genuine affinity that was not
obscured by later, often intense, conflicts between the public
law and asserted private rights.
In the medieval world there was relatively little concern
with positive, discrete rights of individuals, largely because of
the diffuseness of political power and the reality of innumerable group authorities. But when the consolidation of national
political power brought with it a destruction of many of the
social bodies within which individuals had immemorially lived
and taken refuge, when, in sum, law became a more centralized and impersonal structure, with the individual as its unit,
the concern for positive, constitutionally guaranteed rights of
individuals became urgent. European governments may have
sought often, and successfully for long periods, to resist claims
of individual right, but it is hard to miss the fact that the States
(England, for example) which became the most successful,
economically as well as politically, had the earliest constitutional recognition of individual rights, especially of property.

In retrospect, however,

we

see that

it

was the sheer impact

of

upon medieval custom and tradition, with the consequent atomizing and liberating effects, that, more than anything else, precipitated the modern concern with positive indiState

vidual rights.
Similarly,

among

with respect to political and social equality
profound influence of the State is un-

individuals, the

mistakably apparent. Here again, the very centralization of
monarchical and State power could not help but create the
conditions for a growing interest in personal equality. For, in

the interests of

its

own aggrandizement,

the State was forced

to restrict sharply the authorities of

medieval classes and estates. In so doing it could not help but partially level these
ranks and, by its growing stress upon the impersonality and
equality of law, to create a scene in
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which many

traditional

medieval inequalities had to be diminished. As in other aspects
of political history, this process is a slow and intermittent one
in history. New inequalities of both a political and economic
sort were being created, and the old ones were slow to dissolve. But the net effect of the State in history, as such students
as Tocqueville and Halevy have emphasized, is nevertheless
leveling.

7

It is in

we

the profoundly important concept of citizenship

of so many of these combined auand libertarian qualities of the modern European
State. In the Middle Ages, the citizen was literally the inhabitant of a free town. His status under the king, however, was
that of subject. The two statuses were sharply distinguished
then, and even at the end of the sixteenth century, in the writ-

that

see the

summation

thoritarian

ings of Bodin,

we may

see the continuation of this distinction.

history of politics, especially since the

Age

of Revolutions, the clear tendency has been for the terms

citi-

But

in the

modern

zen and subject to become virtually synonymous. The frame
of reference has changed from the town to the nation as a
whole, and the citizen
tion of the State.

But

is

the atom-unit of the political associa-

in the

modern concept

of citizenship

there inheres not merely the medieval idea of free status but
also the idea of subjection to sovereign political power.

The

condition of subjection to rules and the condition of freedom

have, in a sense, emerged from their medieval dualism and be-

come fused

into

8
one concept and symbol.

Three

would be impossible to exaggerate the role of conflict between political power and the social group in the development
of modern ideas of sovereignty, freedom, rights, and equality
which together form the idea system of the Western State. All
that was noted in the preceding chapter on the importance of
It

conflict

among institutional authorities in
when we deal with the State.

relevance
J 08

history has increased

The
as

is

modern political history has not been,
between State and individual, but between

real conflict in

so often stated,

and social group. What Maitland once called the pulverand macadamizing tendency of modern history' has been
one of the most vivid aspects of the social history of the modern West, and it has been inseparable from the momentous
conflicts of jurisdiction between the political State and the
social associations lying intermediate to it and the individual.
The conflict between central political government and the
authorities of gild, village community, class, and religious body
has been, of all the conflicts in history, the most fateful. From
this conflict have arisen most of the relocations of authority and
function which have formed the contexts of decline of medieval communalism and the emergence of both individual and
State

izing

central political power.

way

In the same

that the

modern army has

resulted his-

from the breaking down of clan and communal immunities to service, and from the formation of new aggregates
of individuals united directly by military command from a
single center, so the development of the Western State, with
all the qualities of power, freedom, rights, and citizenship referred to above, has been part of the general process of subordination and destruction of such groups as village, gild, and
torically

feudal

The

class.

individual and State have been brought into

ever closer legal relationship.
political

power

power today

is

and moral

the position of the

fundamental among all the
been the emancipation
network of religious, economic,

to realize that

emancipations' of
of the State

To compare

of the State in the thirteenth century with that

modern

from the

history has

restrictive

bound it at an earlier time.
In the preceding chapter we observed the social importance in medieval society of the smaller groups based upon
authorities that

kinship and function. This importance cannot be separated
from the larger system of authority within which they existed.
Organism, medieval society may have seemed to the Schoolmen, and Unity it may appear in retrospect to all those who,
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'

Henry Adams, seek escape from the flux and diversity of
modern world. But, in fact, medieval society, from the point
view of formal authority, was one of the most loosely organ-

like

the
of

ized societies in history. Despite the occasional pretensions of
centralizing popes, emperors,

and

stretched theoretically from each of

kings, the authority that

them was constantly ham-

pered by the existence of jealously guarded
gild,

'liberties' of

town,

monastery, and village. 9
'Such autocracy as existed in the Middle Ages,' Pollard

writes in his study of Wolsey,
centralization. It

was

was because

of the absence of

was distributed in
was derived from many inde-

dilute, not

because

it

many hands, but because it
pendent sources. There were the liberties of the church, based
on law superior to that of the King; there was the law of nature, graven in the hearts of men and not to be erased by royal
writs; and there was the prescription of immemorial local and
feudal custom stereotyping a variety of jurisdictions and impeding the operation of a single will. There was no sovereignty
capable of eradicating bondage by royal edict or act of parliament, regulating borough franchises, reducing to uniformity
the various uses of the church, or enacting a principle of succession to the throne.

The laws which ruled men's

lives

were

the customs of their trade, locality, or estate and not the positive law of a legislator; and the whole sum of English parliamentary legislation for the whole Middle Ages is less in bulk

than that of the single reign of Henry VIII.

To be

10

Church and gild and
university could themselves become often more restrictive of
the life of the individual than was easily tolerable, and not a
little of the appeal of political government to such men as
sure the corporate liberties of

Wyclif arose from the protection it could occasionally offer
from the 'liberties' of other associations in society. But what is
significant here is the immense range of legal autonomy possessed by the intermediate associations. The king, as Bracton

and many another jurist of the Middle Ages declared, was
under the law; he did not make it. 11 Neither did parliament,
110

for

it

was an

essentially judicial, not legislative,

relatively late in history.

12

The

real

body

until

law of the Middle Ages lay

immemorial custom, in the rule of seigneur, gild master, or
churchman. Such customs and rules were simply the inner order of associations, and the autonomy of these associations was,
as we have seen, jealously prized. In the early Middle Ages,
the right of an association to come into existence was commonly a free one, not contingent upon royal permission. 'The

in

borough, the gild merchant, the ordinary social or religious
gild, all

came

into existence,' Rashdall tells us, 'held corporate

property, and exercised other attributes of corporate responsi-

without any charter or legal incorporation/

bility

It is

13

the particularism, then, rather than the asserted unity

of the Middle Ages that stands as the most significant fact in

the understanding of

its

structure of authority. 14 Apart

the legal facts of diversity and decentralization

(

from

'anarchy' later

were to call them), the pre-eminence of the
medieval social group is unintelligible. This is the point that
has so often been overlooked by modern reformers of an orthodox or scholastic set of mind who have endeavored to re-establish some variant of medieval moral or educational practice.
The claims of kinship, gild, and university lay then in a framework of authority that has largely disappeared in the modern
world. Such terms as corpus morale, corpus mysticum, and
their many synonyms had deep roots in the legal particularism
of the Middle Ages, and it is worthy of notice that the mystic
unity of a given group was never so clamantly upheld as when
the environing legal conditions were threatened.
Now, it is precisely among the conflicts between this
whole area of intermediate authorities and the rising military
power of the king that we may observe the legal foundations
legal rationalists

of the

modern national

State emerging. If

it

was

characteristic

of medieval society, as the Carlyles have emphasized, 'that
local

and personal attachments were

strong, while relations to

the central authorities were comparatively
ing,'

15

it
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weak and

fluctuat-

has been equally characteristic of the modern world

that central authorities have

the local and personal ones

become increasingly powerful and
weak and fluctuating. And it is

in terms of this massive rearrangement that

we may

see not

merely the developing influence of the State but, also, the momentous shift of the referent of the word liberty from the
group to the individual. State and individual become the key
terms of modern political discussion just as surely as the group
was the key term of medieval thought.
Lord Acton stated this superbly in his History of Free-

dom: 'The modern

which has swept away every authorand has made the sovereign power
irresistible by multiplying those who share it
condemns
as a State within a State every inner group and community,
class or corporation, administering its own affairs; and, by protheory,

ity except that of the State,

.

claiming the abolition of privileges,

it

.

.

emancipates the sub-

every such authority in order to transfer them exclu-

jects of

sively to

its

own.

vidual, because

.

it is

.

It

recognizes liberty only in the indi-

only in the individual that liberty can be

separated from authority, and the right of conditional obedience deprived of the security of limited command/ 16
Increasingly, then, within the contexts provided by strugbetween State and medieval association, doctrines of right,
duty, interest, and allegiance come to rest upon the claimed
reality of society, regarded not as a communitas communitatum
gle

(

the true origin of the

word commons ) but

as a vast aggregate

which
have been

of socially free individuals. 'After the associations into

individuals have been placed as

members

of society

dissolved and destroyed/ Ehrlich suggests, 'the only connecting links that remain between the individual and society are

ownership, contract, and the State/
In

all this

17

the revived doctrines of

Roman law performed

The source of monarchical aspirations toward
power may have been in military necessity and the

a major function.
centralized

desire for increased revenue, but the rationalization of such

was commonly drawn from the texts of Roman law.
Maitland has rightly declared that 'at the end of the Middle

aspirations
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Ages a great change in men's thoughts about groups of men
was taking place, and the main agent in the transmutation was
Roman Law/ 18 In Roman law, principles were to be found as
atomizing in their theoretical consequences as military centralization was in a practical way. It is not correct to say, as von
Gierke did, that Roman law, with its general emphasis on
State and individual, Tiad nothing to say of the groups that
mediated between the State and the individual/ It had a great
deal to say in its theory of corporations. But what it said was
destructive of associative autonomy.

The Roman

concession asserted in effect that

groups were dependent

all

upon the will of the State for the
and authorities. Groups existed, so

doctrine of

exercise of their functions
to speak, only in the legal

contemplation of the sovereign. This was a revolutionary doctrine indeed.

And

to the doctrine of concession

was added one

that sprang from philosophical nominalism, the powerful principle that declared all corporate groups to

that declared individuals alone to

be the

be mere

fictions,

real units of society.

It is

one of the ironies of history that

first

used by Innocent IV against some of the component

this nominalist doctrine,

groups of the Church, should have been turned later with such

deadly effect upon the whole of the Catholic Church. 19 The

Roman law

stress

upon the

prince,

who

alone

is

legibus solutus,

and upon individuals united only by the sovereignty of the
and by precarious relations of contract within the State,
together with the rising influence of nominalism, sounded the
death knell of the corporate pluralism and legal decentralization that had characterized medieval society.
State

Four

Our concern in
illuminates

this book is with modern Europe, but it both
and reinforces the argument stated to observe, in

two other notable
in the relation

ages, similar processes of conflict

among

see these in Greece
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and change

group, individual, and State.

and Rome.

We may

In ancient Athens, as Zimmern has pointed out, 'what

we

have to watch is the gradual snapping of the lesser loyalties
which form the intermediate links between the State and the
individual, till the citizen stands, free and independent, face
20
to face with the City.'
The conflict between the central government and the historic loyalties to clan and tribe was one
of the decisive processes of Athenian history. This conflict was
apparent in the circumstances leading up to the reforms of
Solon, but it was a major factor determining the reforms of the
great Cleisthenes. In his desire to centralize political power
and to create a scene more favorable to military and economic
demands, Cleisthenes was led, toward the end of the sixth century B.C., to the abolishment of dominant kinship structures
as significant legal entities. His ingenious creation of the

deme

was an act designed to destroy any resurgence of old kinship
loyalties by concentrating in it all crucial legal and political

deme

processes. In the

the individual achieved political status,

not, thereafter, in family.

From

the territorial unit of

deme

which encompassed all
Both State and individual were freed. 21
From Cleisthenes' reforms flowed both the democracy

arose the structure of legal authority
citizens of Attica.

and the

may

We

political individualism of the great fifth century.

look to these conditions for

much

of the explanation of

the great flowering of culture which took place in the

fifth

cen-

was an age of creative individuality in many spheres.
The individual became more and more conscious of himself
as a discrete, rational being, and less and less conscious of
himself as a member of a binding community of kinship and
religion. Out of such circumstances came the intense preoccutury. It

pation with change, the nature of the individual, the role of

pure reason, that

and

is

to

be found

in the philosophy of Socrates

his contemporaries.

But out of these conditions came
tions of a different sort.
B.C.,

To Thucydides,

also reflections

and

ac-

in the late fifth century

individualism could appear increasingly symptomatic of

a fatal disease,
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stasis, internal

fragmentation and disruption.

To him and
of society

others

and

it

constituted a threat both to the stability

to the integrity of the individual.

Above

all,

to

Plato at the very end of the fifth century B.C. the conflict of

and the increasing alienation of individWhat Plato saw in the
society about him was disorganization and conflict, alienation
and frustration. The bases of the old society were gone; internal strife and political misrule had replaced the religious and
allegiances in Athens

uals from morality seemed intolerable.

communal supports of the old order in Athens. The individual
was left ever more precariously exposed to moral uncertainty
and conflict of allegiances. What was necessary, as Plato saw
the problem, was the radical completion of the process of politicization

Man

which had begun with the reforms of Cleisthenes.

could not bear the spiritual consequences of intellectual

and cultural diversity. The State must therefore become itself
a community, unified and absolute, capable of resolving both
the external and internal conflicts of man.
Despite the severity of Plato's ideal State, one must beware of labeling Plato an anti-individualist, for there is clearly
a sense in which the Republic may be regarded as a profound
plea for the individual— his justice, his security, and his freedom from want, uncertainty, and ignorance. It is impossible
to read Plato's political writings without feeling the clear honest devotion to the individual as well as the State.

The problem

was to be the problem for Rousseau two thouwas that of discovering the conditions within
which the absolute freedom of the individual could be comfor Plato, as

sand years

it

later,

bined with the absolute justice of the State. 22
Plato's solution of the
less

problem was

than the extermination of

all

was nothing
forms of social and spiritual
radical. It

which would, by their mere existence, constitute disupon individuals and divisive allegiances
within the total community of the State itself. 'The zeal of the
State had come upon Plato,' Barker has written, 'and had come
as a fire to consume whatever was not of the State. A fire will
not stop at exceptions; and these exceptions to the organic

loyalty

tinctive influences
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unity of the State he could not brook.

The whole system
meant to set the individual free of
everything which prevents him from taking his right place in
the scheme of the State: it is designed to secure those conditions—in other words, to guarantee those "rights"— which are
of Platonic

communism

.

.

is

necessary to the positive discharge of his function in that

scheme/

23

In Plato's view there

inevitable

is

and

intolerable conflict

man are plural. Plurality and diversity
must therefore have no place in the ideal State. Unity is the
condition both of order and genuine freedom. The existence of
autonomous economic and social associations can lead only to
when

the allegiances of

social disorder, to paralyzing conflict in the consciousness of

the individual, and to continuous subversion of the unity of
life

and society which Plato

prized. Plato's hostility

is

directed,

then, not against the individual as such but against the social

group. His distrust of the autonomous family

is

matched by

his

fear of an independent or private religion, and of an independ-

music, and education. All membership and cultural acmust be related closely and continuously to the monistic
political community.
When we pass from the Athens of Plato to the Rome of
Cicero and Caesar, we observe similar conflicts of allegiance
and association. Especially after the civil wars of the first century b.c. do we see an almost ceaseless conflict between the
State and the intermediate unities of family and other forms of
ent

art,

tivity

association.

From

its earlier,

society, the authority

almost absolute status in

Roman

and functional autonomy of the family,

literally the patria potestas,

declined almost continuously un-

der the increasing centralization of political power.
In this process the demands of war exerted great influ-

Whatever the stresses and strains arising from economic
were relatively small as compared with those
caused by the mounting incidence of war and the readjustments in internal polity which resulted from war. The military
xeforms of Marius, especially, were of profound consequence
ence.

dislocation, they
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to the traditional structure of

Roman

society.

The

profession-

alization of the old militia into a standing army, the increasing

autonomy and

with

what was

to the formation of

its

new

in fact a

association in

an association based upon the imperatives of
of the legion. As freedom from the conof the Senate increased, the whole machinery of the

Roman
battle,
trol

command, the growpromised rewards— all led

centralization of military

ing allure of military service

society,

upon the eagle

Roman army was

at the disposal of the

command. Out of the civil wars
gustus emerged as unchallenged

man

possessing military

in the first century B.C.

military ruler,

Au-

and what we

observe in the principate that followed, and for that matter

Roman

remainder of

for the

the army.

The emperor,

history,

is

a society based upon

as Rostovtzeff writes, 'ruled

wholly

through the army and for so long as the army was willing to
keep him and obey/ 24 The most fundamental change that took
place in Rome during the century that stretched between
Marius and Augustus was the shift of real authority in society
from the Senate, and the family system which supported it,
to the

army.

And

became

State

same proportion that the
became increasingly politi-

thereafter in the

militarized, society

cized.

between the State and the individual became
The various situations in which the juridical
person found himself affected him alone, and there was no
more need to break or form any bond with a jealous and exclusive family group. Being no longer the foundation of the
Republic, the familia ceased to interpose between the individual and the State/ 25 In Rome, during the centuries follow'Relations

ever more direct.

ing the civil wars,

we

cannot help but see the parallel tenden-

cies of centralization of

power

in society

and the

individuali-

zation of the traditional social structure. There were, especially

during the Augustan age and the later age of the Antonines,

when

periods

the individual seemed the chief beneficiary of

institutional change.

nomic

efflorescence.
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These were periods of cultural and ecoBut there were other periods when the

power of the State seemed to crush even the individual.
In fact, however, there was always a persistent affinity between

central

and individualism, and during later ages the
central power of the State was the most vivid reality in Rome.
As in Attican history it was the intermediate association
that became increasingly the object of governmental suspicion.
'By the time of the Christian emperors,' James Muirhead
centralization

writes, 'the last traces disappeared of the familia as a corporate

aggregate of persons and estate subject absolutely to the power
and dominion of its head.
All that remained of the patria
.

.

potestas in Justinian legislation

is

what

is

sanctioned in modern

26

What was true of the family was true of other types
of association in Roman society. 'One of the chief objects of
Caesar and Augustus was to prevent the formation of new
systems/

associations,

and

to destroy those

The Empire

was

which had already been

homage

an
snap
exaggerated idea of the State, to isolate the individual, to
27
Although, as
every moral tie between man and man.
/

formed.

.

.

.

.

.

trying, out of

to

.

modern research has demonstrated, imperial Rome was alive
with associations of every sort (and it was within this welter
of associations that the Christian Church took form), it remains true, as Gibbon wrote, that Roman policy 'viewed with
the utmost jealousy and distrust any association among its suband the privileges of private corporations, though
jects
.

.

.

formed for the most harmless of beneficial purposes, were bestowed with a very sparing hand/ 28 The existence of any stable
social group had to be regarded as a potential barrier to that
consolidation of political power sought from the time of Augustus on, and if such a group could not be obliterated it must
be made, as in the case of the gilds, a part of the official machinery of the State.

Five
Here, then, in the conflict between the central political power
and the various authorities intermediate to the individual and
the State,
118

lies

the most fateful of

all

the conflicts of authority

and allegiance which, together, form so large a part of the
We do not have to appeal to any imma-

history of institutions.

nent

spirit or dialectic to

the State in history.

We

appreciate the revolutionary role of

see

it

in such concrete occurrences as

the Cleisthenean reforms in ancient Athens, in the founding
of

Roman

law, in the establishment of the King's Peace in the

eleventh and twelfth centuries, in the conflict of the political
power with the universities, the gilds, the Church, in the en-

whole development of an administrabureaucracy that gradually absorbed functions and au-

closure acts,
tive

and

in the

thorities formerly resident in other associations.

In historical terms the State
its

earliest form,

everywhere,

it is

is

the outgrowth of war. In

essentially a military organi-

But it does not long remain a purely military associaFor the consolidation of authority and the gaining of

zation.
tion.

revenue necessary to military effectiveness inevitably bring
political

power

into conflict with other associations that lay

claims to obedience and property.

with clan,

munity or

now with

church,

gild, or university,

The

State

may

conflict

now

now with class, or village comdepending on necessities inherent

in the historical situation.

For long periods of time the conflict may not be obvious.
power are restrained by difficulties of
communication, by custom, by inertia, and by the frequently

The

inroads of political

formidable nature of ecclesiastical, kinship, or economic
tutions. In other periods the conflict flares

up and

is

insti-

starkly

revealed by decrees and enactments, by constitutional crises,

even by

civil

wars and revolutions. But always in the history

of politics, in one degree or another,

created necessarily

by the

existence,

we

see the conflict that

on the one hand, of

ciations, local, sectional, or functional,

is

asso-

each claiming limited

its members, and, on the other, an association
that identifies itself with all persons in a given territory and

jurisdiction over

seeks to consolidate
tory.
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all

important authorities within that

terri-

We see this conflict vividly today in such an area as India.
Here the ancient

authorities of caste, village,

and family are

slowly being absorbed by a political administration based upon

Western standards. In terms of the functions wielded and
allegiances commanded, the State grows stronger, the other
associations weaker. In India no more than in the history of
modern Europe is this simply a process of crude power expansion. As a process it is bound up with the creation of a system
of positive rights of individuals and of important humanitarian
gains, with the reduction of inefficiencies and corruptions on
the local level, and with the liberation of millions of individuals
from caste and religious authorities which have become oppressive.

29

In the

new

State there are millions of Indians

can look forward to a

life politically

free,

if

who

frequently less

secure in a social and psychological sense than any they have

known

But these characteristics of the new order do
not hide the often profound conflicts that arise between new
agencies of government and traditional social groups. Nor do
they obscure the rapidly changing balance of power between
before.

central political authority

(

historically

weak

individual and in functions performed)
authorities of caste, village,

This, in conclusion,

is

and

in its contact

and the

with

traditional

joint family.

the revolutionary essence of the

State: the combination of social dislocation

and

political re-

assimilation; of liberation with power; of loss of old status with

Who

can doubt that from this conflict of
State with other associations in society have come some of the
most important humanitarian gains and personal liberties in
Western culture? But who can doubt, either, that from this
the gaining of new.

same

conflict, from this same, still ongoing process of revoluhave come problems of balance of authority in society
and problems of associative and personal freedom which are
very nearly overwhelming at the present time?

tion,
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Chapter Six

s OVEREIGNTY AND
What

ASSOCIATION

has been described in abstract terms in the preceding

made more

by a

brief examfrom
Bodin,
it develops
1
through Hobbes, to Rousseau. Each of these influential minds
represents a distinct stage in the history of Western political
power. Each is a kind of mirror reflecting the massive changes
that took place between 1500 and 1800 in the principal spheres
of authority and allegiance.
The theory of each man holds, successively, ever greater

chapter can be

vivid

and

telling

ination of the theory of sovereignty as

implications of destruction to the intermediate authorities of
society, ever greater implications of centralized political

and ever greater implications of cultural and

power,

social leveling of

the population.

In Bodin

we

observe the emergence of the sovereign from

the whole network of restrictions imposed
121

by medieval custom

and religious authority. But, for all of Bodin's ascribing to the
sovereign unconditional and imprescriptible powers, the sovereign remains weak— weak because first the sovereign is made
identical with the
is

monarchy

alone;

and second because Bodin

unwilling to accept the consequences to other associations

in society of his

own

definition of sovereignty.

In the writings of Hobbes, in the seventeenth century, the
sovereign becomes much stronger. In formal terms the sovereign has the same attributes ascribed by Bodin, but the locus
of sovereignty

the sovereign

is

shifted from the king to the legal State.

made

Now

atmosphere of duties and
obligations shared by everyone. Each individual, apart from
his natural state, exists only in the contemplation of the sovereign. All customs, traditions, and relationships not founded

by the

is

State itself

into a kind of

become

objects of suspicion. In Bodin's

thought society and State were distinct logically and historically. But in Hobbes, State and society are one and the same.

With Rousseau, in the eighteenth century, comes the most
formidable and revolutionary of all theories of sovereignty.
It is conceived as nothing less than the exalted will of the
people, omnipotent and omnipresent. All other forms of relationship are abolished, leaving only the State itself as the

munity of man's

interests

and

aspirations.

Only

com-

in the State

can

the individual find tranquillity and relief from discord and unis not a mere legal
and even freedoms.

happiness. Sovereignty, for Rousseau,
it is

the

sum

total of all virtues

thing;

Two
Of Bodin

2

it has been well said that he had ceased to be
medieval without becoming modern. But so had France itself.
The age of Bodin was the age of the military triumph of the
monarchy over the competing powers of the nobility and the
Church. But the triumph was a bare one, and it was set in a
scene that was, socially at least, not too different from the
France of two centuries earlier. Despite the military might of

the monarchy that had grown out of the
122

Hundred

Years'

War,

such associations as the

gilds, monasteries, the

feudal classes,

the communes, and the Church continued to exert vast influ-

human

Numerous systems of law existed at all
and customs hemmed in monarchical power
at every turn, and the diversity of culture in France was
matched by the diversity of allegiance and authority.
ence in

lives.

levels; traditions

In the middle of the sixteenth century, chiefly in Paris,
there arose a group of

men who

called themselves the Politi-

ques— men who were dedicated to action in behalf of the central power of the monarch at the expense of all other social
and moral authorities in France. In their opinion, the disorder
of France could be checked only by the clear supremacy of a
morally and religiously neutral power, vested in the king himself,

extending over every other associative relationship in

France. Already there were clear indications that the royal

power, through
its

growing,

power

in

its

control of the

if still slight,

newer modes of warfare and

appeal to the people, was the only

France capable of checking the divisive tendencies in
Among other needs, however, was that of a

the population.

systematic theory to give

it

and universal accept-

rationality

ance. This Bodin attempted to supply.

His work is indeed a curious amalgamation of ideas which
would have been perfectly suited to the intellectual atmosphere of the thirteenth century and of ideas which logically
belong to the century following his own. As a moral philosopher he tended to remain rooted to the soil of medieval pluralism and autonomy of groups. As a practical politician his impulses place him with Hobbes in the next century or with some
even more devoted Erastian. The latter impulses dominate his
work, but the confusions and contradictions which so many of
his commentators have written about make plain the underlying conflict in his

own

thought.

He

could not easily

quish his belief in the ethical priority of

all

relin-

those relationships

founded upon kinship and religion and occupation.
Yet as one of the Politiques Bodin was deeply aware of
problems that could be solved only by a strong political limi123

and powers claimed by the various corpora-

tation of the rights

and groups

The conflicting jurisdictions of
various spheres of law, the excessive duplication, the divisive
tions

in France.

influences of customs

stemmed from
conflicts of

and allegiances that were either

local or

authorities outside France, the bitter religious

power, the economic disunities— all of these, he

felt,

could be checked or terminated by raising the power of the
king above all other powers in the realm.
'Majesty or sovereignty/ he declares,

'is the most high,
power over the subjects and citizens
in a Commonweale/ This absolute and perpetual power belongs to the monarch. His power is inalienable and imprescriptible. It cannot be limited by custom within the realm or by
edict from without. The king is not below the law, as medieval
lawyers like Bracton had declared, but always above the law.
The law of the land is simply the command of the sovereign.
Despite some bitter remarks in Bodin concerning the
Roman law and the lawyers of his own day who were pro-

absolute and perpetual

claiming

its

superiorities,

it is

plain that behind Bodin's

own

model afforded by the
The Roman emphasis upon legal centralization,

conception of the sovereign

lies

the

Corpus Juris.
upon the superiority of the ruler to all other forms of authority,
including custom, and the general political perspective of Roman law could not but have had strong appeal to one of the
Politiques.

The

basic attribute of sovereignty

is

the

power

to give

laws to citizens collectively and severally without the consent
of a superior, an equal, or an inferior. For the France of the

sixteenth century this attribute could be translated into reality

only by declaring

all

powers, that of the Church included,

customs, however ancient and sacred, and

all

persons,

all

however

exalted in economic, social, or religious eminence, subject to

the will of the king.

More

specifically, it meant a challenge to those associaand corporations which lay intermediate to the individual
and the king. Here too the influence of Roman law is manifest.

tions
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'Every corporation or college/ Bodin declares, 'is a lawful community or consociation under sovereign power! That sovereign
control of all intermediate associations is to be exacting and
detailed is attested by the following injunction: 'Where the
word lawful importeth the authority of the sovereign, without
whose permission there can be no college: and is referred not
only unto the power of meeting together: but unto the place
also where it ought to meet, unto the time and manner of meeting, and to what things ought to be entreated of, in their

assembly/
This is the aspect that is, above all others, the most revealing of Bodin's problems and his perspectives: the sovereign's relation to corporate bodies. The history of the preceding two centuries in France had been characterized by growing
assertion of monarchical rights of chartering, approving,

and

regulating the activities of associations. But even in the late

by these bodies were
prime
objectives to limit
formidable. And it was one of Bodin's
their collective rights and subordinate them one and all to the
sixteenth century the powers possessed

power

of the king.

follows that no association within the commonwealth
can be allowed to enjoy an independent existence in the sphere
of public law. Merchant law, canon law, gild law, all of these
reflections of corporate association are subordinate to the law
It

Whatever compulsion any
members has its origin in the

of the king.

over

its

association can exert

authorization of the

sovereign. Associations do not even possess the right to

own

Nor can they be said to possess the right of collective
responsibility. With Innocent IV, Bodin declares these

property.
legal

associations persona ficta.

What we
treatise, is the

tinctly

see, then, in the

pages of Bodin's great political

unfolding of a view of society that possesses dis-

modern

implications.

The

political, rather

than the re-

economic power, is made foremost. Legal pluralism is replaced by legal monism. Only that authority is legally
binding which stems from, or is countenanced by, the king.

ligious or the
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Gone

the doctrine of the two swords, gone also the convic-

is

tion that only through religious mediation can the

made morally

power

of the

For Bodin the State has its own
justification directly from God. Like the Protestants whom
Bodin detested in most respects, he makes the State ethically
autonomous. In all these respects Bodin belongs logically with
the moderns.
But there is another side to Bodin's theory that places him
State be

much more
turies. And

securely

right.

among

social philosophers of earlier cen-

between
moral and
social qualities of all intermediate associations ranging from
family to corporation. Only in the philosophy of Althusius in
the century following Bodin do we find an appreciation of
intermediate association that matches Bodin's. And Althusius
State

and

this

first

is,

of

all,

his sharp distinction

society, and, second, his devotion to the

was scarcely recognized. For,

as

we

shall see, the

whole tend-

thought down to the time of Burke in the late
eighteenth century was to deprecate, even dissolve, all forms

ency of

social

of association that could not be rationalized

by the

by natural law or

will of the State.

But

in Bodin's thought there

is

a keen and frequently

brilliant insight into the sociological aspects of

tion—status, membership, custom,

and moral

human

associa-

control. His im-

patience with legal diversity and his profound devotion to the

king did not cause him to lose sight either of the moral or the

which he lived. We see
between legal and social

historical properties of the society in
this

in his meticulous distinction

authority.

The

family, the civil associations, the corporations

and

mind, logically and historically antecedent to the state. It is impossible to read the long discussion
which Bodin offers on social groups without realizing the value
fraternities are

all,

in his

he ascribes to them

as agencies of solidarity

and

control.

The

associations, for purposes of trade, religious worship, security

and fellowship, were the bonds of human society before any
political ties were established, and they have continued to per126

form functions indispensable to social life. It is this distinction
between social and political relationships that marks Bodin as
a transitional figure.
Unlike the State which rests upon force the social groups

upon the

in society rest

(amicitia).

The

reciprocal principle of friendship

principle of

mutual responsibility

Man

structure of these associations.

and these

is

a social being

the very

by nature

associations are but manifestations of his instinct

for sociability.

of

is

men among

'Whereby

it is

plainly to be seen, the societies

themselves, to have been at

first

sought out for

more safety and quiet: and them
have sprung from the love which was betwixt
man and wife from them to have flowed the mutual love betwixt parents and their children: then the love of brothers and
sisters one towards another: and after them the friendship between cousins and other kinsmen: and last of all the love and
good will which is betwixt men joined in alliance: which had
all at length grown cold, and been utterly extinguished, had it
not been nourished, maintained, and kept by societies, communities, corporations and colleges: the union of whom hath
for long time in safety maintained many people, without any
form of a commonwealth, or sovereign power over them.'
It is folly to wonder whether the commonwealth could
exist without these groups. 'To demand whether communities
and colleges be necessary in a commonweale is as much as to
demand, whether that a commonweale can be maintained and
upholden without love and amity, without which the world
the leading of their fives in
first

of all to

:

cannot long stand.'

itself

He

is

scornful of those

who

argue

and colleges are out of a commonweale to
be excluded and banished; not considering that a family and
the very commonweale itself are nothing else but communities/
It is true that some corporations involve a risk of disorder;
but to advocate the elimination of all corporations on that ac'that all corporations

count

is

and dangerous in practice. The
would be a distinct act of tyrbe countenanced by wise rulers. 'Whereby it ap-

sophistical in logic

suppression of

anny, not to
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all

corporations

peareth, tyrants always to have hated the corporations and

communities of the people, and by all means endeavoured to
have them utterly extinguished/ The best-constituted, the most
prosperous of kingdoms are those in which there is a flourishing diversity of associations and groups. From these the State
draws powers of order that give reinforcement to its own legal
nature, and from them the citizens derive protection that
would be wanting in the absence of the collegia and corpora.
Particularly does Bodin praise the gilds. In their collective
operations he both economic stability and prosperity.
But of all forms of associative life it is the family that Bodin
most venerates. It is his devotion to the economic and legal
solidarity of this group that forms the high point of the medievalism which persists in his thinking, and, as more than one
student has observed, this same devotion destroys the very foundations of the political sovereignty that he has been so careful
to build

up and make supreme.

Bodin

will not tolerate the

thought that the political sov-

ereign should be supreme over the individual

family and over

its

members

defined as absolute, imprescriptible, and perpetual. But

he comes

to deal

of the

customs and property. Sovereignty he has

when

with the family these qualities of sovereignty

become sharply restricted. The public law must not cross the
threshold. The children, the wife, the dependents and servants,
together with
father.

all

property, are solely in the custodianship of the

He grants the law of the commonwealth no

rights of pre-

emption, eminent domain, or discipline over the possessions and
persons of the family.
is

The

family, rather than the individual,

the real unit of Bodin's State, as

historically, all society stems.

Even

it is

the unit from which,

the father's right of

death over members of the family must be
'It is

life

and

restored or upheld.

needful in a well-ordered commonweale to restore unto

and death over the children, which by
the law of God and Nature is given them/ Similarly, in all matters of education, training, religious worship, and political par-

parents the power of
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life

ticipation, the will of the father shall

shall not

be supreme,

be

abridged by even the most absolute of sovereignties.
It is chiefly the family ownership of property that Bodin

economic solidarity can the social and
moral virtues of the family remain intact. If the State were given
the power to alienate property, through interference with customs of inheritance, there would then be no limit to the State's
capacity for the enslavement of man. The moral structure of the
family would dissolve. The State itself would become weak.
Thus despite his clear sense of the need for political unity
in the State, despite his insistence upon the legal supremacy of
the king over every custom, corporation, and association, the
actual conception of society which unfolds before our eyes is
not very different from what existed in the minds of medieval
philosophers. The society Bodin offers us is not one of abstract,
legally discrete, individuals, each individual attached directly
defends, for, only in

to the sovereign. It

its

is

a society, instead,

composed

of families,

each of which exists under the imprescriptible authority of the
father, each of which is held to be immune to the authority of
the sovereign in

all

matters. It

is

a society articulated in numer-

ous and varied associations, colleges, and sodalities.

It is

a so-

Roman

law,

upon

ciety founded, for all of Bodin's leanings to

the primacy of custom and kinship and association.

To observe
ereignty

What

is

the logical confusions in Bodin's theory of sovhowever, the point of the present discussion.
of greater interest is simply the presence of the two
is

not,

strands of thought, unreconciled, conflicting, but reflecting
clearly the issues foremost in the history of

modern

sovereignty.

Three
In the political writings of

Thomas Hobbes 3 most

of these con-

and confusions of logic are absent. Few
writers have had more influence upon the development of the
modern centralized State than Hobbes. The modern State, someone has observed, is an inverted pyramid, its apex resting upon
flicts

of sentiment

the 1651 folio edition of Hobbes's Leviathan.

Even those con-

who were most sharply opposed
were yet unable to remain aloof from the
principles and perspectives that lay behind the con-

temporaries and later writers
to his conclusions
political

clusions.

The Leviathan made

its

appearance exactly seventy-five

years after the publication of Bodin's great work. It

is

consider-

ably beyond that span of time in clarity of idea and rigor of
logic.

Like Bodin, Hobbes takes his theoretical departure from

the problem of order and from the assumption that the political
State

is

necessarily the determining environment of

human

con-

beyond this point of departure the two political
theorists have little in common. In Hobbes's conception of the
State and its law, in his treatment of the foundations of social
order, and in his theory of internal associations there are few
if any remaining evidences of the medieval image of society
that Bodin had been unable to shake free of.
duct. But

Gone, in Hobbes, is the troubled affection for associations
based upon locality, interest, and faith. Gone also is the profound veneration for kinship, for the inviolable household, for
the imprescriptible authority of the house-father. Neither the
family, the church, nor any other system of authority

is

allowed

by Hobbes to intervene in any significant way between the individual and the absolute power of the State. Where Bodin,
like all the medieval lawyers and theorists before him, had
rested his political edifice upon the foundations of social custom
and historical use and wont, Hobbes relentlessly eradicated
every element of social purpose and loyalty that did not proceed
directly and logically from the presumed nature of the individual or from the explicit

command

of the sovereign.

For

Hobbes there are but two essential elements of civil society: the
individual and the sovereign. All else is expunged in the interests of practical order

and theoretical

simplicity.

Hobbes's philosophy of government has to be seen not
merely in terms of the political and constitutional struggles
that dominated the England of his time but also in the brilliant light of seventeenth-century doctrines of natural law.
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No

longer were philosophers content to rest their principles of
man and society upon either the revealed wisdom of the church
or upon historical precedent. Everything had to be derived
from the pure resources of reason, from the rigorous development, in theoretical terms, of potentialities that reason taught
lay everywhere in the nature of man. No relationship among
men, no right, no authority could be admitted into political
systems that did not proceed clearly from what was held to be

the fundamental law of nature.

In the social thought of the seventeenth century all relationships were suspect. Man was the solid fact; all else was

ephemeral. As the physical scientists of the day dealt with
physical atoms in space and relegated to secondary or subjective status all of those qualities

phers had accepted

as

and essences medieval philoso-

fundamental, so the social philosophers

sought to build theoretical systems upon

human atoms

alone.

Relationships of tradition and inherited morality were either

expelled from theory or were rationalized into relationships

proceeding ineluctably from man's pre-social nature.

Given originally a pre-political state of nature, a social
vacuum, as it were, in which the individual was isolated and
free, the problem chosen by almost every natural-law theorist
was: how did man emerge from this socially empty state of
nature and by what means? The answer invariably lay in appeal to some form of contract. Contract, conceived as free
agreement among self-interested individuals, became the seventeenth-century rationalist's prime response to problems of social cohesion that had commonly been answered in terms of
Christian morality or historically derived status by medieval
philosophers.

Ernest Barker has perceptively suggested that the seventeenth-century philosophy of natural law was in certain significant respects a kind of subtle rationalization of the prin-

Roman law. It adhered to the same conception of the
primacy of the individual and individual will in legal matters.
It made relationships of contract fundamental in the constitu-

ciples of
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tion of society.

And,

Roman

as in the

codes, natural-law phi-

losophy in the seventeenth century gave the political State the
position of absolute supremacy over all other forms of human
association.

Roman

lawyers ascribed an essentially derivative

role to social groups in the State,

and natural-law philosophers

similarly ascribed a derivative role to all forms of association

lying intermediate to the individual and the sovereign. All the

symmetry of design and centralization of function and authority to be seen in Roman law are clearly apparent in seventeenth-century natural law.
All of this

is

fundamental in Hobbes's approach to a scienThe method of geometry never

explanation of society.

tific

ceased to fascinate his mind, and his conceptual arrangement
of individuals, both in the state of nature

looks like nothing so

ment

of lines

much

and angles

as

it

and

in civil society,

does the geometer's arrange-

in a geometrical demonstration.

For

Hobbes, the abstract individual, contract, and the power of
the State are fundamental. All else is to be derived rigorously
from these assumptions or else discarded.
The intellectual advance of Hobbes beyond Bodin, in the
construction of a theory of the absolute State,

the enormous increase

is

apparent in

in functional significance that

gives to the relationship of the State to

State did not create order;

it

Hobbes

man. For Bodin, the

merely reinforced the

stability

that already lay in the nonpolitical associations of men.

But

Hobbes denies

that any form of social order ever existed or

can

from the sovereign structure of the

exist apart

State.

Be-

fore the advent of the State there was only the condition of

Tn such

no place for Industry; be... no Navigation, nor
use of the commodities that may be imported by Sea; no commodious Building; no Instruments of moving, and removing
such things as require much force; no Knowledge of the face
of the Earth; no account of Time; no Arts; no Letters; no Sonature.

condition, there

cause the fruit thereof

ciety;

and which
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is

is

is

uncertain

worst of

all,

continuall feare,

and danger of

And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutand short.'
It was the emergence of the political State, through the

violent death;
ish,

instrumentality of contract

among

all of

these miserable crea-

brought upon the earth any form of society
whatsoever. And it is the theoretical reinforcement of this redemptive State that engages all of Hobbes's efforts throughout
his Leviathan. He does not shrink from making the State's
tures, that first

power absolute over man because,
absolute, and, second, apart from

be no protective

society,

first,

its

the contract

made

it

absoluteness, there could

and man would sink once again into
had charac-

the dismal condition of fear and brutishness that
terized his beginnings.

Here, then, in his identification of the State with

all asso-

and culture, lies the foundation of the political edifice
which Hobbes builds. Unlike Bodin, he does not recognize any
pre-political order of society based upon kinship, religion, and
other associations within which the sociability of man is nourished. For Hobbes there is no middle ground between man as
a helpless, isolated creature of fear and man as the citizen of
the absolute State. And, unlike Bodin, Hobbes manifests little
sympathy for the customs, traditions, and moralities that exist
outside the framework of sovereign law. Law, writes Hobbes,
is 'to every Subject, those Rules which the Common-wealth
hath Commanded him, by Word, Writing, or other sufficient
ciation

Sign of the Will, to

make use

of, for

the Distinction of Right

and Wrong.' For the rigorous mind of Hobbes law was not in
any way dependent upon the social institutions of a people.
Law was the command of the sovereign, nothing else. Among
the diseases of the State, he declares, one of the greatest is the
belief 'that every private man is Judge of Good and Evill actions.' This was true in the fearful state of nature, *but otherwise it is manifest, that the measure of Good and Evill actions,
is

the Civill Law.'

Nor was
need

there any question in Hobbes's

mind about the

to centralize all authority in the State. Division
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and multi-

can have no place in a stable order. Tor
Power of the Common-wealth, but to
Dissolve it; for Powers divided mutually destroy each other/
He treats with contempt those writers who hold that since
'there be three Soules in man; so there also
may be more
Soules (that is, more Soveraigns) than one, in a Common-

plicity of authority

what

is it

to divide the

.

wealth.' Authority in a society
else

it is

nothing. And, finally,

most cherished of

is

.

.

unitary and indivisible, or

Hobbes

gives the death

blow

medieval legal doctrines, the doctrine that the political ruler is below the law. It is, he declares,
'repugnant to the nature of the Common-wealth
that he
that hath the Soveraign Power, is subject to the Civill Lawes.'
Bodin had stated the same principle, but his own essentially
medieval conception of a nonpolitical society had made it impossible for him to develop the principle fully. No such limitato that

all

.

tions are to

be found

.

.

in the Leviathan.

With the monolith of power that Hobbes creates in the
State, there is little room left for associations and groups.
Hobbes does not see in these the multifold sources of sociability and order that Bodin had found in them. They are breeding areas of dissension, of conflict with the requirements of
the unitary State, not reinforcements of order and justice.

He

compares associations within the State 'which are as it were
many lesser Common-wealths in the bowels of a greater' to
'wormes in the entrayles of a naturall man.' Economic monopolies of any kind, he detests. In the body of the commonwealth
these associations 'breedeth there an Inflammation, accompanied with a Fever, and painfull

He

is

stitches.'

suspicious of the universities, for these teaching

bodies, he declared, have ever tended toward the support of

ideas

and actions that are not

in the best interests of the State's

unity. All teaching establishments should give their

first

devo-

tion to, and be instruments of, the commonwealth. Large associations founded upon mutual aid and protection, especially
those in the upper classes, similarly arouse his distrust. 'Leagues
of subjects (because Leagues are commonly made for mutual

1S4

defence), are in a

a League

Common- wealth (which

no more than
most part unGilds, even those
is

of all the Subjects together) for the

and savour of unlawfull designe.'
more powerful ones, are regarded by Hobbes as potential infringements upon the autonomy of the individual as well as upon the majesty of the
necessary,

of beggars, not to mention the

sovereign. All such associations seek to represent their

bers in matters of protection

and

security.

But

mem-

in the State,

the absolute and

correctly formed, the sovereign himself

is

sufficient representative of his subjects.

Therefore

no other

can be representative of any part of them, but so forth as he
shall give leave/ And this leave is to be given sparingly,
grudgingly.

is

in

had

The meager treatment of the family that Hobbes gives us
marked contrast to the extensive discussion that Bodin

For Bodin, one of the chief reasons for family
solidarity was the protection of the right of property. But
Hobbes specifically declares that all property derives in law
from the permission of the sovereign. And the kind of parental
authority that Bodin had claimed, together with legal inviolability of the household, is, for Hobbes, unthinkable. The parent, Hobbes declares, obligeth his Children and Servants as
farre as the Law permitteth, though not further, because none
of them are bound to obedience in those actions, which the
Law hath forbidden to be done/ But Hobbes is not content to
place the family's authority under the strict regulation of the
State. He must also do to the family what earlier legal theorists
had done to ecclesiastical and economic corporations: that is,
individualize them through the fiction of perpetual contract.
In discussing the nature of 'Dominion Paternall/ he insists that
it 'is not so derived from the Generation, as if therefore the
Parent had Dominion over his Child because he begat him;
but from the Child's Consent, either expresse, or by other sufficient arguments declared/ In short, contract is, in Hobbes's
offered.

rigorous terms, the

cement of even the family

custom, or from divine law
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itself,

itself.

Not from

does the solidarity of the

family proceed. It proceeds from, and can be
untary agreement, either express or implied.

The

conclusion

it,

as the

inescapable that for Hobbes the sole

is

He

does not con-

as did Bodin, as the true source of man's

moral nature,

purpose of the family
ceive

justified by, vol-

model

is

that of procreation.

of all forms of association. In Hobbes's system of

thought everything proceeds from atomistic individuals, their
instincts and reason, and from contractual agreements among
them. There is no place for relationships of ascribed, historically given, status.

But of
the most.

associations,

all

By

reason of

its

it is

the

Church that Hobbes fears
upon men's spiritual

tenacious hold

Church will always be a divisive force within
commonwealth unless it is made strictly subordinate to the

allegiances, the

the

political

power.

It is

unthinkable that an autonomous spiritual

To grant corporate freedom to the
Church would be to set up 'Supremacy against the Soveraignty;
Canons against Lawes, and a Ghostly Authority against the
Civill/ An autonomous Church would mean nothing less than
a divided sovereignty within the State, and this, as we have
seen, is for Hobbes the most deadly of all diseases afflicting
the body politic. Tor seeing the Ghostly Power challengeth
the Right to declare what is Sinne it challengeth by consequence to declare what is Law, ( Sinne being nothing but the
authority should

exist.

transgression of the

How

Law)/

Hobbes measured himself as a Christian is debatable. Whether he was, as many of his contemporaries bitterly denounced him, an atheist, or whether he was a believer
at heart and opposed only to the authoritarian aspects of infar

stitutional Christianity

What

alone

is

is

a matter

we need

not consider here.

of importance in this connection

is

to

mark the

heavy blows Hobbes gave to the medieval idea of an autonomous Church. The religious life of the people must always be
governed by the head of the State. A Church Hobbes defined
as 'a company of men professing Christian Religion, united in
the person of one Soveraign; at whose
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command

they ought

and without whose authority they ought not to
this it follows that any supposition or claim of
a universal Church is fallacious and evil. 'There is on Earth, no

to assemble,

assemble/

From

such universall Church, as all Christians are bound to obey;
because there is no power on Earth, to which all other Com-

There is therefore no other Govmon-wealths are subject.
ernment in this life, neither of State, nor Religion, but Temporall; nor teaching of any doctrine, lawfull to any Subject,
which the Governour both of the State, and of the Religion,
forbiddeth to be taught: And that Governor must be one; or
else there must needs follow Faction, and Civil war in the
Common- wealth between the Church and State. /
.

.

.

Above all other religions it was Roman Catholicism that
Hobbes feared and hated the most. For, it was this Church,
and most especially its militant Jesuits, that in Hobbes's time
provided the strongest challenge to the development of national Christianity.

tants as well.

He

But Hobbes can be severe toward Protesdenounces Tactions for government of re-

ligion, as papists, protestants, etc.

...

as being contrary to

the peace and safety of the people, and a taking of the

Sword

out of the hand of the Soveraign/ In truth Hobbes was agreeable to the existence of any religion, irrespective of

provided

it

placed

itself

its

dogma,

unquestioningly under the State. And,

conversely, he opposed any religion, Catholic or Protestant,
that did not so place

itself.

Despite the severity of Hobbes's attitude toward all associations, despite the centering of all authority in the State, it
yet remains true that for him the power of the State was not

an end in itself. Too many students of Hobbes have read him
through the pages of his enemies, rather than through his own
statements. Despite the rigorousness of the theory, when compared with that of Bodin, despite the powerful animus against

autonomous associations and the limitations put upon religion
and all other autonomous systems of morality, it is the individual
virtue.

whom Hobbes

has in his mind as the embodiment of
Hobbes did not seek the extermination of individual
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but their fulfillment. This could be accomplished only
by removing social barriers to individual autonomy. In his eyes
rights

the greatest claim of the absolute State lay in

its

power

to

create an environment for the individual's pursuit of his natural
ends.

Too

often the eighteenth-century emphasis on the natural

order and the natural rights of individuals has been described
as a reaction to the seventeenth-century political system of

Hobbes. Locke

is

made

the philosophical source of this other

contemplation of nature. Actually, although Locke, by virtue
of his later position with respect to Hobbes, could give more
explicit

emphasis to individual

remains that

rights, the fact

it

was Hobbes's own brilliant sketching of the political environment of individualism that made the later system possible. In
many senses Locke is a derivative thinker. Hobbes was his
master in

all

important respects.

However extreme
its

the Leviathan

may

be,

however savage
what Hobbes

rejection of pluralism, localism, sectionalism,

always has in mind is the creation of an impersonal environof law within which individuals may pursue rationally

ment

their proper interests.

Hobbes

It

is

not the totalitarian State that

gives us but the necessary political environment of the

natural system of liberty which was to

become

identified later

with the Enlightenment in France and England. Later theorists
such as Locke could give more space to the rights themselves.
But Hobbes, with the spectacle of a still potent residue of medievalism before him, had to give the greater part of his attention to the political environment

itself.

Nor can Hobbes be described simply
'middle

class.'

That

his theory of the State

tor in bringing into existence the

new system

of

new

economic relationships

as the voice of the

was a powerful

fac-

entrepreneur and the
is

a good deal less an

indication of his affection for the middle class than

it is

of his

hatred for the economic groups that were hindrances both to
the new middle class and to the attainment of a unified and
impersonal political order. Hobbes could write bitterly about
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the representatives of the

new economic order and condemn
He was no more concerned

sharply their treatment of the poor.

with deliberately furthering their interests than he was with
furthering consciously the interests of the Protestants.

What

Hobbes and both
economic rationalism and Protestant individualism is the Hobbesian environment of impersonal law in which both could
flourish. We may add also the common dislike of intermediate
gives continuity to the political theory of

and moral associations.
Only the invincible economic determinist would see in
the pages of the Leviathan, with their brilliant and eloquent
portrayal of the impersonal, absolute, and imprescriptible
social

State, a piece of ideology reflecting the alleged interests of the

middle
place,

class.

and

In light of Hobbes's plain distrust of the market

of his preference for the rural countryside, in light

of his explicit condemnation of the political practices of the

merchants and manufacturers of his day, of his ascribing to

them the blame

and of

for the civil war,

for their acquisitive

and exploitative

his general hatred

proclivities,

and above

all

in the light of the relentless political direction of his writings,
is difficult

it

to understand interpretations that relegate his beliefs

vague categories of economic determinism. If there is
any element of reluctant praise in Hobbes for a class of men
whose activities he despised, it is because he could see that
this class, by reason of the very tenuousness of its internal social relationships and by the absence of any sense of noblesse
oblige, could never become, as the older aristocracy had been,
to the

a threat to the unity of the political State. Hobbes's early affection was for the aristocracy, but through the iron logic of his
political thought he cast this affection aside. The landed aristocracy, with

its

large retinues

and

its

rooted allegiances, must

Hence the notable shift in his thinking regarding such matters as honor. But
constitute a perennial threat to political unity.

nonsense to suppose that his affection for the landed aristocracy was transferred to a middle class. It went, ruthlessly
and rigorously, to the State itself. It would be far more correct

it is

1S9

to say that Hobbes's appreciation of the

reluctant as

it

was— came from

than to say that his

politics

middle class— thin and

the logic of his politics rather

came from

a middle-class orienta-

tion of thinking.

The

State that

Hobbes

gives us

is

an aggregate of

indi-

viduals, each free to pursue his proper interests through con-

and

each free from the artificial
constraints of class, church, gild, or any other form of intermediate association. And in view of the still ascendant authorities cast over the lives of individuals by such bodies as the legal
tract

intellectual agreement,

corporations, the boroughs, the monopolies in trade, not to

mention the whole tissue of traditional relationships of church,
family, and local community, Hobbes felt, not without some
justification, that only with an absolute sovereign could any
effective environment of individualism be possible.

Four

By

most rigorous and revolutionary theory of sover4
Like Bodin and Hobbes, Rousseau
takes his departure from perceptions of social disorder. Where
Bodin had defined the role of the State as that of a referee
among competing groups and associations, and where Hobbes
had described the major purpose of the State as that of providing an impersonal environment for the release of individuals
from the confinements of class and religion and for the creation
of a morality based upon individual virtue, Rousseau sees the
State as the most exalted of all forms of moral community. For
Rousseau there is no morality, no freedom, no community outside the structure of the State. Apart from his life in the State,
man's actions are wanting in even the minimal conditions of
morality and freedom. The State and the people are basically
one. Only the State can provide the environment of equality,
freedom, and tranquillity for which man's nature calls.
Rousseau is the first of the modern philosophers to see in
the State a means of resolving the conflicts, not merely among
institutions, but within the individual himself. The State befar the

eignty

is
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that of Rousseau.

comes the means of freeing man from the spiritual uncertainties
and hypocrisies of traditional society. It is a spiritual refuge
even as the Church was a refuge from life's uncertainties in
earlier ages of

Europe.

We

cannot understand the structure of

Rousseau's ideal State, or the immense appeal his political vision has continued to exert in subsequent decades, except by
recognizing the moral and social conditions that Rousseau took
for his point of departure. And these he epitomized under the

word

uncertainty.

What
wrote in

a train of vices must attend this uncertainty!' he

his early

Discourse on the Arts and Sciences. 'Sincere

and perfect confidence are banished
from among men. Jealousy, suspicion, fear, coldness, reserve,
hate and fraud lie constantly concealed under that uniform and
deceitful veil of politeness; that boasted candour and urbanity,
for which we are indebted to the light and leading of this age.'
His loathing for the vices of the society around him in Paris,
friendship, real esteem,

first discourse, was expressed
and with no diminution of intensity in his second
discourse, The Origin of Inequality. Here the hatred of cultural
stratification, and of all the psychological traits that go with it,
matches the earlier expression of hatred for hypocrisy and the
fear of uncertainty. The kind of uncertainties that had emerged

expressed so passionately in the

more

skillfully

in intellectual society as the result of

omy and

modern changes

in econ-

religion excited his opposition in exactly the

same

measure that similar changes had excited the opposition of
Plato two thousand years earlier in Athens. Like Plato, Rousseau made the emancipation of the individual from the tyrannies and uncertainties of ordinary society the major theme of
all his

endeavors.

And

like Plato too

he found

in the structure

of the absolute State the perfect conditions for the reconciliation of

freedom and order.
entities dominate Rousseau's thought: the individual

Two
and the

State. In his

mind they

are simultaneously sovereign
and, together, the only basis of a just human order. The result
is the confluence of a radical individualism on the one hand and
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an uncompromising authoritarianism on the

other.

The

parallel

existence of these strands of thought in Rousseau's works has

been the basis of numerous charges of inconsistency, charges
which are, however, not true. The ideas of Rousseau, contradictory though they may appear to be at first sight, compose one
of the most logically articulate systems of thought in the history
of political theory. The authoritarian strain so plain in the
Political Economy is the perfect complement of the individualism so manifest in his discourse on The Origin of Inequality.
Both strains come together in the Social Contract and make of
that work a manifesto which served with equal adequacy the
libertarian principles of '89 and the authoritarian principles of
'93. The harmony of the two strains of thought becomes apparent when we realize what each is directed against.

The individualism

of Rousseau's thought

ualism of a William Godwin;

it is

is

not the individ-

not the libertarian assertion

of absolute rights against the State. Rousseau's passionate de-

fense of the individual arises out of his opposition to the forms

and observances of society. 'What excites Rousseau's hatred,'
Professor Vaughan has commented, 'is not the state, but society
of any sort, quite apart from the civic ties by which in fact it is
held together. His ideal alike in the discourses and in Emile, is
no doubt individual freedom: freedom, however, not in sense
of immunity from control of the state but in that of withdrawal
from the oppressions and corruptions of society.' It is this ideal
which animates the educational philosophy of £mile— the belief
in the goodness and perfectibility of the individual when he is
protected from the corruption of society. It is, perhaps above
all others, the basic theme of the Confessions. The splendidness
of isolation from society is a leitmotif which recurs again and
again in the passages of that work. The ideal lies implicit in
The Origin of Inequality where each stage of advancement that
removes the individual from the isolation which was his existence in the condition of nature is marked as a point on the way
to degeneration. It is not the political state which inspires
Rousseau's hostility but the harshness, inequalities, and dissen142

sions of civil society. In a letter to Mirabeau,

he writes It

the essence of society to breed a ceaseless war

:

among

its

is

of

mem-

and the only way to combat this is to find a form of
government which shall set the law above them all/
The traditional bonds of society, the relationships we
generally speak of as social, are the ties that to Rousseau symbolize the chains of existence. It is from these he desires to
emancipate the individual; their gross inequalities he desires
bers;

to replace with a condition of equality approximating as nearly
as possible the state of nature. 'Each citizen

completely independent of

all his

would then be

fellow men, and absolutely

dependent upon the state: which operation is always brought
by the same means; for it is only by the force of the state that
the liberty of its members can be secured/ There is no other
single statement in all Rousseau's writings that better serves as

the theme of his political philosophy than

this.

In

it is

incor-

porated the essential argument of the discourses and the Social
Contract. His ideal

dependence,

it

will

independence for the individual, but inbe observed, not from the State but from

is

members of society.
The function of the State

fellow

statement. Its mission

is

is

made apparent by

to effectuate the

the same

independence of the

by securing the individual's dependence
upon itself. The State is the means by which the individual
can be freed of the restrictive tyrannies that compose society.
individual from society

It is

the agency of emancipation that permits the individual to

develop the latent germs of goodness heretofore frustrated by
a hostile society. By entering into the pure state, Rousseau declares, 'Man's actions receive a moral character which was
wanting to them before/ and 'from a stupid and limited animal
he now for the first time becomes a reasoning being and a man/

The

State is thus of the essence of man's potential being, and
from being a check upon his development, it is the sole
means of that development. Through the power of the State,
man is spared the strife and tyranny that arise out of his selfish
and destructive passions. But in order to emerge from the disfar
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and to abide in the spiritual peace of the
state, there must be 'an absolute surrender of the individual,
with all of his rights and all of his powers, to the community as
a whole/
Rousseau's emphasis upon the community has been too
sensions of society,

often interpreted in a sense foreign to his

own

aim.

Commen-

have occasionally written of his 'community' as the revival of a concept that had disappeared with the Middle Ages.
The mystic solidarity that Rousseau preaches is not, however,
the solidarity of the community existing by custom and unwritten law. The social community, as it existed in the thought
of Thomas Aquinas or, later, in the theory of Althusus, is a
community of communities, an assemblage of morally integrated minor groups. The solidarity of this community arises
out of the moral and social observances of the minor groups.
Its unity does not result from being permeated with sovereign
law, extending from the top through all individual components
of the structure. Rousseau's community however is a political
community, one indistinguishable from the State and sharing
all the uniformitarian qualities of the State. It is, in his mind,
a moral unity, but it is a unity conferred by the sovereign will
of the State and directed by the political government. Thus
the familiar organic analogy is used to indicate the unitary
structure of his political community. The same centralization
of control existing in the human body must dominate the structure of the community; unity is conferred by the brain, which
in Rousseau's analogy represents the sovereign power. The
General Will is the analogue of the human mind, and as such
tators

and undiversified as the mind itself.
The volonte generate, as he is careful to indicate, is not synonymous with the volonte de tons, the will of all. It is the will of

must remain

as unified

the political organism, an entity with a
apart from that of the individual

In

its

suprahuman

volonte de tons

reality

may be

it is

of

its

own

quite

which it is built.
always right, and while the
of

often misled, the General Will never

deviates from the strictest rectitude.
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life

members

The General Will

is

indi-

and

visible, inalienable,

demands the unqualified
the community and implies

illimitable. It

obedience of every individual in
the obligation of each citizen to render to the State
State sees

fit

to

all

that the

demand. This pre-eminence of the State

in the

however, despotism; it is the necesfreedom. In order that the social
basis
of
true
individual
sary
contract shall be no empty formula it tacitly implies that obligation which alone can give force to all the others namely that
anyone who refuses obedience to the General Will is forced to
it by the whole body. This merely means that he is being compelled to be free/ In this last phrase is revealed, clearly, the
life

of the individual

is

not,

:

between individualism and authoritarianism

relation

in the

thought of Rousseau. The same rationale of values that leads

him

to restrict morality to life within the State

compels him

similarly to regard the State as the sphere of freedom.

individual lives a free
to the

omnipotent

life

State.

The

only within his complete surrender

The

State

is

the liberator of the

individual from the toils of society.

The

totalitarian implications of Rousseau's thought do not
merely out of the severity of his theory of sovereignty.
The most common form of criticism— that the theory sets up
an illimitable power— is applicable to all monistic theories of
sovereignty. In any social theory where the sovereign State
exists as a concept there is implicit at least the idea of potentially unrestricted power. What gives uniqueness to Rousseau's
arise

not so

much

its severity as its subtle but explicit
with freedom. What has connoted bondage to
the minds of most men is exalted as freedom by Rousseau. To

doctrine

is

identification

regard the power structure of the State as a device
the individual

is

only being compelled to be free

of reasoning that sets Rousseau apart
liberalism.

The phraseology

is

by which
a process

from the tradition of

of liberalism in this case merely

which underlies it. What Rousbottom no more than the freedom to

intensifies the authoritarianism

seau

calls

freedom

is

at

do what the State in its omniscience determines. Freedom for
Rousseau is the synchronization of all social existence to the
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replacement of cultural diversity by a
mechanical equalitarianism. Other writers have idealized such
an order in the interests perhaps of justice or of stability, but
Rousseau is the first to invest it with the value of freedom.
Therein lies the real distinctiveness of his theory of sovereignty.
will of the State, the

the bearing of Rousseau's General Will

It is in

ditional society, however, that the full

significance

becomes manifest.

sweep

has been

It

of

its

made

upon

tra-

totalitarian

clear that the

is society, and the special merit of
power to emancipate the individual from
traditional society. The relationship among individuals that
forms the General Will and is the true State is obviously an
exceedingly delicate one. It must be unitary and indivisible
for its nature fully to unfold. In short, it must be protected from

object of Rousseau's dislike

the State

lies in its

the operations of extraneous channels of constraint. 'For the

same reasons that sovereignty is inalienable, it is indivisible,*
he writes; 'the Will is general or else it is nothing/ To achieve
a pure sovereignty, one which will be untrammeled by social
influences, one which will encompass the whole of man's personality,

it is

abrogated.

necessary that the traditional social loyalties be

A

General Will

unified,

incompatible with the

is

existence of minor associations; hence they must be banished.

'When

the people, having been adequately informed, hold

deliberation,

among

and the

themselves, the whole

its

have had no communication

citizens

number

of individual opinions

and the decision will
and partial associations

will always result in the General Will,

always be

But when factions

just.

arise,

are created at the expense of the great association, the will of

each of these associations becomes general so far as
are concerned, and particular in

then be said that

number
tions.

.

of
.

therefore essential,

able to express

own

state,

thoughts/
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itself,

its

members

relation to the state:

it

no longer a number of votes equal

men, but equal only

It is

within the

it is

its

to the
if

number

and that each

no

to the

of associa-

the General Will

that there should be

may

is

to

be

partial society

citizen should think only his

The

what

proscription of all forms of association except

whole being of the State— this is Rousseau's
not to be regarded as one of these hasty,
ill-considered remarks for which Rousseau is famous. Nor is it
true that his banishment of associations is out of harmony with
the rest of his thought. We have seen that Rousseau's animus
is

identical with the

drastic proposal. It

is

is

against society, against the ties that

pendent on one another.
ception of sovereignty
indivisibility; the
Is it

We

make

individuals de-

have seen, further, that

demands the

General Will

is

his con-

attributes of unity

general or else

it is

and

nothing.

not then logical that the right of nonpolitical association

should be sharply restricted? In his earlier Political Economy,

Rousseau, in almost the same words, had presented this analy-

on the State. There is to be no
no interdependence save
is symbolized by the General Will. Society is to be an
aggregate of atoms held rigidly together by the sovereign will
sis

of the effect of associations

bond
what

of loyalty,

no

social affiliation,

of the State alone.

The

practical implication of this doctrine

is

made

strik-

by Rousseau's consideration of religion. A socially
independent Church, like any form of nonpolitical loyalty,
would constitute an interference with the functioning of the
General Will. It would represent a flaw in the spiritual unity
Rousseau prized so highly in his political order. Yet it would
not do to repress the religious propensities of man, for 'as soon
as men come to live in civil society they must have a religion
to keep them there. No nation has ever endured or ever will
endure without religion/ But, argues Rousseau, it is not enough
that a nation should have a religion. The religion must be
identified, in the minds of the people, with the values of national life, else it will create disunity and violate the General
Will. It is not enough that a religion should make good men;
it must make good citizens. Religion has a responsibility toward
civic or political ends before any others. It must reflect, above
all, the essential unity of the State and find its justification in
the measures it takes to promote that unity.
ingly evident
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In light of these

criteria,

the possibility of Christianity's

being the religion of the true State must be rejected. Tor Christianity, as a religion, is entirely spiritual, occupied solely with

heavenly things; the country of the Christians is not of this
world/ There are even greater objections to Christianity.
'Christian charity does not readily allow a

man

to think hardly

Christianity preaches only servitude and
dependence. Its spirit is so favourable to tyranny that it always
profits by such a regime. True Christians are made to be slaves,
and they know this and do not much mind: this short life

of his neighbors.

counts for too
it is

.

little

.

be overlooked that
the Christian faith that Rousseau

in their eyes/ It cannot

the essential humanity in

despises. Its very virtues,

he

tells us,

are

its

vices, for a society

would be neither the
strongest nor the most lasting. The very fact that it was perfect
would rob it of its bond of union. The disregard of the Christian mind for secular law, for the values of the nation, would
be the undoing of that unity indispensable to the true State.
The spirit of subserviency which Christianity embodies would
prevent any real flowering of the martial spirit. 'Set over against
Christians those generous peoples who were devoured by ardent love of glory and of their country; imagine your Christian
republic face to face with Sparta or Rome; the pious Christians
will be beaten, crushed, and destroyed before they know where
they are/ The ancient Romans were possessed of military valor
until Christianity was accepted, 'but when the Cross had driven
of Christians with

out the eagle,

Roman

then, because of

because of

its

all

its

its

perfections

valour wholly disappeared/ Christianity,

pacifism,

its

depreciation of the State, and

concentration upon

men

rather than citizens,

must be replaced by another religion, one which will perfectly
embody the measure of nationalist ardor necessary to the State.
There must be instituted a purely civil religion, for which
the sovereign should

fix

the articles of faith. 'While

it

can

compel no one to believe them, it can banish from the state
whoever does not believe them ... if anyone after publicly
recognizing these dogmas behaves as if he does not believe
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them,

let

worst of
will

him be punished by death: he has committed the

all

crimes, that of lying before the law.' Other faiths

be permitted

viding there

is

to exist alongside of the civil religion pro-

nothing in their

articles

deemed by the sovereign

be inimical to the development of citizenship. 'Tolerance
should be given to all religions that tolerate others, so long as
to

their

dogmas contain nothing contrary

to the duties of citizen-

ship/ It will be remembered, however, that the criteria of good
citizenship are far reaching. Rousseau's prior criticism of Christianity

on the ground of

its

intrinsic irreconcilability

citizenship should serve as the grain of salt with

the protestations of tolerance.
religion as fixed

The

with good

which

to take

articles of faith of the civil

by the sovereign have

as their

objective the cementing of the social contract.

fundamental

We have already

seen that the most basic values of Christianity at least are not

regarded as compatible with the State.

We may

therefore per-

haps speculate on the extent to which tolerance as a practical
policy would be deemed commensurate with civil religion.
It is political religion Rousseau extols, one which in essence
is indistinguishable from the law of the land. Like his forerunner Hobbes, Rousseau holds sin to be no more than a transgression of civil law, and in that fact lies the inspiriting aim
of la religion civile. Respect for the sovereign, allegiance to the
State alone,

and subordination of

all interests to

the law of the

realm— these are the primary attributes of the civil religion proposed by Rousseau. The symbol of patrie is uppermost; religion
and patriotism will be but two aspects of the same thing.
Hardly less than religion the family itself, as a corporate
entity, must be radically adjusted to meet the demands of the
General Will. Morality is essentially a civic condition, and without citizens there can be no virtue. 'Create citizens, and you
have everything you need/ To form these citizens is not the
work of a day, nor is it a responsibility that can be left idly to
the influences of traditional society.
to the

The unitary

state calls for

human nature so that there shall be no irritants
body politic. 'He who possesses the courage to give a

a remodeling of

149

people institutions, must be ready to change human nature, to
transform every individual, who by himself is a complete and
separate whole, into a part of a greater whole from which this
life and character; to
change the constitution of man in order to strengthen it, and
to substitute for the corporeal and independent existence which
we all have received from nature a merely partial and moral
existence. In short, he must take from man his native individual
powers and equip him with others foreign to his nature, which
he cannot understand or use without the assistance of others.
The more completely these natural powers are annihilated and
destroyed and the greater and more enduring are the ones
acquired, the more secure and the more perfect is also the

individual in a certain sense receives his

constitution/
It is

necessary to inculcate in the minds of the people from

infancy the surpassing claim of the State to their loyalty. If,
for

example/ Rousseau writes,

tomed

'the

people were early accus-

to conceive their individuality only in

its

connection

with the body of the state, and to be aware, of their own
existence merely as parts of that of the state, they might in time
come to identify themselves in some degree with the greater
whole.
/ The family should not be granted the all-important
duty of education, for too great a responsibility hangs in the
balance. The traditional educative function should be transferred from the family to the State, so that, as Rousseau states
prejudices' of the father may not interfere with the
it, the
.

development of

citizens.

However, the disintegration of

this

age-old basis of the family should in no wise create alarm.

'Should the public authority, in assuming the place of father

and charging

itself

with

this

important function, acquire his
he should have little cause

rights in the discharge of his duties,

he would only be altering his title, and would
have in common, under the name citizen, the same authority
over his children, that he was exercising separately under the
name of father, and would be no less obeyed when speaking
in the name of the law than when he spoke in that nature/ In
to protest; for
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this

almost incredible statement

is

to

be observed what

is

surely

the ultimate in the totalitarian absorption of society. Family
relationship is transmuted subtly into political relationship; the

molecule of the family

is

broken into the atoms of

its

individ-

uals, who are coalesced afresh into the single unity of the state.
If the children are reared in common in the bosom of equality,
if they are imbued with the laws of the state and the precepts
if they are taught to respect these above
they are surrounded by examples and objects
which perpetually remind them of the tender mother who nourishes them, of the love she bears them, of the inestimable

of the General Will,

other things,

all

if

from her, and of the return they owe her,
cannot doubt that they will learn to cherish one another

benefits they receive

we

mutually as brothers.

.

/

would be difficult to find anywhere in the history of
politics a more powerful and potentially revolutionary doctrine
than Rousseau's theory of the General Will. Power is freedom
and freedom is power. True freedom consists in the willing
subordination of the individual to the whole of the State. If this
It

is

not forthcoming, compulsion

necessary; but this merely

is

means that the individual will be forced to be free/ There is
no necessity, once the right State is created, for carving out
autonomous spheres of right and liberty for individuals and
associations.

Because the individual

larger association, despotism

is

is

himself a

impossible.

member

By

of the

accepting the

power of the State one is but participating in the General Will.
Not without reason has the theory of the General Will
been called a theory of permanent revolution. It was Rousseau's
subtle achievement to clothe the being of the absolute State in

the garments of the terminology of freedom.

the individual he has been

known

By

his

paeans to

as the apostle of liberty.

By

upon popular sovereignty he has become classified
as one of the minds who have helped free the civilized world
from despotism. The state is, in Rousseau's mind, the only
sphere of liberation from the tyrannies of society. Here the
individual may achieve a higher morality and freedom. The
his insistence
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individual renounces the social loyalties of traditional society,

surrenders to the state the rights of association which are the
fundament of religion, family, and community, and by so doing
becomes free for the first time. Herein lies the lure of Rousseau's philosophy for absolutists and here too is the essence
of the confusion of freedom and authority that underlies
contemporary totalitarian philosophies.
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Chapter Seven

iHE POLITICAL

COMMUNITY

From Rousseau comes most of the
State that has made the political

intellectual devotion to the

mentality so influential in

and moral thought during the past century and a half.
'I had come to see/ he wrote in his Confessions, 'that everything was radically connected with politics, and that however
one proceeded, no people would be other than the nature of
its government made it/ And in his discourse on Political
Economy, he declared: If it is good to know how to deal with
men as they are, it is much better to make them what there
is need that they should be. The most absolute authority is
that which penetrates into a man's inmost being, and concerns
itself no less with his will than with his actions.
Make men,
therefore, if you would command men: if you would have them
obedient to the laws, make them love the laws, and then they
will need only to know what is their duty to do it.
If you
social

.

.

.
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.

would have the General Will accomplished, bring
particular

as virtue

wills
is

ticular wills

into

conformity with

it;

in

other

all

the

words,

nothing more than

this conformity of the parwith the General Will, establish the reign of

virtue/

was the moral imperative that was to capture the visions of men of good will everywhere in nineteenth-century Western Europe. But establish it
how? Establish it through the sovereign power of the State!
Man is born free and good, yet everywhere he lies fettered
and corrupt, the product of repressive institutions. Not through
Establish the reign of virtue! This

kinship, class, church, or association can

man be

freed, for these

upon his existence. Only by entering into
and subordinating himself completely to its

are the very chains

the perfect State
collective will will

it

be possible for

man

to escape the torments

and insecurities and dissensions of ordinary society. The redemptive power of the sovereign State— this was Rousseau's
burning slogan for the modern world.
In ancient Athens the State had come to take on this guise
of community during the period following the disastrous wars
with Sparta. Many a reflective mind in that dark period could
see in the intensification of the political bond among individuals
the sole hope for the recovery of order in the polis, for the
establishment of a new stability that would forever dispense
with the old, but now distracting, ties of family, class, and
association. Plato was but one of the more enlightened of those
who saw in the power of the State not repressive force but the
very basis of moral life, the prime source of true individuality
and virtue. In Plato's view, the State, properly conceived, was
the most holy of sanctuaries, a refuge from the torments, frustrations, and iniquities that had come to plague Athens as the
consequence of spiritual factionalism. 'Let this then be the law/
declared Plato in The Laws: no one shall possess shrines of the
gods in private houses, and he who performs any sacred rites
not publicly authorized, shall be informed against to the guard154

ians of the law.' Spiritual faith

be incessant
be, even as he now

one, else there will

and man

will

and the State must be as
conflict between the two,
is, torn by uncertainty and

doubt.

not surprising to learn from Rousseau that, of all
influences upon his mind, Plato's was greatest. In the visions of
It is

both philosophers
nothing
itual

less

we

itself,

with

all its social

and

is

spir-

anodynes. In the warming atmosphere of the benign,

omnicompetent State
tive,

are given a political structure that

than community

man

will

be able to discard

his distrac-

conflict-engendering social allegiances. Then, freed of old

burdens, will he find surcease from uncertainty and disquiet.

He

will

tion,

know

and

at last the

meaning of secure

ineffable spiritual release.

He

will

status, clear func-

know

these in the

pure State.

would be regarded by many
most implicative of all forms of association. Inevitably the charms of kinship, religion, and cultural association
would pale before the brilliance of the new State. No longer
would the political relationship be regarded as but one of
society's bonds. It would be seen as synonomous with society,
as the culmination of man's long struggle for a just social order.
The new State would be more than an abstract legal framework
of rights and duties. It would be community itself, the Political
Community.
What is the political community? It is an idea system, and,
I believe, the most potent of all idea systems in the complex
After Rousseau, the State

men

as the

nineteenth century.

We

shall

not often find

it

in

its

fullness in

the writings of any single person or in any single pattern of

We must await the twentieth-

events in the nineteenth century.

century totalitarian State for the
the political community. But

we

full realization of

the idea of

are nevertheless able to descry

system of ideas running throughout the nineteenth century
in one or another form, in one or another degree of intensity.
this

It is

a kind of brooding omnipresence, giving force and direc155

tion to a variety of visions of social redemption. It touches the
foundations of modern popular democracy, especially on the
Continent; it gives substance and appeal to cultural national-

becomes the context of the socialist movement before
is ended; it becomes the matrix of the most successful schemes of humanitarianism; it becomes, at times, the context of Christianity itself. In a diversity of ways we see the idea
of the political community making its inroads into the minds
and acts of the new men of power in the nineteenth century,
the men for whom power was but the other face of humanism;

it

the century

itarian redemption.

Fundamental

to the political

community

is

the belief that

the normal plurality of authorities and functions in society must

be supplanted by a unity of authority and function arising from
the monistic State. The power of the State must become the
context of the realization of

all

man's aspirations, even as

the Church formed this context in the Middle Ages. There

is,

members

of

second, the view of the people, not as diversified
social groups

and

cultural associations, but as

an aggregate

of atomized particles needing the absolute State for protection

and

security.

Man,

in this view,

is

a timid, insecure,

and lonely

being apart from his membership in the omnipotent, all-benign
State.

The power

sive force.

of the State

What separates

forms and visions of the State
absolute, unitary
ternity,

and

institutions,

must not be regarded as represcommunity from earlier

the political
is its

insistence that only through

power can man find freedom, equality, fraFreedom becomes freedom from other

virtue.

freedom

to participate in Leviathan. Equality

is

the mechanical equivalence of talents, functions, and ideas

engendered by the State's leveling influence upon all other
associations and statuses, and enforced by the iron mold of
law. Fraternity is the bond of political brotherhood that must
rule out, as its very condition, all other brotherhoods based

upon
is,

interest, place, or belief.

And

in Rousseau's words, nothing
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virtue,

what

is it?

Virtue

more than the conformity

of

the particular wills with the General Will/

Power

is

not power

if but formed in the alembic of political imagination;
freedom, equality, brotherhood, virtue. It is community.

it

is

Two
In practical terms,

what Rousseau's

a two-fold emancipation:

first,

ditional associative chains;

ideas pointed toward

was

of the individual from his tra-

and, second, of the State

itself

from the mass of feudal customs which, everywhere, limited
its real efficacy. For only by extricating the State, the ideal
State, from the mass of intrusive localisms and partial allegiances descended from the past would it be possible to use
its power to emancipate man from these same prejudices and
entanglements. What was demanded was a revolutionary liaison
between the individual and the omnipotent State. Between the
challenge of atomistic individualism and the militant power of
the central State, dedicated to human welfare, it would be possible to grind into dust all intermediate associations, reminders
and nourishers of the despised past.
It was in a real sense a necessary affinity, for all major
social movements are a combination of radical individualism
and authoritarian affirmation. New structures of belief and
authority cannot be introduced until human beings have been
alienated, in one way or another, from the old. Hence the insistence upon individual release from old institutions and social
groups, and upon man as the natural embodiment of all virtues.
Hence also the emphasis upon the State as the area of reassimilation and upon political power as the instrument.
This affinity between social individualism and political
power is, I believe, the most fateful fact of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. It forms the very substance of the ideology of the political community; it comprehends the majority
of ideas of political humanitarianism. It

is impossible to understand the massive concentrations of political power in the
twentieth century, appearing so paradoxically, as it has seemed,
right after a century and a half of individualism in economics
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and morals, unless we see

clearly the close relationship that

through the nineteenth century between individualism and State power and between both of these together

prevailed

all

and the general weakening of the area
intermediate to man and the State.

of association that lies

Three
It

was the French Revolution, following hard upon Rousseau's

clamant prophecy, that served to translate so

many

of the ad-

jurations of the Social Contract into hard administrative reality

and

to bring forcibly to the attention of intellectuals through-

new perspective of redemption through political
power. However minor Rousseau's influence may have been
out Europe the

upon the causes

of the Revolution, his influence

became

upon the course

wrote Sebastien
Mercier in 1791, 'the Social Contract was the least read of all
Rousseau's works. Now, every citizen broods over it and learns

of the Revolution

it

by heart/ *
The tremendous value

of the Revolution lay,

first,

great. 'Hitherto,'

of the Social Contract to the

men

in its extraordinary flexibility. It

could serve the authoritarian demands of the Revolution as
easily as

it

could provide an apologetics for the corrosive

dividualism of the early phases. But
its

its

in-

greatest value lay in

ingenious camouflaging of power with the rhetoric of free-

dom, and

in

its

investment of political power with the essence
had succeeded in spiritual-

of religious community. Rousseau

izing the political relationship and, in so doing,

had removed

the State conceptually from the ordinary realm of political

and force. 'How are you to know a Republican?' asked
Bar ere late in the Revolution. His answer to his own question
might have been taken from the chapter on the Civil Religion.
You will know him when he speaks of his country with 'religious sentiment' and of the sovereign people with 'religious
intrigue

devotion/

2

Treatments of the French Revolution fall, generally, into
one of two major categories. The Revolution is regarded as the
158

work primarily of individual freedom, or it is regarded as the
work of collective power. But the Revolution was both, and
each of these aspects must be seen as contributing profoundly
to the other.

Apart from the emancipation of masses of

human

beings from the social structures of the old regime, the extra-

ordinary increases of political power that

become

so noticeable

in the final phases of the Revolution are scarcely intelligible.

And,

similarly,

only in the context of the Revolutionary

it is

government's early impact upon such structures as church,

gild,

and family that we may see the effective conditions of
the new individualism in France. Both elements of the Revolution, the socially free individual and the omnipotent nation,
are vividly apparent from the very start. The stress upon individual rights that is to be found in the first two articles of the
Declaration of the Rights of Man is succeeded, in the third and
sixth articles, by a clear insistence that the nation is the source
of all sovereignty and that law is the expression of the General
Will. But whether from the point of view of the natural rights
class,

of the individual or of the celebration of the collective nation,

and values intermediate to individ3
ual and State is made precarious from the outset.
Rousseau had written that it is the force of the State that
alone achieves the liberty of its members. Revolutionary legislators took this literally, and the liberty of the individual bethe position of

all loyalties

came the prime justification for the powerful legislative attacks
upon old values, old idea systems, and old associations. The
same temper of mind that led them to the release of Jews from
the ancient ghetto led them also to seek the release of millions
of others
class,

from the

and the

To

this

local

gilds,

the Church, the patriarchal family,

community.

militant libertarianism

militant rationalism.

The passion

was added an equally

for geometrical

inherited from Cartesian philosophy, drove

symmetry,

them beyond a

reform of the currency system, beyond a standardization of
weights and measures, to a rational standardization of the very
units of

159

mens

social

and

political

life. If

men were

to

be made

and wise, there had to be an enforced obliteration of old
memories and prejudices embedded in traditional associations
and institutions. The calendar had to be reformed, with new
names for days and months, in order to remind the people of
their emancipation from the old. It was necessary to establish
a new educational system and office of propaganda that people
might be emancipated, in Rousseau's words, from the prejudices
of their fathers. Above all, new unities of law and social function were needed to replace those inherited from the hated
Middle Ages. If man was to be put in full possession of natural
faculties, he had to be made free of the associations that fetfree

him and, equally important, placed in new associations
would nurture his emerging rationality and goodness. The
rational State, with its own new subdivisions, had to become
tered
that

man's chief area of membership.

Hence the
hibition of all

early destruction of the gilds.

new forms

of

economic

Hence the

association. 'Citizens

pro.

.

.

must not be permitted to assemble for their pretended common
interests. There is no longer any corporation within the State;
there is but the particular interest of each individual and the
general interest.
Charitable societies were declared illegal.
Tt is the business of the nation,' declared Le Chapelier, 'it is
.

.'

the business of the public officers in the
to furnish

employment

the infirm.' Literary, cultural,
also
is

banned

for,

who need

name

of the nation,

and assistance to
and educational societies were

to those

it

declared one of the legislators, 'A State that

truly free ought not to suffer within

its

bosom any

association,

being dedicated to public improvement, has
merited well of the country/ 4

not even such

as,

We observe
ture

profound changes made in the struc-

also the

and functions

of the family.

conceived, like the State

itself,

The

legitimate family

was

as a small republic, not as a

monarchy. Ideals of equality and liberty must prevail there as
in the larger society.

The

oft-written protests of the philosophes

against paternal authority, as one of the chief barriers to intellectual progress,
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had

their effects

on

legislators of the

Revo-

lution. Paternal authority

and the

indissolubility of

marriage

contrary to reason/

were both declared 'against nature and
Marriage was designated a civil contract and numerous grounds
of divorce were made available. Strict limitations were placed
upon the authority of the father, and, in all cases, the authority
of the father was declared terminated when the children
reached the age of twenty-one. New property laws were directed against the corporate character of the family, and the
partage force was enjoined, thus preventing the perpetuation
of family property in aggregate and insuring the equal division
of property

among

all

the children.

In this way, too, was the Church dealt with, for of

all

was the Church that was
most feared and hated by rationalists and politiques. In the
name of liberie the Revolution suppressed all perpetual monastic vows and abolished all independent religious orders.
Charitable and educational functions of the Church were discontinued, and property was confiscated. Relationships of status and bond, of whatever type, were terminated by political
decree, in order that individuals might be released from priestly
tyranny. Bishops and priests were compelled to give up all
rights and privileges, and even distinction of dress, and at one
point it was decided that such functionaries must be elected to
structures of traditional society

office like regular

governmental

it

officials.

Profession, class, the historic

and provinces,

all alike

commune, the

universities,

came under the atomizing consideration
The sovereign aim was the

of the legislators of the Revolution.

conversion of

all collectivities

into the individuals

who com-

all social statuses into the natural rights and abilpresumed to underlie them. Trance,' proclaimed Sieyes,
'must not be an assemblage of small nations each with its own

posed them,
ities

democratic government; she

a single whole,

made up

is

not a collection of states; she

of integral parts; these parts

have each a complete existence of
but parts forming a single whole.' 5
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its

is

must not

own, for they are

.

.

.

'The transition of an oppressed nation to democracy/
declared the Committee of Public Safety,

'is like the effort by
which nature arose from nothingness to existence. You must
entirely refashion a people whom you wish to make free, destroy its prejudices, alter its habits, limit its necessities, root up
6
There are few examples in history
its vices, purify its desires/
that match the Revolution in its individualization of ranks and

its forced liberation of masses of human beings.
one of the most explosive outbursts of individualism in the
whole history of the world.
But we must not lose sight of the context of this individualism. The rise of masses of legally autonomous individuals,

associations, in
It is

free to devote their talents to whatever they chose,

is

but one

aspect of a picture which includes also the development of the
collective

power

of the State in France.

The

individualist as-

pects of the Revolution are inseparable from the augmentation

was largely the result of the reduction of
The decree of the Committee of Public
Safety given above was concluded by the statement: 'The State
must therefore lay hold on every human being at his birth and
direct his education with powerful hand/ Only through force
of State power, which

other social bodies.

could freedom be born.

The

real

power

of political

government increased during

the Revolution to a point scarcely dreamed of by earlier kings.

There

is

nothing strange in

this. It is

obvious that any assem-

blage of people will more willingly suffer the passage of authority

from

their private associations into the

hands of the central

a pervasive ideology supports the view that

government when
such a government
theory, revocable

is

but administering powers always, in

by the people. As Ostrogorski has

written,

such a regime lias on its side the maximum of brute force and
moral force. Every law is supposed to be made with the assent
of the humblest of citizens, and the citizen who obeys the laws

and the custodians

The

fiction of
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of

them appears

spontaneous assent

is

obey only himself.
thus added to the reality
to

.

.

of the most formidable external constraint
erted, constituting in society a

which no one escapes, and

to

ex-

power
which everyone can

fly

for

7

refuge/

Four
There is, moreover, the mounting

when

which can be

of intimidation from

all

attraction of political

power

other forms of association have been destroyed or

weakened. If the individual is prevented, by law or public
opinion, from participating in ordinary associations, and if he
feels, as men commonly do, the need to belong to something
larger than himself, he will seek close membership in the one
association that is open to him. In France, before the eighteenth
century had ended, this association was the State, and the government overlooked no means by which to bind the people ever

more

closely to

'The Republic/ declared a revolutionist

must penetrate the

in 1794,

senses/

itself.

souls of

its

citizens

Hence the declaration by such men

as

through

Le

all

the

Pelletier

and

Robespierre that the State must have primacy of claim upon
the young.

Hence the meticulous care in designing an educawould be financed and directed by the

tional system that

government and made compulsory for all children in France.
incessant emphasis upon the singleness and unity
of French culture.

Hence the

What the spectacle of the Revolution emphasized to many
minds in the decades following it was a truth known to every
great political leader from Cleisthenes to Napoleon. The State
that would become powerful must become identified with
the people; it must become absolutely identified. The State
becomes powerful not by virtue of what it takes from the
individual but by virtue of what it takes from the spiritual and
social associations which compete with it for mens devotions.
It is in these terms, indeed, that the phenomenon of nineteenth-century nationalism becomes intelligible. All serious
students of nationalism are agreed that, in its contemporary

form, nationalism
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is

the child of the French Revolution. There

is nothing strange in this fact. During the Revolution, as we
have seen, there occurred a general sterilization of associative
allegiances that were not of the State, a subtle transmutation
of social statuses into political status, and a general assimilation
of human purposes and devotions into the single structure of
the people's State. The loss of older statuses could not help but

turn men's eyes to the status of citizen.

The loss of older memby a growing willing-

berships could not help but be followed
ness to

make

'A State

becomes a

itself

the primary area of association.

nation,' A.

D. Lindsay has correctly written,

the State

'when instead of its members being primarily divided between
sovereign and subjects, government and citizenship become a
common task, demanding not passive citizenship but active
cooperation from all/ 8

The modern State is not the offspring of the nation. It is
more correct and relevant to say that the nation is the offspring of the State. Nationalism, in the form that has become
triumphant in the last century and a half, is no mere developfar

ment, as

is

so often argued, of folk ties of tribe, locality, or

which earlier populations found in kinship and region, in local community and
church, have been transferred, so to speak, to the nation. But
the logical continuity of symbolic transference should not be
made the basis of assuming any continuity of social developregion. Doubtless the emotional elements

ment

in this instance.

and cultural

reality,

Modern

nationalism, as a state of

mind

cannot be understood except in terms of

the weakening and destruction of earlier bonds, and of the

attachment to the
identifications.

9

those rents and

It

political State of

new

emotional loyalties and

cannot be understood, that

is,

apart from

clefts in the traditional structure of

human

caused by economic and social dislocation, which left
widening masses of human beings in a kind of psychological
vacuum. And it cannot be understood except in terms of the

loyalties,

ever more hypnotic appeal exercised by the political association
in the

men who saw the State
human life and purpose.

hands of

enclosure of
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as the

new and

final

In

many governments

of nineteenth-century

Europe there

were politicians and philosophers who, in their desire for miliand national unity, were willing to pay at least a considerable part of the equalitarian and humanitarian price that was
involved. It was thus not always easy to tell from the appearance of a specific social reform whether it had been motivated
by basically humanitarian or military-nationalist motives. The
tary

abolition of the servile status of the peasant, the limitation of

economic powers of the Church, the reduction of traditional
widening of the electorate, and the amelioration of the economic plight of the people— these were measures that served not merely the purposes of the equalitarian
and the humanitarian but the purposes also of the nationalist.
How could the kind of military power be achieved that
had made the Revolutionary armies the scourge of Europe as
long as the government was remote and indifferent to popular
aspirations? The medieval Church had been strong because of
what it did for its members. The State must do no less. The
medieval Church had sought to bind man spiritually as well
as economically, culturally as well as politically, into an unclass differences, the

membership that would leave nothing
outside it. The State must similarly seek to make itself the
harmonious co-ordinator of all human interests, being no less
sensitive to the economic, the charitable, the communal, and
diversified unity of

the symbolic needs of the people.

Thus Fichte, in the addresses he gave at Berlin after
Napoleon had humbled the Prussian people, made unquestionably clear the relation that must prevail between a government
and its people if the government would be powerful. The State
must assume humanitarian and educative functions; it must
create a meaningful ethical bond between itself and the people.
In every previous system of government, Fichte declared, 'the

community was linked to his
which at some point were so completely severed that his interest in the community absolutely
ceased/ What is now necessary is 'to find an entirely different
interest of the individual in the
interest in himself
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by

ties,

and new binding tie that is superior to fear and hope, in order
up the welfare of her whole being with the self-interest
of each of her members/ This new tie would be the State based
upon the people, the political community, successor to the
Church in its inclusion of all human needs, desires, and hopes.
to link

If

we have the will
we shall be able

only

cluded,

has yet seen/

such an order, Fichte conproduce 'an army such as no age

to create

to

10

The motives behind

the vision of the nation-community

could vary from militarism to humanitarianism to those of what

Matthew Arnold

in

England called sweetness and

light.

For

in

the structure of the political State, properly conceived, Arnold

could see the only real hope for the cultural redemption of

Western

For a long time the 'strong feudal habits of
subordination and deference continued to tell/ but now 'the
modern spirit has almost entirely dissolved these habits, and
the anarchical tendency of our worship of freedom in and for
itself ... is becoming very manifest/ What, then, 'if we tried
to rise above the idea of class to the idea of the whole community, the State, and to find our centre of light and authority
We want an authority, and we find nothing but
there?
jealous classes, checks, and deadlock; culture suggests the idea
.

society.

.

.

of the State.'

X1

In France it had been demonstrated that the State can
become powerful by its emancipation of human beings from
competing allegiances and by its absorption of functions formerly resident in other associations. It had been demonstrated
that equalitarian legislation could have as

its

signal conse-

quence the leveling of all authorities which interposed themselves between a people and government and which, by their
existence, perpetually challenged the influence of government.

Between the partisan of social justice and the exponent
power there thus arose a genuine, if
mutually repugnant, affinity. The aims of humanitarianism reof national collective

quired the obliteration of institutional authorities descended

from the past within which
166

men were

manifestly unequal and

But the aims of the

unfree.

same

obliteration.

Whether

nationalist required exactly the

in the equalitarian interest of the

General Will or in the authoritarian interest of the General
Will, what was demanded was the removal of the intermediate
associations

which acted

national authority alike.

new

as barriers to national equality and
Only thus could there be created a

culture to replace present anarchy, a

new

order to replace

growing lawlessness, and a new community to
forming spiritual vacuum.

fill

the rapidly

Five

The Revolution was
political relationship

relationships

and

distinguished

and of man's

by the triumph

of the

political status over all other

statuses in society.

Thus the term

reached a degree of prestige that threatened

all

older

'citizen'
titles of

and political functionaries enjoyed a new
There were many conflicts and resistances, of course.
The edicts and enthusiasms of Paris were not easily communicated to other parts of France. But we may say, nevertheless,
that the most momentous aspect of the Revolution, in psychostatus in society,

merit.

was its systematic depreciation of all the statuses
had characterized traditional French society, and its calculated celebration of the personal qualities and statuses that
arose from man's membership in the political order. Not economic man, nor religious man, but political man was, in a very
logical terms,

that

important sense, the key figure of the Revolution.
It

was the

political habit of

in the nineteenth century.

One

mind

that

became compelling

most curious conceptions
is that it was the
century of the natural economic order, laissez faire, and the
of the nineteenth century in

of the

modern writing

weak State. In actual fact the State achieved a position of
power and direction in human affairs that was unprecedented
in European history. Even in England the full advent of industrialism was accompanied by an increase in political law and
administration greater, during the decades of the 'thirties and
'forties alone,
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than anything

known

earlier.

12

Industrially,

mor-

ally,

educationally,

and philanthropically, the State became the

indispensable context of men's thinking and planning.
Especially was this true on the Continent. There, in the

minds of a constantly growing number of reformers,

socialists,

unitary democrats, and other tacticians of humanitarianism, the
libera tive

power

of the State, revealed so dramatically

Revolution in France, assumed

many

by the

guises.

In power lay popular unity. But this was an old reflection.

What was now
power

so exhilarating

was the

realization that in polit-

and freedom itself.
power of the State against
religious and economic tyrannies— was this not a transcendent
way of making men good and free? All of this Rousseau had
argued brilliantly. All of this had been demonstrated to the
admiring gaze of the nationalist, the democrat, and the humanitarian alike, by the incomparable Revolution. Whatever else
ical

To use

lay, also, equality, virtue, justice,

the absolute, centralized

may

the Revolution

would be

interpretation,

it

power— power

in a

and

his

be, in the various perspectives of historical
folly to overlook the fact that

it

was

form hardly known since the days of Caesar

admiring multitudes.

Lord Acton has written, 'the purpose of the continental governments formed on that pattern
'After the Revolution/

is

not that the people should obtain security for freedom, but

participation in

power/ The characterization

highly important to see that, for a growing
lectuals

and

politicians,

and even

such participation in power, with
all

apt,

but

it is

of intel-

for the masses themselves,
its

attendant properties of

centralized administration, carried with

ous release. Of

is

number

it

implications of joy-

the subtle alchemies of thought performed

by Rousseau and by the guiding spirits of the Revolution, the
subtlest and the most potent was the conversion of absolute
power into the illusion of mass freedom.
What was new, and profoundly exciting, was the sense of
achieving freedom through absolute identification with the will
of the majority, a will expressed relentlessly and single-mindedly by the government. During the Revolution freedom had
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mean, increasingly, the freedom not so much of individuals taken singly or in small groups but of the whole
people. The emancipation of the entire people from the tyrannies exercised by church, class, family, and local custom— this
was the most potent and revolutionary conception of freedom.
And the key to the reality of this conception of freedom lay in
the centralizing, absorptive work of governments. When Robespierre announced to the National Convention that the will of
the Jacobins was the General Will, he could have cited Rousseau in support of his position. After all, were not the Jacobins

come

to

Were they not dedicated to the common
weal, to virtue. Were they not, in Rousseau's words, wellintentioned? And who else but Rousseau could have prepared

motivated by justice?

the minds of the Convention to accept credulously Robes-

'government of the Revobut the despotism of freedom against tyranny'?
This conception of mass participation in power, with its
corollary of mass power as mass freedom, has proved to be the
most revolutionary of all political doctrines in the modern

pierre's ringing declaration that the

lution

is

world. If the

power

of

government

is

but the reflection of the

will of the masses, or, rather, of the interests of the masses,
if

the General Will

be

free,

then does

is

it

and

merely a means of forcing individuals to

not follow, as the Jacobins held, that every

increase in governmental authority, every increase of political

—at the expense of
is,

religious,

economic, and kinship— authority

ex hypothesi, an increase in real freedom for the people?

Hardly less significant was the conception, born also of
Rousseau and the Revolution, of the equalitarian properties
of power. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries this
conception was to become a redemptive vision of escape from
the social and cultural inequalities inherited from the past.

all

The
one.

belief in the natural equality of human beings was an old
What Rousseau and the legislators of the Revolution added

to

was the view

it

of the State as the indispensable

the recovery of equality that
of the past.
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had been

lost in the

means

for

dark ages

By
local

its inroads upon the authorities
community the popular State would

them not only from the oppressions
from

intolerable hierarchy.

its

Much

and

of church, class,
liberate

men—liberate

of traditional society but
of that imagined natural

had been lost through the rise of property, the
patriarchal family, and ecclesiastical institutions would be restored to man merely through the power of the State used to
emancipate men from their historically given statuses.
But even more fascinating than the vision of equality
through release from old authorities was the vision of equality
through participation in power— the same participation that
would also confer freedom. If all power in society were transequality which

ferred from the plurality of traditional institutions, institutions
in

which individuals had grossly unequal degrees of participaand if the State were

tion, to the single structure of the State,

conceived as identical with the people, then

it

followed that in

terms of the exercise of power in society each individual would

Rousseau had described
this process in his Social Contract. In a State of ten thousand
people each person would be a subject, but he would also be

be equal

to every other individual.

one-ten-thousandth of the sovereign, fully equal to

men

in his possession of authority.

And

if,

all

other

in the transfer of

functions and authorities from family or gild to the State a
lost his

own

man

traditional authority over children or employees,

he would not mind since he would be but transferring the rights
and duties from an older status to his new status of citizen.
It is this envisagement of power as equality that goes far
to explain the appeal the growing tendency toward administrative uniformity

and standardization had in many parts of
The European State had always

nineteenth-century Europe.
been, as

we have
The

seen, a potentially revolutionary force in this

between king and the feudal authorities arrayed against him had been won, and the victories consolidated, through legal and administrative standardization.
But everything that had taken place along this line in earlier
centuries was as nothing compared to the spread of adminisdirection.
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struggles

trative uniformity in the nineteenth century.

explanation for this

lies in

tionary conception of State

And much

the impetus given

power

as the

work

by the

of the

revolu-

of freedom

and

equality.

Six

Unquestionably, the most dramatic and far-reaching event of
13
the Revolution was the coup cTetat of the 18th Brumaire.

For
it

it

was

this seizure of

that laid the basis for

power and the justification following
the modern rise of the belief that in
any representative body, the real in-

one man, rather than in
terests and desires of a people are best given expression. Here,
too, we are dealing with an idea which, in its essentials, is an
old one. The fateful Napoleonic Idea of the nineteenth century
is closely related to the ancient Athenian conception of the
tyrant and has an even closer connection with the role of Caesar
before the masses in the Rome of the first century B.C.
But it is important to see the close relation between the
Napoleonic Idea of the nineteenth century and the whole
developing conception of the political community with its
emphasis upon the political masses, collectivization of power,
and centralization of administration. Far from there being any
conflict between the idea of one man as the supreme ruler and
the idea of the political community, based upon the whole
people, there was, in truth, an almost inevitable affinity of
interest.

Once the

community was accepted as the highest
was regarded as
the most exalted of all forms of virtue, the next problem was
that of discovering the technical means of achieving and securing the political community from its enemies. We have already
seen the appeal which lay in administrative uniformity and
centralization. To Revolutionary legislators and to all their
disciples in the following century the forces of evil were represented by the plurality of authorities and memberships which
lay outside the realm of the rational State. Reform could propolitical

of all forms of existence, once political virtue

171

ceed only as reason does itself, through a rigorous exclusion of
all elements not pertinent to the central objective.
Inevitably the idea of the
political rationalists.

To

be

as

One acquired fresh appeal for all
One' has echoed down through

the centuries from Plato's time. That which promotes unity,
system, and simplicity has ever had

its

transcendent appeal to

the rationalist as well as to the mystic. Centralizing, unitary

systems of classification have been as deeply involved in Western systems of political action as they have in systems of meta-

and the
and states-

physics. Despite the manifest pluralism of the universe
diversity of society, only rarely have philosophers

men made

this pluralism

and diversity the perspectives of

their

thought and policy. Much oftener have philosophers sought
some one substance or factor from which all else could be
deduced and to which it could be related for meaning.
In nineteenth-century political thought one of the most
is the conversion of the ideal of one-

important developments
ness into

a

new

techniques of centralization.

political population could safely

If

be entrusted

the interests of
to five

hundred

men, why not to one hundred, to fifty, to ten men? Why not,
indeed, to one man who, by his virtue and devotion to the
whole of the people, could be depended on to interpret and
give actuality to the will of the people in a way that no cumbersome parliamentary system could? Political government and
its bureaucracy were already accepted by the majority of political rationalists as the indispensable means of liberating vast
populations from the dead hand of the past. All that was necessary was that such governments remain constantly in touch
with the real will of the people.
But here was the stumbling block. For the real will of the
people was, as Rousseau had warned, frequently difficult to
ascertain. It was not equivalent to the mere 'will of all/ The
real will, the General Will, was more elusive and fundamental.
Frequently the General Will of a people was not apparent even
14
to the people themselves. It could only be inferred by a government devoted to the welfare of the people and concerned
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with the people in their collective reality and their political
oneness.

But how could a government be in touch with the collecwhole people when it was itself composed
mere sections of the whole? There was
of
representatives
of
tive reality of the

also the inevitable obstruction

provided by the existence of

men who must necesand even knowledge of, the
will of the people. It was thus argued by more than a few
politicians and ideologists that popular welfare is more often
hindered than helped by ordinary parliamentary processes.
Parliamentary government too often becomes government of
special and local interests. It is asking too much to suppose
that the man who represents only a few hundred square miles,
or the bureaucrat who acts as a trained expert in some specialized capacity, can be depended on to represent the real interest
of the whole of the people. Moreover, representative government was, as Rousseau himself characterized it, feudal, and
hence to be distrusted. Genuine sovereignty cannot be reprepaid,

sarily

permanent

come

political functionaries,

to lose respect for,

can only be expressed.
Here was where the dramatic accession to power of the
first Napoleon provided a tantalizing example. Napoleon had
come to power, in his own words and in the recognition of
large numbers of the people, not to destroy but to fulfill the
Revolution. Through his own acumen, through his willingness
to act quickly and decisively, and through the subtle interplay
of interest that he created between himself and the people, he
had come to appear as the very embodiment of the real will of
the French masses. And his roots in popular allegiance were
deep. Between him and the people, as between Caesar and the
Roman masses, there had developed a bond and a mutual understanding that could never have been matched by the cumbersome processes of parliamentary representation. Because of
this bond the work of governmental reorganization, the rationalization of law, and the achievement of humanitarian gains
for the masses had been made relatively easy. Granted that
sented;

it
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Napoleon had frequently been ruthless in his extermination of
he had sought upon occasion to make the writing
of history and literature serve the ends of his rule. But what
was this against the fact that he had represented faithfully the
dissent, that

General Will?
Robert Michels has ably described this whole point of
view under what he calls 'Bonapartist ideology.' 'Once elected,
the chosen of the people can no longer be opposed in any way.

He

personifies the majority,

antidemocratic.

The

and

all

resistance to his will

leader of such a democracy

is

for the nation, having once spoken, cannot contradict

He is,

is

irremovable,
itself.

moreover, infallible, for "VElu de six millions de suffrages

execute les volontes

du peuple,

ne

il

les trahi pas!' It is reason-

able and necessary that the adversaries of the government

name

should be exterminated in the

of popular sovereignty,

for the chosen of the people acts within his rights as represent-

ative of the collective will, established in his position

spontaneous decision.
sured,

It is

who demand from

the electors themselves,

we

by a

are as-

the chosen of the people that he

should use severe repressive measures, should employ force,
should concentrate

all

authority in his

own

hands.

One

of the

consequences of the theory of the popular will being subsumed
in the supreme executive is that the elements which intervene

between the latter and the former, the public officials, that is
to say, must be kept in a state of the strictest possible dependence upon the central authority, which, in its turn, depends
upon the people. The least manifestation of liberty on the part
of the bureaucracy would be tantamount to a rebellion against
Bonapartism does not recogthe sovereignty of the citizens.
nize any intermediate links/ 15
Thus the same affinity that had developed between the
political processes of power and the goals of humanitarianism
developed with greater intensity between the latter and the
fascinating vision of one man, equipped, like Rousseau's Legislator, with courage and insight and virtue. 'The great soul of
the legislator/ Rousseau had written, 'is the only miracle that
.
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.

can prove

his mission/

political theorist

Some may doubt and

admires

.

.

.

scoff,

but

'the true

the great and powerful genius

which presides over things made to endure/
Only in the serene and unprejudiced regard of one man
could the real will of a people be made manifest. Only to such
a man could the real interests and aspirations of a people be
entrusted. Only the man who represented not sections, not
localities, not partial interests, but the whole of the people, the
people in their mystic political oneness, would be able to save
the people from the corruptions and oppressions always threatening to spring up, like noxious weeds, in the crevices of the
State. In his person, if he could but be found, lay the ulti-

new

mate realization
community.

of that redemption

promised by the

political

Seven

We

are familiar

munity, with

its

enough with the idea of the

political

com-

elements of redemptive power, in the writings

The names of
Wagner, Mazzini, Maurras, and Treitschke
come readily to mind. But the major channels of the idea of
the political community are to be found in writings and movements which were not, in intent at least, nationalist at all. The
idea of political power was most successfully disseminated, not
by the writers who saw national power itself as the primary
goal, but by those who saw in political power the sole means
of realizing cherished social and moral objectives connected
of the nineteenth-century zealots of nationalism.

such

men

as Jahn,

with popular welfare.

The modern State and the
community have become significant, influential, not through worship of naked power but
because of the promise which seemed to lie in political power
This

is

the point that

whole ideology of the

for the salvation of

is

crucial.

political

man— for

the attainment of moral goals that

had eluded mankind for thousands of years. Not to the writings
of power worshipers jr reactionaries must we look for the
source and diffusion of the ideology of the political community
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men who, like Bentham
and Marx, were eminently rational and whose goals were the
release of mankind from its long bondage to oppression, misery,
and ignorance.
Thus in Bentham, despite an early repudiation of Rousseau
and the Revolution on the grounds that both had elevated
in the nineteenth century, but to those

imaginary natural rights of individuals instead of the real interests of men, we cannot miss ( at least with the guidance of
Halevy's great study 16 ) the very real influence exerted upon
his thought and upon the ideas of his followers by the idea of
the centralized, rational, political community.
clined,

on

first

consideration, to regard as

and unrepresentative

We may

be

in-

somewhat comical

(from
be the ruler of Mexico, or to become the benevolent intellectual power behind a
Continental despot. Yet the relation of these aspirations to
similar aspirations on the Continent, and what is more imporhis expressed desires to legislate

the recesses of his study ) for

all

India, to

tant, their relation to the central

elements of his

own

ethical

system, makes them less comical and more representative than

might

at first

The
'is

be thought.

State as conceived

by Bentham, Halevy has

written,

a machine so well constructed that every individual, taken

individually, cannot for one instant escape from the control

of all the individuals taken collectively.' Here, indeed,

is

the

essence of the General Will. But, as in the writings of Rousseau

and
tive

in the speeches of the Jacobins,
is

what

is

central

and

not the primary worship of power. Rather,

principle, so

fundamental in Bentham's

it

direcis

the

political theory, that

only because of the control exerted collectively

is it

possible for

each individual to be taken individually. Only through the
elevation of political power to the point where it supersedes
all

other powers and constraints, to the point where

the sole power in men's

of rational impersonality
liberation. It
hostility to
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is

demanded by

no contradiction

many

it

becomes

lives, is it possible to create that

to

scene

the needs of individual

be reminded of Bentham's

of the existent political and administrative

structures of his time, of his incessant zeal for the liberation

Granted the supremacy of the individual
Bentham's ethics and granted also his relentless opposition
to many aspects of the English State, his larger system of
thought nevertheless seems unified only when we see that the
prime object of his endeavors is the discovery of that political
system in which such irrationalities as the common law and the
of individual reason.

in

rotten boroughs can be eliminated, and in which the individual,
emancipated from all his institutional fetters, can achieve the
life

of perfect reason.

Quite apart from his early reflections on the possible moral

achievements of political legislation, the idea of the centralized
administrative State logically becomes central in Bentham's

thought when he finds

it

necessary to supplement 'natural' and

by recourse to what he
two are based upon the
principles of hedonistic psychology. But the third is the direct
reflection of the vision of the political community, the community rationally and impersonally organized, omnipotent and
monolithic. It may be true, as some unkind critic has suggested,
that whereas Bentham began with self-evident natural interest
he was forced to conclude with the policeman and the penitentiary. But the fact remains that for Bentham, as for Rousseau,
the policeman and penitentiary were but means of 'forcing
'sympathetic' identifications of interest

calls 'artificial' identification.

The

first

individuals to be free/

Behind Bentham's constantly developing reliance upon

community lay always the
which men would be freed from the tyrannous and stultifying traditions that had come down from the
Middle Ages. Hence his almost fanatical desire to see exterminated not only the rotten borough and the functionless aristhe omnipotent, benevolent political
vision of a society in

tocracy but also the Inns of Court, the Church, the common
law, the semi-public corporations, such universities as Oxford

and Cambridge, the jury system, the
traditional family.
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parish,

and even the

The

logic of his political rationalism

became

relentless.

even demanded that the testimony of husband against wife,
of wife against husband, be admitted in legal cases. For what
is the value of an immunity that is based upon mere sentiment
and, more often than not, impedes the function of clear reason.
His logic demanded the abolition of the jury system. How
preposterous to suppose that right will ever be determined by
the mere counting of votes among twelve people. Right must
be determined, in legal matters as it is in mathematical problems, by the sovereignty of reason, not by custom and headcounting. And this sovereignty of reason must be made maniIt

fest

by the sovereignty

of the single judge, alone omnipotent,

subject only to the limitations provided

by

his perception of

the will of the whole people. Similarly, for the immunities of

and priest-communicant relationship, Bentham had nothing but contempt. Such
immunities were of a piece with the whole fabric of customary
observances handed down from the Middle Ages and, by their
lawyer-client relationship, doctor-patient,

existence, constituted a barrier both to the emancipation of

the individual and to the will of the people. 'Every

own

lawyer,' as

Halevy has pointed

out, has in

man

his

Bentham's the-

ory a significance remarkably like Luther's insistence upon
'every

man

his

own

priest.'

The implied

individualism

is

a

reflection of the hatred for all intermediate relationships.

became almost an obsession with Bentham. In his later years he saw nothing good in
government that did not become focused in the mind of one
Centralization of administration

He extended advocacy of his celebrated panopticon prinfrom the context of prison administration, in which it first
took form, to the supervision of factories, schools, and hospitals.
He compares the position of the central inspector to 'divine
omnipotence' and stoutly defends the garrison-like discipline
as an indispensable means of liberation as well as efficiency.
With this advocacy of centralization in the light of reason
went not merely a radical individualism that insisted on the
release of human beings from all connecting relationships

man.

ciple
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but also an emphasis upon the collective nature of legitimate power. The only recognized authority
in society must be that which springs clearly from the will of
the whole people, taken in their political unity. Bentham's con-

founded upon

tradition,

ception of the State

is

as relentless in its

demand

as his concep-

and its power must extend
to all areas of society now covered by the network of custom
and tradition. Bentham had as little use as Rousseau for the
principle of division of powers and separation of function. The
people must be represented by a single body, a unified legislature, which will be omnicompetent. Such a body will work
tirelessly toward the extermination of all relationships and beliefs that now separate individuals from their sense of membertion of the individual.

The

State

ship in the rational political order.

The

passionate spirit of Bentham's logic died early, but

the political habit of

mind among English

and

intellectuals

reformers was nevertheless given a profound stimulus

by

his

were passed down through such men as Grote
and Chadwick. Not a little of the actual course of administrative reform during the nineteenth century in England must be
seen in terms of Bentham's stress upon political centralization
and standardization, and upon the removal of social functions
and authorities not proceeding clearly from the State itself.
More than most countries England remained, as a whole, aloof
to the charms of rational centralization in the nineteenth century, but, despite this, we can see the consequences of the
ideology of the political community. We see them in the graddoctrines as they

ual reduction of the influence of the parish, of the role of the

and charity, and
of the whole of that body of custom which, by its subtle permeation of formal processes of government, had for so long
'great unpaid' in the administration of justice

made
by

English polity the despair of Continental jurists nurtured

doctrines descended from

creation of

new

Roman

law.

We

see

them

in the

administrative districts challenging for the

first

time in centuries the autonomy and functional importance of
the older unities of class and local community.
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We

see

them

concretely and symbolically in the conversion of registration
of births
bility.

and deaths from

We

ecclesiastical to political responsi-

see the consequences, finally, in the steady expan-

sion of the English electorate during the nineteenth century,

through the removal of age-old restrictions against
participation.

political

17

Such changes were clearly in the direction of increased
efficiency of governmental operation and in the humanitarian
interests of the people. Most of them were of a piece with such
changes as those involved in the reforms in the Poor

Law and

the abolition of the rotten boroughs and were manifestly on
the side of welfare and justice.
toll

No one

familiar with the

heavy

exacted upon family, village, and personal security by

emerging English industrialism
with the painful

in the nineteenth century, or

details of ecclesiastical

and upper-class

indif-

ference to the plight of the masses, can doubt that in such

changes lay a promise of future

political relief

which not even

the trade union or the co-operative could match. All of this

is

and undeniable. But equally undeniable is the fact that
even in England where the conservative forces were strongest,
where the 'smaller patriotisms' of village and class remained
more alive than in France or Prussia, the ideology of the political community became steadily more appealing. As in France,
the power of the State over its people rose in direct proportion
clear

to

its

services to them.

Eight
petent power in the service of

Marx the

omnicomhuman welfare becomes almost

Similarly, in the writings of Karl

vision of

blinding. Despite the predominantly economic cast of Marx's
analysis of society

and

his

philosophy of history, there

reason for insisting that Marx's greatest importance

is

much

lies in his

willingness to translate the moral values of socialism into the

Whatever

else

historical terms,

it is

structure of the centralized, political power.

Marxian socialism may be
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in ethical

and

plainly a significant chapter in the history of political collectivism.

18

The extreme collectivism and centralization of contemporary Soviet Russia are by no means distortions and corruptions of the Marxian philosophy of power. They are clearly
rooted in the ideas of strategy and tactics that Marx and Engels
were led

The

to formulate in anticipation of revolutionary

anarchists

and French

socialists against

demands.
and

whom Marx

fought so savagely were well aware of this aspect
of Marx, and the words Bakunin first applied to Rousseau— the
true founder of modern reaction'— were as often applied to

his followers

Marx himself by

Much

later anarchists.

made of the asserted Marxian disavowal
been widely supposed that Marx held the
State in disdain, that he regarded it and its power as a purely
transitory phenomenon, dependent wholly upon the economics
has been

of the State. It has

With the disappearance of capitalist classes,
would then be no need for the anachronism of the State

of exploitation.

there

and its machinery. Engels declared that 'the authority of the
government over persons will be replaced by the administration of things and the direction of the processes of production.
The state will not be "abolished," it will wither away/ But
Engels prefaces these words with the statement: 'The first act
of a State in which it really acts as the representative of the
whole of society, namely the assumption of control over the
means of production on behalf of society, is also its last official
act as a State/ From this curious piece of reasoning it would
appear that what disappears is not the State, in any sense that
has had significance since the eighteenth century, but a special
form of government. What Marx and Engels chose to label the
'state' was actually a form of government that the French Revolution and subsequent nationalism had made largely obsolete
—the simple vertical relation between an institutionally remote
government and the people.

The unpopularity of the idea of the State, especially
among the anarchists and the followers of Proudhon, led Marx
181

and Engels, as a means of broadening their own popular following, to borrow some of the terminology of the anarchists, all
the while combating vigorously both the anarchist and syndicalist movements. The withering away of the State' was in
part a terminological trick by which to steal some of the anarchist thunder and, in part, a piece of self-deception which
resulted from confusion between the legal state as a centralized
structure of power, and a particular form of state regarded for
tactical and definitional purposes as part of the exploitative
apparatus of the capitalists. As more than one student of Marx
has been forced to conclude, Marx was never above letting
tactical necessities influence his description of the universe
itself.

Marx's

own summary toward

the end of the Manifesto of

action to be taken and of the political significance of that action
is

instructive in this connection. 'The proletariat will use

supremacy

political

to wrest

bourgeois, to centralize

all

by degrees

all

capital

its

from the

instruments of production in the

hands of the State, i.e., of the proletariat organized as the ruling
class; and to increase the total of productive forces as rapidly
as possible/ In his list of the steps that will be a necessary part
of the Revolution in 'the most advanced' countries, the following are included: 'Centralization of credit in the hands of the
State, by means of a national bank with State capital and an
exclusive monopoly. Centralization of the means of communication and transport in the hands of the State. Extension of
factories and instruments of production owned by the State;
the bringing into cultivation of waste lands, and their improveEstablishment of industrial armies, especially for agriculture. Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition of the distinction between town and
country, by a more equal distribution of population over the

ment.

.

country.
tions

.

.

.

When

in the course of development, class distinc-

have disappeared, and

all

production has been concen-

trated in the hands of a vast association of the whole nation,

the public power will lose
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its

political character.

Political

power, properly so called, is merely the organized power of
one class for oppressing another.
.'

.

If

we

consider the State in terms which were

fectly familiar

by Hobbes and Rousseau and

institutional realities of organized political

made

per-

in light of the

government

in the

nineteenth century the final words have an almost naive ring.
It would appear in fact that what is terminated is not the State

but merely 'the organized power of one class for oppressing
another— a quite different thing. To suppose that the public
power would lose its political character when all production

had been 'concentrated in the hands of a vast association of
the whole nation' was to miss entirely the nature of the political
State that was developing in Marx's own time. Subsequent socialists have been all too willing to follow the reasoning by
which a powerful, centralized, Vast association of the whole
nation' could be declared bereft of political character simply
because, like Rousseau's General Will, it reflected in theory no
domination by a privileged social class minority. Marx's goal
is the political community, centralized and absolute.
The Jacobin roots of Marxian socialism are clearly observable, although for obvious reasons Marx and his followers
treated the French Revolution as a climax of the bourgeois rise
to power. The Jacobins may not have been socialists, but there
is little to separate their more radical views of property and
wealth from the views of the later Marxians. Many of the recorded Jacobin speeches express ideas that are closer to those
Communists of 1917 than to any set of 'bourgeois' aspirations. The highly centralized conception of democracy held by
the Jacobins, which could justify the most ruthless governmen-

of the

by a few individuals on the ground that they spoke
was appropriated by the Marxian socialists in
their theory of the relation of the party to the masses. 'Democratic centralism' of present-day Communism owes much to
the Jacobins. All of this Lenin had in mind when he declared
in his State and Revolution that communism is the more perfect

tal actions

for the mass,

development of democracy.
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Marx had

Rousseau or Robespierre for trie
natural pluralism of society, for the difference between town
and country, for localism, for autonomous association— whether
religious or economic— and for the family. For Marx, as for the
Revolutionary democrats and the Philosophical Radicals, differences of locality, religion, and grouping must be abandoned
as little use as

in favor of a rational, centralized society.

The

practical result,

Lindsay has written, is that society is treated by Marx
as though it had but a single center. 'The smaller associations
within the State are treated not as subordinate forms in which
the general will finds expression but as rivals to it/
Unlike most of the classical economists, Marx was suffias A. D.

ciently the historian to be

aware

at least of the existence of the

institutions of traditional society.

interest in the
classes,

festo

impact of the historical process upon

communities,

and

in

From Hegel he derived

many

gilds, families,

his

social

and throughout the Mani-

parts of Capital there are unsurpassable

descriptions of the devastating social effects the rise of cap-

had on them.
But from Marx's point of view these associative aspects
of human life were in large part mere expressions of a defunct
social order— feudalism. In Civil War in France he wrote approvingly of the 'gigantic broom of the French Revolution at
the end of the eighteenth century, which swept away all these
relics of medievalism/ He was keenly aware of the influence
of the traditionalists upon the social thought of his own time
and wrote bitterly of the medievalism which 'even donned

italism

and learned the language of socialism/
Marx and Engels despised pluralism as being ineffectual and
archaic. It was this feeling that led Marx, in a letter to Engels,
to hope fervently for the Prussian victory over France in 1870,
on the ground that by the defeat of France, the new national
predominance would shift the center of gravity of socialism
from France to Germany, where the theory of centralization
was much stronger.

proletarian apparel

184

Marx's view of the socially forward nature of history led
him, as the determinist, to regard with hostility the traditional

community, association, and religion. The
Marx, was inevitable and could only take
human relationships on to newer forms. He could write with
all the bitter fervor of the prophet in his descriptions of the
misery of the people and the consequences of industrialism,
but in the glimpses we have been given of the future order
imagined by Marx, there is little room either for cultural
affiliations of family,

historical process, for

plurality or for decentralization of authority. In terms of his

philosophy of history Marx could be brilliantly aware of the
pluralism of history and of the facts of social allegiances and
the clash of opposed classes.

He

could also write some devas-

tating descriptions of contemporary bureaucracies. But when
it came to setting down even in meager form his conception
of the beginnings of socialist society, he could see the future
only in Rousseauian terms of 'a vast association of the whole
nation' and in terms of techniques of extreme politicization and
centralization.

clearly

A
from

With Marx the

and almost irrevocably

socialist

movement became

political or national socialism.

generation of Marxists sought ingeniously to remove

the grounds for the anarchists'
charges of political despotism in a new form. Thus Lenin perthis vision of the future

suasively put the initial process of socialist reconstruction in

the beguiling language of natural administration. 'The book-

keeping and control necessary for this have been simplified by
capitalism to the utmost, till they have become the extraordinarily simple operations of watching, recording and issuing

anybody who can read and write
When most of
the functions of the State are reduced to this bookkeeping and
control by the workers themselves, it ceases to be a "political"
state. The public functions are converted from political into
simple administrative functions.
The whole of society will
have become one office and one factory with equal work and

receipts, within the reach of

and knows the

first

four arithmetical rules.

.

pay/
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.

.

.

How

far

such a statement reflected Lenin's real views of

the administrative problems of socialism, and

how

far

it is

to

be regarded as camouflage for purposes of disarming pluralist
and anarchist objections to Marxian socialism, is not easily
determinable. Lenin's attitude toward the local and functional
associations among the Russian peasants and workers— the villages, the co-operatives, and certain forms of the trade union

movement— was far from cordial. Unlike some of the Russian
socialists who sought to preserve the communalism of the village and the already established co-operative and to make the
achievement of universal socialism an outgrowth of these,
Lenin, like most of the Bolsheviks, took the attitude that they
were legacies of medievalism and hence to be destroyed.
Whether Lenin's contempt for what he called the flabbiness of the village

and

for the inherent particularizing

and

conservative influences of such functional associations as cooperative and trade union was based

upon a

rationalist faith,

akin to Bentham's, in the universal potentialities of adminis-

was based upon themes
which earlier prehad sounded, is of no great moment

tration in each individual, or

whether

it

of revolutionary, despotic centralization

Marxian Russian
here.

What

is

Nihilists

important

is

the fact that, given Marx's concep-

which socialism was to be realized—the vast association of the whole nation— it was inevitable
that the political complexion of Marxism, its dependence upon
tion of the practical sphere in

the techniques of centralized power based upon a presumed
will of the people,

would become ever more pronounced. And

given also a philosophy of history that saw the future emerging
as inexorably out of the present as the present

had out

of the

past, a philosophy of history that ridiculed the possibility of

through morality and knowledge, the design of history,
was equally inevitable that ensuing generations of Marxists
would accept the major realities of the present as, in one degree
altering,
it

or another, the major realities of the future.
tions of industry,

mass

Heavy

concentra-

electorates, administrative centraliza-

tion, the sterilization of cultural diversities, the eradication of
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:

social autonomies,

administrative

and

and the conversion of social authority into
this seemed a part of historic design

power— all

as relevant to the socialist future as to the capitalist present.

was necessary was a revolutionary coup de grace administered to a dying class in whose hands now lay, tempoAll that

rarily,

the control of these progressive realities.

Nine

The nineteenth century has been

called the Century of Great
Hope. Innumerable historians have characterized its dominant
qualities in the words of progress, democracy, freedom, and
the liberation of reason from the shackles of superstition and
ignorance. There is no need to quarrel with any of these characterizations. The nineteenth century was each and all of them.
But it was something else, too, something that touched upon
and, in one way or another, involved all of these moral values,
something that we are only now beginning to understand
clearly.
It was the century of the emergence of the political masses
masses created in widening areas by the processes of social
destruction bound up with the increasing penetration of polit-

ical

power

into all areas of society; masses created

pact of a factory system that, in the essentials of
frequently resembled the military State

any hope for

itself;

its

by the imdiscipline,

masses devoid,

from the established, traditional institutions of society— family, church, and class.
Between the State and the masses there developed a bond,
an affinity, which however expressed— in nationalism, unitary
democracy, or in Marxian socialism—made the political community the most luminous of all visions. In it lay salvation from
economic misery and oppression. In it lay a new kind of liberty,
equality, and fraternity. In it lay right and justice. And in it,
above all else, lay community.
What gave the vision of the political community added
brilliance was the fact that so many of its elements— rational
centralization of authority, the mass electorate, equality, politincreasingly, of

ic

relief

ical participation, unity,

and so forth— could seem

to

be the

elements of inexorable progress. Diversity, localism, regionalism, administrative decentralization— were not these the central

elements of the despised Middle Ages, elements that were, as

Michelet once insisted, being expunged remorselessly and eternally

by the beneficent hand

of Progress? All that did not serve

the interests of the emerging
ization,

new

State, its unity

and

central-

could be treated scornfully as unrealistic, as unprogres-

an outcropping of the past. 'Reactionary* and 'Utopian'
became, in equal degree, the appropriate epithets for all the
ideas that did not begin with recognition of the historic inevitability of the political community and its dominant values.
sive, as
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Chapter Eight

i HE TOTAL
1

think/ wrote the brilliant Tocqueville in 1840, 'that the

species of oppression
is

COMMUNITY
by which democratic nations are menaced

unlike anything that ever before existed in the world; our

contemporaries will find no prototype of

it

in their memories.

I seek in vain for an expression that will accurately convey the
whole of the idea I have formed of it; the old words despotism
and tyranny are inappropriate the thing itself is new, and, since
I cannot name it, I must attempt to define it.
1 seek to trace the novel features under which despotism
may appear in the world. The first thing that strikes the observation is an innumerable multitude of men, all equal and alike,
incessantly endeavouring to procure the petty and paltry pleasures with which they glut their lives. Each of them, living
:

apart,

and

is

as a stranger to the fate of all the rest; his children

his private friends constitute to

189

him the whole

of mankind.

As for the rest of his fellow citizens, he is close to them, but
he does not see them; he touches them, but he does not feel
them; he exists only in himself and for himself alone; and if
his kindred still remain to him, he may be said at any rate to
have lost his country.
'Above this race of men stands an immense and tutelary
power, which takes upon itself alone to secure their gratifications and to watch over their fate. That power is absolute,
minute, regular, provident and mild. It would be like the
authority of a parent if, like that authority, its object was to
prepare men for manhood; but it seeks, on the contrary, to
keep them in a perpetual state of childhood: it is well content
that people should rejoice, provided they think of nothing but

For

rejoicing.

labors,

but

it

their happiness

such a government willingly

chooses to be the sole agent and the only arbiter

of that happiness;

it

provides for their security, foresees and

supplies their necessities, facilitates their pleasures,

manages

their principal concerns, directs their industry, regulates the

descent of property, and subdivides their inheritances: what
remains, but to spare them

all

the care of thinking and

all

the

trouble of living?

'Thus
of

man

it

every day renders the exercise of the free agency
and less frequent; it circumscribes the will

less useful

within a narrower range and gradually robs a
uses of himself.
for these things;

The
it

man

of all the

principle of equality has prepared

has predisposed

men

to endure

men

them

as

benefits.

'After having thus successively taken

each member of the

community in its powerful grasp and fashioned him at will,
the supreme power then extends its arm over the whole community.

It

covers the surface of society with a network of

small, complicated rules,

minute and uniform, through which

the most original minds and the most energetic characters can-

not penetrate, to

rise

above the crowd. The will of man is not
and guided; men are seldom
but they are constantly restrained from

shattered, but softened, bent,

forced by
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it

to act,

*

acting.

ence;

Such a power does not destroy, but

it

does not tyrannize, but

tinguishes,

and

it

stupefies a people,

it

prevents exist-

compresses, enervates, ex-

each nation

till

to nothing better than a flock of timid

is

reduced

and industrious animals

which the government is the shepherd.
1 have always thought that servitude of the regular, quiet,
and gentle kind which I have just described might be combined
more easily than is commonly believed with some of the outward forms of freedom, and that it might even establish itself
under the wing of the sovereignty of the people.'
Here, in these paragraphs, lies one of the most astonishing
prophecies to be found anywhere in political literature. It is
nothing less than a picture, nearly a century in advance of the
reality, of the totalitarian community. But it is more than a
mere prophecy. It is an analysis of the nature of totalitarianism
that has not been improved upon by even the most brilliant of
contemporary students of the subject.
What makes Tocqueville's analysis immeasurably superior
to all but a few others is that it does not seize upon the transof

parently horrible, the grotesque, the obviously irrational, as the

essence of totalitarianism. It does not limit itself to brutalities
which, however abhorrent and real in totalitarian society, are
nevertheless practiced
ities

It

by

totalitarian rulers only against

already disliked and discriminated against

does not

fix

upon aspects

by

minor-

majorities.

that are but incidental or variable

in the structure of totalitarianism.

The merit

of Tocqueville's analysis

is

that

it

points directly

to the heart of totalitarianism— the masses; the vast aggregates

who
who
who

are never tortured, flogged, or imprisoned, or humiliated;

instead are cajoled, flattered, stimulated

by the

rulers;

but

human beings,
humanity. And the genius of

are nonetheless relentlessly destroyed as

ground down into mere shells of
his analysis lies in the view of totalitarianism as something not
historically 'abnormal' but as closely related to the very trends
hailed as progressive in the nineteenth century.
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Two
Nothing can come from analyses of totalitarianism based upon
elements that are incidental, or that vary from one country to
another. Totalitarianism has unfortunately become one of those
omnibus words used to absorb, indiscriminately, every element
of past and present that we regard as detestable. Because totalitarianism is the major evil of our century, there is a strong
tendency to make it the summation of all manifestly evil aspects
of the past and the embodiment of all lesser evils of the present.
But, however gratifying to our moral sensibilities, this is a dangerous

mode

We had

of analysis.

better direct our attention to

might be supposed to have deep and wide appeal
to large aggregates of human beings, qualities that, however
corrupt, have meaning and relevance and can come to be regarded by masses of people as a part of the very design of
history. Totalitarianism is an affair of mass attitudes. Its success
depends on incorporating into new structures of power those
values with the widest appeal to a population. It cannot be
reduced, in its fundamentals, to such manifestly abhorrent facts
qualities that

as

racial

extermination,

capitalist

dominance.
Hideous as were the systematic
millions of Jews

by the

Nazis, there

enslavement, or military

and torturings of
no justification for

killings
is still

making anti-Semitism the essence of totalitarianism. The reality
of Soviet Russia, more ruthless and more efficiently totalitarian
in many ways than even Hitler's Germany, should make this
fact evident. Racialism is not the essence. That racialism, as a
doctrine, was closely associated with Nazism has nothing to
do with the structural foundations of totalitarianism and everything to do with the fact that race happened to be an evocative
piece of imagery in Germany. Race may be the central image
held up before the masses in a totalitarian country, but the
image might as well be the proletariat, the fatherland, or
suffering humanity.

We
image

must recognize that there

is

no

intrinsic to the totalitarian design.
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single intellectual

There

is

no

single

being made
can as well be

spiritual or cultural value inherently incapable of

into the central

image of a

totalitarian society. It

racial equality as inequality, godly piety as atheism, labor as

brotherhood as the toiling masses. What is
central is not the specific image held up to the masses but,
rather, the sterilization and destruction of all other images and
capital, Christian

the subordination of

all

human

relationships to the central

power that contains this image.
Nor are poverty and economic
cial factors leading to

the rise of totalitarianism. Such analyses

too are undiscriminating efforts to

the

sum

distress, as such, the cru-

make

the larger evil simply

of lesser evils. Poverty may, in certain circumstances,

be a powerful basis of appeal for the totalitarian leader. It may
be used as a piece of concrete symbolism for all the real and
imaginary deprivations and frustrations of a population. But
mere poverty itself does not automatically impell men to the
acceptance of totalitarian power.

What

is

decisive

is

the social

and exclusion from
and moral order. These may or

context, the sensations of disinheritance

membership in a social
may not accompany poverty.

rightful

Nor can the effective source of totalitarianism be confined
any one class or section of the population. For a long time,
Marxism had the regrettable effect of convincing even wellinformed observers that all the massive changes which took
to

place in

Germany

1933 were simply reactionary' efforts
as capitalists to maintain an existing
economy. Because in its early phases some highly placed industrialists contributed financially to the Nazi Party, and learned
too late that rootless men always betray, the legend arose that

of a group of

after

men known

totalitarianism

is

indistinguishable from predatory efforts of

capitalists.

But we must recognize that totalitarianism can as easily
be the work of industrial managers, who are themselves revolting against the capitalists, or of labor leaders, scientists, church
leaders, or any group of intellectuals who may find themselves
strategically placed to accomplish
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through revolution or bu-

reaucracy the transition from free society to totalitarianism.

Least of

all

can totalitarianism— in whatever form

it

has

taken, Nazi or Fascist included— be regarded seriously as a

movement. Totalitarianism may not be revolutionary in the sense the word possessed in the nineteenth century,
but in none of its forms can it be placed in the conservative

'reactionary*

category of reaction.
effort of a

To

describe totalitarianism as simply the

minority to maintain, through force, existing

insti-

tutions of society misses grotesquely the sweeping dislocations

and atomizations actually involved in such a movement as
Nazism. Far from being, as it is sometimes absurdly argued,
a lineal product of nineteenth-century Conservatism,

anism

is y

in fact, the very opposite of

totalitari-

it.

Nor can totalitarianism be reduced to the operation of
and terror. That these exist, and horribly, in every totalitarian country is beside the point. The essence of totalitarianism lies in its relation to the masses, and to the masses the
leaders never bring the satanic arts of the torture chamber and
the exterminations of the concentration camp. The totalitarian
order will use force and terror, where necessary, to destroy
force

organized minorities— refractory labor unions, churches, ethnic

groups— but

to the masses of individuals

who

are left

when

these social relationships are destroyed, a totally different ap-

proach

is

employed.

It is

an approach based upon the

arts of

psychological manipulation— cajolery, flattery, bribery, mass
identification

with

new

images, and

all

modern techniques

the

of indoctrination.

We merely delude ourselves if we suppose that there is
always necessary conflict between totalitarian governments and
the desires and aspirations of the masses. Here the recent words
of

Hannah Arendt

are illuminating.

In view

of the unparalleled

misery which totalitarian regimes have meant to their peoplehorror to

many and unhappiness

"command and

Hitler's rise to
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is

painful to realize

by mass movements and that
upon mass support" up to the end.
power was legal in terms of majority rule and

that they are always preceded

they

to all— it

rest

neither he nor Stalin could have maintained the leadership of

many interior and exterior crises,
and braved the numerous dangers of the relentless intra-party
2
struggles, if they had not had the confidence of the masses/
large populations, survived so

The totalitarian leader is never loath to identify himself
with the will and wisdom* of the masses. No intellectual defense against totalitarianism could be more futile than that
which sees the States of Hitler and Stalin as operating in open
contempt and hatred of the people. Such States may plead with,
flatter, and persuade, but they never openly insult the people.
It was this dependence upon popular support that permitted
Mussolini to call his Fascism 'an organized, centralized, authoritarian democracy/ and Hitler to refer to the Third Reich as
Teutonic democracy based upon the free choice of the leader/
We do not have to be reminded of the ceaseless efforts of the
Soviet leaders to identify their policies and actions with the
tradition of

democracy

in the

West and

of their incessant

attempts to maintain popular support of these policies.

There are two other misconceptions, greater than any of
the foregoing, each of which precludes an understanding of

The first consists of the view of totalitarianism
some sort of vast irrationality, a kind of collective derangement. Here we are victims of the supine optimism that has
characterized so much of Western thought during the past two
centuries. We insist upon making the irrational and the evil
totalitarianism.
as

interpenetrating essences of one another. Because totalitarian-

ism

is

we
by

we suppose that it is also fundamentally
because we have thus proved it to be irrational

manifestly evil

irrational.

And

comfort ourselves with the belief that
own departure from reason.

it

must be destroyed

its

The

we do

total State

is evil,

not recognize in

rationality. In

but

we

merely delude ourselves

huge

party, or the

mammoth

if

elements of almost overpowering

terms of basic organization

tional as the
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it

it is

industrial corporation, the

bureaucracies of

all

at least as ra-

mass

political

modern govern-

ments. Indeed the total State would be inconceivable without
a background, in some degree, composed of these and related

We might as well conceive of selling the Rotary
Creed to savages on the banks of the Amazon as disseminating
Nazi or Communist creeds to populations unfamiliar with the
basic and overt manifestations of economic and political rationelements.

alism.

The

total State

is

rational in that

recognizes in

it

human
and

personality certain basic needs for security and recognition
strives

through every

art

and technique

in calculated political terms. It

eliminate from culture

all

is

to satisfy those needs

rational in that

it

seeks to

of those ceremonial, ritualistic, or

symbolic features inherited from the past that constitute by
their existence obstructions to the

mobilization of popular

be created by

will.

New

totalitarian rulers,

achievement of a perfect

ceremonies and symbols will

but these will be made to

as closely into the total design of political
tive intelligence

power

fit

as manipula-

can contrive. Old complexities of language and

syntax will be removed, where necessary, in the interests of a

more rational structure of communication readily assimilable
by all members of the population; ancient legal procedures will
be abolished or streamlined in the interests of a more rational
and remorseless legal code; superfluous or irrelevant forms of
recreation will be outlawed, subtly or forcibly as circumstances

may

and replaced by new forms harmonious with the

require,

purposes of the State. Horrible as were the Nazi concentration

and extermination camps,

in

moral terms,

essential rationality of their operation.

we

cannot miss the

They were

rational not

merely in the ruthless efficiency of their techniques but in
calculated separation of victim and overseer alike from

their

all

the

emotional and spiritual aspects of personality.

To

start

irrational,

out with the assumption that totalitarianism

and hence doomed

to self-destruction,

is

is

to start out

with an extremely unintelligent view of a form of society that
has used
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all

the rational arts of

modern public

administration,

economic management, and

and
its

to

make

its

social

psychology to maintain

itself

identity ever more emphatic in the minds of

people.

Equally

fatal to

the assumption,

our understanding of totalitarianism

drawn from

is

the philosophy of Progress, that

form of society represents some kind of historical abnormality or deflection from the appointed course of history. Here
also we are in the presence of the typical confusion between
the morally good and the historically inevitable. Because we,
this

for so long,

saw

freedom, rights, and justice the

in political

basic elements not merely of moral goodness but also of historical necessity, there are

many who

persist in regarding

such

Nazism and Soviet Communism as deviations
from the normal development of civilization.
Related to this view are the efforts to place totalitarianism
in the category of primitivism, of antique tribalism. Such efforts

movements

as

are a part of the larger perspective of moral philosophy that

makes all evil a mere reversion to the past, as though there
were some inevitable link between time and moral states. The
total State, it is said, is nothing more than a reversion to the
infancy of civilization.

It is

the product of certain dark forces,

man has acquired through cennow manifesting themselves in Nazism
view may be gratifying to sensibilities

buried beneath the superego
turies of

moral progress,

and Communism. This
nourished by the idea of Progress, but
idea that totalitarianism
explain

all evil as

is

it is

as delusive as the

a vast collective irrationality.

simply a reversion to the past

Niebuhr once observed,

is,

as

To

Reinhold

like describing individual insanity as

simply a reversion to childhood.

What

is

most dangerous

position that totalitarianism

is

in this

whole view

is

the sup-

a kind of monstrous accident,

an interruption of the normal, a deflection that must be

set right

by the operation of the so-called laws of historical progress.
But if there are any laws of unilinear progress, we have not
discovered them, and there is no more justification in purely
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historical terms for regarding totalitarianism as

development than there

an abnormal

for so regarding democracy, or

is

liberalism.

Three
There are two central elements of totalitarianism: the first is
the existence of the masses; the second is the ideology, in its
most extreme form, of the political community. Neither can be
fully described apart from its relation to the other, for the two

modern society, in sensitive interaction with
each other. What works toward the creation of the masses
works also toward the establishment of the omnicompetent,
absolute State. And everything that augments the power and
exist always, in

influence of the State in

its

relation to the individual serves

also to increase the scope of the masses.

The masses

are fundamental to the

On

totalitarian society.

subject,

establishment of

this point all serious students of the

from Peter Drucker

to

Hannah Arendt

are agreed.

'Masses/ writes Dr. Arendt, 'are not held together by
consciousness of

common

class articulateness

obtainable goals.

with people

who

which

interest,
is

and they lack that

specific

expressed in determined, limited,

The term masses

where we deal

applies only

either because of sheer numbers, or indiffer-

ence, or a combination of both, cannot be integrated into any

organization based on

common

interest, into political parties,

or municipal governments, or professional organizations, or
3

trade unions/

The
mere

essence of the masses, however, does not he in the

fact of numbers. It

is

not the quantitative but the qual-

A population may be vast, as is
and yet, by reason of the stability of its social
organization, be far removed from the condition of massdom.

itative aspect that

is

essential.

that of India,

What is crucial in the formation of the masses
of

all social

and

is

the atomization

cultural relationships within

which human

beings gain their normal sense of membership in society.

mass

is

The

an aggregate of individuals who are insecure, basically
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lonely,

and ground down, either through decree or

historical

circumstance, into mere particles of social dust. Within the

mass

all

ordinary relationships and authorities seem devoid of

and psychological meaning. Worse, such
relationships and authorities come to seem positively hostile;
in them the individual can find not security but despair. 'The
despair of the masses,' concludes Peter Drucker, 'is the key to
the understanding of fascism. No "revolt of the mob," no "triinstitutional function

umphs

of unscrupulous propaganda," but stark despair caused

by the breakdown
one.'

of the old order

and the absence of a new

4

When

the masses, in considerable number, already exist,
consequence of historical forces, half the work of the
totalitarian leader has been done for him. What remains but
to complete, where necessary, the work of history, and to grind
down into atomic particles all remaining evidences of association and social authority? What remains, then, but to rescue
the masses from their loneliness, their hopelessness and despair,
by leading them into the Promised Land of the absolute, redemptive State? The process is not too difficult, or even too
violent, providing the masses have already been created in
significant size by processes that have destroyed or diminished
as the

the social relationships and cultural values

by which human

beings normally five and in which they gain not merely their
sense of order but their desire for freedom.

But where the masses do not already exist in great
numbers, and where, through the accident of quick seizure of
power, the totalitarian mentality comes into ascendancy, then

becomes necessary to create the masses: to do through the
most ruthless force and in the shortest possible time the work
that has been done in other areas by the operation of past
it

processes.

Here is where the most shocking acts of totalitarianism
become manifest-not in its attitude toward the already existing
masses, but toward those human beings, still closely related by
village, church, or family, or labor union,
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and whose very

re-

them from the indispensable condition of
massdom. Such relationships must be ruthlessly destroyed. If
they cannot be destroyed easily and inexpensively by propaganda and intimidation, they must be destroyed by all the
techniques of the torture chamber, by enforced separation of
loved ones, by the systematic obliteration of legal identities,
by killing, and by the removal of large segments of a population
lationships separate

to labor camps.

The violence and the horrors of Soviet Russia, in many
ways greater perhaps even than those of Nazi Germany, have
from the fact that in Russia, down to the beginnings of
World War, the masses scarcely existed. The ancient
relationships of class, family, village, and association were
nearly as strong as they had been in medieval times. Only in
small areas of Russia were these relationships dissolving and
the masses beginning to emerge.
arisen

the First

The

political inertia of the large majority of the Russian

people under the Czars, the relative impotence of postwar government, and the general state of disorganization in the cities

made
ture

it

not too difficult for the disciplined Communists to cap-

power

But the consolidation of that power was
The realization of what Marx had
vast association of the whole nation' called for drastic
in 1917.

quite a different problem.
called 'the

steps— for the rapid industrialization of rural areas, for eradication of political opposition, and for the extreme centralization
of

power which alone could make these and other

steps

possible.

But, of far greater import, this realization also called for
a

change

tives,

in the very structure of the people,

motivations, and allegiances.

its

values, incen-

The new Communism could

not thrive on popular values and relationships inherited through
the ages. If the classless society was to be created, it was necessary to destroy not only old classes but old associations of any
type. It

was necessary,

as Stalin

in a short time the atomization

saw the problem, to accomplish
and dislocation that had been

proceeding in Western countries for generations. 5
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Hence, beginning in the nineteen-twenties, the destruction
all traditional associations,

of

Hence

the liquidation of old statuses.

also the conversion of professional

and occupational

arms of the government. The
hopes of older Russian intellectuals, who had supposed that
socialism in Russia might be founded upon the communal institutions of the peasantry, supplemented by the emerging
associations into administrative

were proved fatuous. For
power requisite to the establishment of the Marxian order could not long
exist if any competing associations and authorities were allowed to remain. The vast association of the nation, which Marx
had prophesied, could come into being only through the most
absolute and extensive central political power. And, for the
establishment and maintenance of this power, the creation of
the undifferentiated, unattached, atomized mass was indisworkers' organizations in the
the

new

cities,

rulers of Russia realized that the kind of

pensable.

Four

We may regard

totalitarianism as a process of the annihilation

more fundamental

of individuality, but, in
annihilation,

first,

individuality develops. It
that

ultimately desired

is

in the largest

desired

by

is

their

to the

terms,

it

of those social relationships within

number

is

is

the

which

not the extermination of individuals

by totalitarian rulers,
needed by the new

are

for individuals

order.

What

is

the extermination of those social relationships which,

autonomous existence, must always constitute a barrier
political community.

achievement of the absolute

The individual alone is powerless. Individual will and
memory, apart from the reinforcement of associative tradition,
are weak and ephemeral. How well the totalitarian rulers know
this. Even constitutional guarantees and organic laws dim to

when the social and cultural identities of persons
become atomized, when the reality of freedom and order in
the small areas of society becomes obscure.
popular vision

201

The prime

object of totalitarian government thus

the incessant destruction of

omous

all

becomes

evidences of spontaneous, auton-

must go

association. For, with this social atomization,

also a diminution of intensity
ical values that interpose

and a

final flickering

out of polit-

themselves between freedom and

despotism.

To

destroy or diminish the reality of the smaller areas of

society, to abolish or restrict the

offered individuals
ship,

is

ism in

range of cultural alternatives

by economic endeavor,

its

large forms. In

its

and kin-

negative aspects totalitarianism

thus a ceaseless process of cultural nihilism.
individual be separated from the traditions
if

religion,

to destroy in time the roots of the will to resist despot-

How

else

is

can the

and values which,

allowed to remain intact, would remind him constantly of

his cultural past?

A

sense of the past

is

far

more

basic to the

maintenance of freedom than hope for the future. The former
is concrete and real; the latter is necessarily amorphous and
more easily guided by those who can manipulate human actions
and beliefs. Hence the relentless effort by totalitarian governments to destroy memory. And hence the ingenious techniques
for abohshing the social allegiances within which individual
memory is given strength and power of resistance.
Totalitarianism is thus made possible only through the
obliteration of all the intermediate layers of value

and

asso-

commonly nourish personality and serve to protect
from external power and caprice. Totalitarianism has been

ciation that
it

well described as the ultimate invasion of
this invasion of

privacy

is

human

of privacy— family, church, association— have

The
of

enslavement of

political

man from

all

privacy. But

possible only after the social contexts

man

been atomized.

requires the emancipation

the authorities and memberships

to popular will, as the Nazis

(

obstructions

and Communists describe them)

that serve, in one degree or another, to insulate the individual

from external

political

power.

The destruction of the independent labor unions in Nazi
Germany was followed by the prohibition of independent eco202

nomic organizations of every kind. It was not the fact of
labor that was central; it was the social fact of union. All
autonomous organizations were destroyed and made illegal:
professions, service clubs, voluntary mutual aid groups, fraternal associations, even philatelist and musical societies. Such
organizations were regarded, and correctly, by the totalitarian
government as potential sources of future resistance, if only
because in them people were brought together for purposes,
however innocent, that did not reflect those of the central government. As organizations they interposed themselves between
the people as a society and the people as the masses.
Despite the fact that the early Nazis used the symbolism
of family and religion for its possible sentimental appeal, the
actual realities of family and religion were as remorselessly
attacked by the government and Party as were the labor
6
unions. The shrewd totalitarian mentality knows well the
powers of intimate kinship and religious devotion for keeping
alive in a population values and incentives which might well,
in the future, serve as the basis of resistance. Thus to emancipate each member, and especially the younger members, from
the family was an absolute necessity. And this planned spiritual
alienation from kinship was accomplished, not only through
the negative processes of spying and informing but through
the sapping of the functional foundations of family

member-

and through the substitution of new and attractive political roles for each of the social roles embodied in the family
structure. The techniques varied. But what was essential was
the atomization of the family and of every other type of grouping that intervened between the people as society and the
ship

people as a mindless, soulless, traditionless mass.

must have for the
and cultural vacuum.

totalitarian
spiritual
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What

realization of his design

the
is

a

Five
is an ideology of nihilism. But nihilism is not
powerful social movement can be explained in
negative terms alone. There is always the positive goal and ab-

Totalitarianism

enough.

No

sorptive association for

which

all

the destructive and desolative

actions are but a preparation, a clearing of the way.

miss the essence of the total State

if

we

We

should

did not see in

it

elements that are profoundly affirmative. The extraordinary

accomplishments of totalitarianism in the twentieth century
would be inexplicable were it not for the immense, burning
appeal it exerts upon masses of individuals who have lost, or
had taken away, their accustomed roots of membership and
belief.

The atomization

and associations does not
an associational vacuum. The genius of totalitarian leadership lies in its profound awareness that human personality cannot tolerate moral isolation. It lies, further, in its
knowledge that absolute and relentless power will be acceptable only when it comes to seem the only available form of
community and membership.
Here we have the clue to that fatal affinity of power and
of old values

leave for long

individual loneliness. Early in his career Hitler sensed this
affinity

and wrote

necessary

if

in his

Mein Kampf: 'The mass meeting

only for the reason that in

it

is

who

the individual

in

becoming an adherent of a new movement

is

easily seized with the fear of being alone, receives for the

feels lonely

and

time the picture of a greater community, something that
has a strengthening effect upon most people/ Knowing the
basic psychological truth that life apart from some sense of

first

membership

in a larger order

is

intolerable for

most people,

the leaders of the total State thus direct their energies not just
to the destruction of the old order but to the

manufacture of

the new.

This

new

order

is

the absolute, the

munity. As a community
of all forms of
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it is

made

membership and

total, political

absolute

com-

by the removal
which might,

identification

by

their existence,

made
ship,

What

compete with the new order.

is,

further,

gives historical identity to the totalitarian State

the absolutism of one
is

It

by the insistence that all thought, belief, worand membership be within the structure of the State.
absolute

man

is

not

or of a clique or a class; rather,

it

the absolute extension of the structure of the administrative

State into the social

and psychological realm previously occu-

pied by a plurality of associations. Totalitarianism involves
the demolishment of autonomous social ties in a population,

but

it

no less, their replacement by new ones, each
meaning and sanction from the central structure

involves,

deriving

its

of the State.

as

The total State is monolithic. It is not convincing to
have some of even the best students, that the power

argue,
of the

Party in the total State, paralleling at every point the powers
of the formal bureaucracy,

proof of the contrary. In the

is

place, the totalitarian Party

is

first

regarded as but a necessary

governmental
any distractive allehold heavy powers over

transitional step in the attainment of a formal

structure that will be, ultimately, free of
giance, Party included.

The Party may

the actual bureaucracy, but
It is

its

essential function

is

catalytic.

designed to bring not only the people as a whole but the

bureaucracy

itself into line

with the basic purposes of

totali-

tarian society. In the second place, with all allowance for the

by the powers

what
is the fact that the Party is dedicated to the same
ends which are sovereign over the whole population and the
official bureaucracy. The Party may be outside the formal
so-called 'dual state' created
is

of the Party,

crucial

sphere of governmental administration, but

it is

never outside

the range of ends that are absolute and exclusive in the whole
society.

Nor

is

any other form of

of the totalitarian State arises

association.

from the

The monolithic

and statuses that, in any way,
from the allegiance of the masses to State.
tion of all groups
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cast

sterilization or destruc-

rival or detract

It is characteristic of the total State, as Peter Drucker has
pointed out, that the distinction between ordinary civil society
and the army is obliterated. The natural diversity of society is

swept away, and the centralization and omnicompetence native
to the
life.

war band become the organizing

principles of

We have already noted the power of war,

human

in the twentieth

power

is

exploited to the full in totalitarian society. Every decision

is

century, to inspire a sense of moral community. This

converted into a military decision, dependent for

upon the

strategies

and
by

tactics of war.

Every

its

meaning

difficulty,

every

imagery
of war against evil, of defense against aggression. Every significant deviation from official policy— in art and in politics, in
obstacle,

translated

is

science and
of unity

totalitarian leadership into the

economy— is

ruthlessly exterminated in the

and preparedness. All

name

are conceived

relationships

eventually in the likeness of those of the garrison.

To

convert the whole of society into the ordered regularity

army may seem a fair estimate of the objectives
Communist and Nazi totalitarianism. But, basically, there
little choice between these objectives and those that seek
of the

of
is

to

convert society into the ordered regularity of the factory, the

bureau, or the asylum.

ogy of the army. It
economic class, that

We

is

must not be led astray by the

not war, anymore than

is

central.

What

absolute substitution of the State for
ciations of

which society

is

is

all

central

is

is

anal-

race or

simply the

the diversified asso-

normally composed.

In the totalitarian order the political
all-in-all. It

it

tie

needs the masses as the masses need

becomes the

it.

It integrates

even where it dissolves, unifies where it separates, inspires
where it suffocates. The rulers of the total community devise
their own symbolism to replace the symbolism that has been
destroyed in the creation of the masses.

The communal likeness of power is
power that seems remote and inaccessible

how

indispensable, for
will be,

no matter

imposed, unavailing and ineffectual. At
every stage the power of the government must seem to proceed
ruthlessly
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it

is

from the basic

will of the people.

to bend, soften,

and corrode the

The government

thus chooses

will to resistance in preference

For in the latter he
dread possibilities of overt resistance which might serve to
dramatize opposition and create the potent symbolism of marto forcible

and brutal breaking of the

will.

tyrdom.

New

meanings must therefore be created for popular
assimilation. Even new 'memories' must be fabricated to replace the memories which, by their continual reminder of a
past form of society, would ceaselessly militate against the new
form. New conceptions of good and evil, of truth and falsehood,
of freedom and tyranny, of the sacred and the secular, must be

mind to replace those lost or deand morality, all of these must
be redesigned, placed in a new context, in order to make of a
power a seamless web of certainty and conformity. Totalitarian
power is insupportable unless it is clothed in the garments of
established in the popular

stroyed. History, art, science,

deep

spiritual belief.

But the spiritual transformation of a people, the creation
of new meanings and symbols, cannot proceed apart from the
creation of new social contexts of belief and meaning. Here is
where the real genius of the totalitarian order becomes manifest.

The atomization of old groups and associations is accompanied by the establishment of new forms of association, each
designed to meet the needs and to carry on the functions that
were embedded

new

in the old forms of social grouping.

To

these

each based upon some clear and positive
function, inevitably go the allegiances of the masses. In these
groups, reaching down to the most primary levels of relationship, lies escape from the intolerable emptiness and demonic
nature of mass society. Such groups, in time, come to seem the
very difference between membership and isolation, between
hope and despair, between existence and non-existence. From
associations,

them come,
release

for constantly widening aggregates, the anesthetic
from sensations of alienation, hostility, and irrationality.
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These associations are not only the context of personal identification and belonging; they are also the indispensable contexts
of totalitarian indoctrination.

As old cultural values and spiritual meanings become dim
and unremembered through the destruction or erosion of social
relationships that once made them vivid, so, in the totalitarian
order which replaces the old, new meanings and values are
given root and solidity in new associations and memberships.
With new social status comes in time a new set of allegiances,

new

values, even

new

perceptions.

Powerful and unprecedented as
tion of the individual will

is

it is,

totalitarian

domina-

not a mysterious process, not a

form of sorcery based upon some vast and unknowable irrationalism. It arises and proceeds rationally and relentlessly
through the creation of new functions, statuses, and allegiances,
which, by conferring community, makes the manipulation of
the human will scarcely more than an exercise in scientific
social psychology.

The

may be
lature.
left

superficial evidences of the old political structure

There

left intact.

Old

may

well be a parliament or legis-

old titles of office may be
may be periodic elections or plebiscites,
of freedom may be broadcast unabatedly.

civil service positions,

undisturbed. There

and the terminology
There may be left even the appearance
provided

it is

of individual freedom,

only individual freedom. All of this

is

unimpor-

always subject to guidance and control, if the primary
social contexts of belief and opinion are properly organized
and managed. What is central is the creation of a network of
tant,

functions and loyalties reaching
recesses of

human

fife

down

into the

where ideas and

most intimate

beliefs will

germinate

and develop.
All the rational skills of

rowed from every quarter
political society,

modern

social manipulation, bor-

of modern, large-scale economic

and

New

go into the process of reassimilation.
upon place, work, and interest are created.

organizations based

The same
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force that seeks constantly to destroy the social sub-

stance of the old family
of

new

is

concerned with the establishment
and each

organizations designed to assimilate each sex

age group of the family. Labor unions are either remade into

new

agencies of the State, or
to replace the old.

New

professional, scientific,

new

groups are created— even

labor organizations are created

and

artistic

associations for the varied hob-

bies of a people.

As the

new

totalitarian psychologist well

knows, within these

formal associations based upon clear function and mean-

ing, there will inevitably arise over a period of

more important network
interpersonal allegiances

sense of personal status,

new

of

time the vastly

informal relationships,

new

and affections, and with them a new
which will reach like a chain from the

lowliest individual to the highest center of government.

But the new groups,

associations,

and formal

without exception agencies of the State

itself.

statuses are

They

are plural

only in number, not in ultimate allegiance or purpose.

we must

recognize

is

that each association

is

What

but a social and

psychological extension of the central administration of the
State.

Each

exists as a

sonalization of

man

de-personalization.

primary context of the

political re-per-

that follows the nihilistic process of social

Each

is

the instrument, ultimately, of the

central government, the psychological setting that alone

possible the massive remaking of the

human

makes

consciousness. All

such groups, with their profound properties of status, are the
means of implementing whatever image— race, proletariat, or

mankind— surmounts the

structure of the absolute, monolithic,

community.
Nothing could be more delusive than the supposition that

political

the totalitarian political order

is

without roots in the allegiances

numbers of human beings, that it is a flimsy structure
at best. The amazing evidences of militant, collective power
and of fanatical will to resist revealed by the Germans during
the Second World War should demonstrate irrefutably that,
even within the mere six years which intervened between the
Nazi rise to power and the outbreak of the war, the successes
of vast
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mass manipulation had been considerable. From these we
might well ponder the undoubtedly greater successes of the
of

Russian rulers in their three decades of almost uninterrupted
creation of the will-less, cultureless masses

and the

assimilation

of these masses into cohesive primary groups, each an agency
of central governmental policy, each the seed-bed of popular
allegiance.

The monolithic reality of totalitarianism is revealed when,
through military defeat, there is complete disorganization of
the central government. For, from this central disorganization
proceeds the inevitable collapse of

all

those forms of inter-

mediate society which were dependent on central power and
which were the contexts of human life. Then the masses are
left

nakedly revealed, stripped of the memberships,

statuses,

them by the totalitarian rulers.
Twice in the twentieth century Germany has been defeated by enemy powers, but the consequences of the second
defeat have been vastly different from the consequences of
the first. The collapse of the central government in 1918 was
scarcely more than just that. The internal private governments
and

of

associations created for

Germany— business

associations,

labor

unions,

churches,

municipal administrations, and the like— even though some of
their effectiveness
still

had been damaged by the war

effort,

capable of exercising independently a measurable

were

stabiliz-

upon the German people. But at the end of the
Second World War Germany was, in huge areas, a social as
well as a physical rubble. Twelve years of Nazism, the extermination of autonomous social functions and memberships, the
incorporation of the masses into organizations each of which
was a division of the central government— all of this left, when
military defeat had destroyed that central government, scarcely
more than an aggregate of atomic human particles, hopeless,
will-less, and ground down into chronic despair.
This is the true horror of totalitarianism. The absolute
political community, centralized and omnicompetent, founded

ing influence
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upon the atomized masses, must ceaselessly destroy all those
autonomies and immunities that are in normal society the indispensable sources of the capacity for freedom and organization.
Total political centralization can lead only to social and cultural
death.
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PART THREE

•

Community and

the Problem of

Freedom

Chapter Nine

iHE

PROBLEM OF LIBERALISM

'The real tragedy of existence/ Hegel once wrote,

between

'is

not the

and wrong but between right and right/
The present crisis of freedom and organization in Western
society would be easier to resolve if it were plainly the outcome
of opposed forces of manifest good and manifest evil. But who
can doubt that the mounting anxiety and the widespread sense
of moral conflict in contemporary liberal thought are the consequence of a state of mind which sees the things we value
opposed by other things we value as well as by what we hate.
On the one hand we prize equalitarian democracy, moral
conflict

right

neutrality, intellectual liberation, secular progress, rationalism,

and

all

the liberating impersonalities of

political society.

On

the other

we

modern

industrial

and

continue to venerate tradi-

tion, secure social status, the corporate hierarchies of kinship,

religion,
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and community, and

close involvement in clear moral

contexts. Conflicts

between these

ever more pressing.

We

sets of values

esteem rationalism but

seem

we

to

become

shrink from

disenchantment.

The result of intellectual and moral conflict is written large
contemporary liberal. The last two dec-

in the thought of the

ades have undoubtedly produced a greater effusion of disillu-

sionment and doctrinal abdication than any similar period in
modern history. Never have past, present, and future seemed
more discontinuous in terms of ideals and hopes. Whatever the
basic intellectual significance of existentialism, its present popularity, especially in Western Europe, is one more example of
the flamelike attraction that moral atomism and solipsism have
for the disinherited and the alienated. When even the ideas of
humanitarian liberalism are consigned by the intellectual to
the same charnel house that holds the bones of capitalism and
nationalism, his emancipation is complete. He is now free— in
all his solitary

misery.

To observe this is not to write in complacent irony. More
and more it appears that only the stupid and the blind can
hold fast to social and moral creeds with the same degree of
assuredness that marked the intellectual's faith of even a decade
few ages have ideals changed so suddenly and drasfrom vital symbols of faith and action to mere museum
pieces. The convinced socialist, like the convinced atheist, has
ceased to be the recognized standard-bearer of radicalism. He
ago. In
tically

has become simply irrelevant. His position, among intellectuals,
is no longer given even the dignity of attack.

As one secular hope

after another has failed, the liberal

finds himself in the position described

The

sea of faith

is

by Matthew Arnold.

once more

Retreating, to the breath

the night-wind, down the vast
And naked shingles of the world.

Of

But now

it

is

secularism that
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edges drear

the long, withdrawing roar of liberalism and
is

heard, not Christian orthodoxy.

To regard all evil as a persistence or revival of the past
has been a favorite conceit of liberals nourished by the idea
of Progress. For several centuries Western liberal thought has

been buoyed up by the assumption that history is a more or
less continuous emancipation of men from despotism and evil.
Past, present, and future have been convenient categories into
which to fit precisely the moral qualities of bad, good, and
best. Present evils could be safely regarded as regrettable evidences of incomplete emancipation from the past— from tribalism, from agrarianism, religion, localism, and the like. In one
form or another the theory of cultural lag has been the secular
approach to the problem of evil.
This chronological categorization of morality has not, to

be

disappeared even in the present time of troubles. But

sure,

more and more people

of a reflective disposition, without losing

entirely their distrust of the past

are

coming

to see a large

and

their faith in the future,

element of uncertainty, of Devil's

brew, in the aspects of society that are most plainly modern'

and that point most

directly to the future.

future as far as one can see

now more

is

To

look into the

likely to

produce the

black pessimism of an Orwell or Koestler than the enthusiasm
of a John Reed.

One

most dismaying features of the present intelsome of the values
that have been among the highest glories of Western

of the

lectual scene

and

faiths

is

the reluctant abdication of

civilization: the dignity of the

people,

and the

perience.

The

possibilities of

human

being, the faith in the

reason based upon

to possess less

and

area of actual choices and realities that

less relation to

lies

cannot overlook the

man himself. At the

crisis

the

before us. But the

consequences of the abdication are nonetheless
nature of

ex-

reasons for this abdication are not far to see.

As values these seem

We

human

tragic.

of belief regarding the

beginning of the present century

the great economist, Alfred Marshall, declared that 'the average
level of

human nature has
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risen fast in the last fifty years.'

How

now be found who, far from agreeing with this
not instead wonder whether the level of
would
judgment,
many

could

human

nature has not sunk abysmally?

Two

world wars within

a quarter of a century together with revelations of the extermination and torture of untold numbers of people in some of

modern areas have done much to reawaken
modern intellectual a respect for the ancient dogma of
original sin. More and more of us have come to feel, with
Melville, Hawthorne, and Dostoevsky, that in men's souls he
deep and unpredictable potentialities for evil that no human
the most civilized of
in the

institutions

There

man

can control.
is

a perceptible weakening of faith in the

to set the conditions of the

good

life.

'We

power

of

are faced/ a

recent Gifford lecturer has declared, 'with a spiritual conflict
sort of social schizophrenia which
between a non-moral will to power
served by inhuman techniques and a religious and moral idealism which have no power to influence human life/ r If there
is any inference to be drawn from the recent secular literature
of disillusion it is the inference that supports and reinforces
this judgment. In many minds there is a growing conviction
that between our moral ideals and our available techniques for
achieving them there is a constantly widening gulf.
It is hard to overlook, too, the mounting distrust of
organized action in behalf of even our most cherished ideals.
For, in the twentieth century, there have arisen, under the
guise of humanitarian purposes, intensities of tyranny and
stultifications of human personality that are unprecedented in
Western history. Even if we do not agree wholly with Acton's
celebrated maxim that all power corrupts, we have been made
unavoidably aware of the fact that the striving for power, how-

of the

most acute kind, a

divides the soul of society

ever benign in intent, often creates corruptions of the ideals
2

The growing distrust of the authority that
must he within any organized action produces a state of mind
which affirms with Shelley that

behind the
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striving.

The man

Of

commands not, nor obeys;
a desolating pestilence,

virtuous soul

Power,

like

it touches; and obedience,
Bane of all genius, virtue, freedom, truth,
Makes slaves of men and of the human frame,
A mechanized automaton.

Pollutes whate*er

In

many minds

the paralyzing belief that

we have

reached
human justice where some kind of
demonic compulsion leads to the supremacy of techniques and
instruments of power over even the most exalted of ideals.
lies

a point in the struggle for

So too has the age-old problem of

become once more disturbing

evil

reappeared and

to rationalist complacency.

The

events and transformations of the present century, especially in

Communist dominated Europe, have given rise to
that some of the worst evils of the age arise out
elements

we have

once wrote,

What

is

is

so

long hailed as good.

bad

as that arising

so disturbing

And no

the suspicion
of ideas

and

odor, Thoreau

from goodness

tainted.

the suspicion that the abhorrent

is

nature of certain forces in our society arises from the very
tradition of secular humanitarianism

itself. It

was

this suspicion

George Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-four its peculiar
amorphous suspicion in a group can
lead to distrust of even the most trusted of men, so can suspicion of certain values lead to a wholesale dissolution of moral
that gave

flavor of horror. For, as

trust.

Two
More than anything

else

dismay

to the

it is

the massive spectacle of totalitar-

Communist form,

that has brought
minds of those men who were prepared to find

ianism, especially in

its

in the mid-twentieth century a realization of earlier visions

of emancipation

and freedom.

Few Western liberals now

the evil in Soviet Russia and the world

Both represent the most
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doubt

Communist movement.

efficiently ruthless concentration of

human personality that the Western
world has yet seen. Yet, who can doubt that Communism has
its appeal, everywhere, to men of the utmost good will? Who

power and subversion

of

can doubt that its success depends in large degree upon its
capacity for offering refuge to the hungry sheep, hope to the
hopeless, and faith to the disillusioned? And who can doubt,
allowance for the awful gulf between
practice and preachment, twentieth-century Communism does
have a demonstrable historical connection with social movefinally, that,

making

all

we in the West continue to prize?
Communist despotism were unadorned, if it did not

ments and ideals which
If

have, in the
tradition,

memory

if it

of living

man,

roots in the humanitarian

did not depend on the historic slogans of secular

humanitarianism for so

much

of

its

appeal, the present sense

would be, perhaps, less acute.
Is it democracy that we would point to as the crucial
difference between the cultures of the West and the Comof crisis

munist tyranny of the East? Totalitarian Russia stridently
reiterates its popular foundations, and appeals, not without
success, to the political tradition of
Is it

freedom? There

is,

we

Rousseau and Robespierre.

are told

by Communist

apologists,

almost in the words of Rousseau and of the Jacobins, a Tiigher
freedom' than that of the bourgeois West, a freedom of the

people as a whole from the tyrannies of minority elements
within it. Is it liberation? What is Communism— in Czecho-

Germany, and China— but a process of forhuman beings from the shackles set upon
them by landlords, trade union leaders, capitalists, and educational systems? Is it not, again to use the words of Rousseau,
a process of 'forcing men to be free?
Is it the common man? There is scarcely any tyranny
in the contemporary world, Fascist or Communist, that does
not defend its most wanton invasions of personal or associative
liberty by an appeal to the common man. Is it equality? The
slovakia, Eastern

cible liberation of

leveling of populations, the radical atomization of every kind
of religious, economic, academic,
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and

cultural association with-

in the State,

is

justified in the

name

of equality;

and

if

new

forms of political hierarchy arise, these, it is said, in the word
if not the spirit of Bentham, are but temporary artificial barriers
to the

redevelopment of exploitation and superstition.

Is it

Com-

reason? Only the naive persist in treating the

munist and Fascist States, with their technically advanced
schemes of scientific management and bureaucratic custodian-

Immoral and
degenerative, we may say, but not irrational! Nor would we
dare claim, with painful memory of the assurance and tenacity
with which the Russians and the Germans fought in the recent
ship of cultural

life,

as irruptions of the irrational.

war, that intensity of faith alone

is

the clue to the kind of

which most of us continue to believe in.
no wonder that the spectacle of totalitarianism, espe-

cultural salvation
It is

cially in its

in

Communist form, has done

many minds

liberal

so

much

of the value of the symbols

to create

doubt

on which Western

humanitarianism has so long depended. For

we

cannot

overlook the triumph of a despotism behind the iron curtain
that

is

carried to ever greater successes

have cherished

in the

West

by the very slogans we

for generations. Despite the

mani-

fest corruptness of the process, despite the blatant hypocrisy

of the

New

Barbarism, there

is

upon us at
come only from

nevertheless forced

times the nerveless disillusionment that can
the experience of seeming to be betrayed by

all

we have

trusted

most.

But despite the traumatic effect of contemporary Communism upon the liberal mind, I do not think the spectacle of

Communist corruption

of liberal values

is

primary in the proc-

which now seems to threaten
paralysis of liberal will and action. The major elements of this
disillusionment, unhappily, come from within and are merely
quickened in their action by the external shocks that Comess of creeping disillusionment

munism has

provided. In large part, the present

thought in the West comes,

crisis of liberal

from the increasing loss
the
basic
liberal values and the
correspondence
between
of
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I

believe,

prejudgments and social contexts upon which the historic
success of liberalism has been predicated.
It is a commonplace in the study of language that the
meanings of words and sentences depend on understandings

which
It

is

exist prior to the utterance of the

equally true that

all explicit,

words themselves.

formal judgments of value

which
give the formal judgments their roots of meaning and their
possibility of communication. Without some kind of agreement
upon the unspoken but efficacious prejudgments, all efforts to
derive meaning from and to reach agreement about the explicit,
exposed judgments are fruitless. Most of the world's conflicts
of faith and action take their departure from lack of agreement
about prejudgments rather than from dissension about formal
judgments; and these are never within reach of the semanticist.

and indeed depend

contain,

Finally,

it is

on, certain prejudgments

but an extension of the foregoing to suggest

on which the spoken word de-

that the communities of assent

pends, and the silent prejudgments which give meaning and

judgments of value, are themselves reinforced
and contained by the more tangible communities of interest
and behavior that compose a social organization. No one of
these three sets of elements is causative or even crucial. They
exist as inseparable aspects of the one unified phenomenon.
What the philosopher Whitehead has written on the problem
of symbolism is pertinent here.
There is an intricate expressed symbolism of language
and act which is spread throughout the community, and which

efficacy to formal

evokes fluctuating apprehension of the basis of
pose.

The

common

particular direction of individual action

is

pur-

directly

correlated to the particular sharply defined symbols presented

him

moment. The response of action to the symbol
any effective reference to the
ultimate thing symbolized.
In fact, the symbol evokes
to

at the

may be

so direct as to cut out
.

loyalties to

spiritual natures.

suspend
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all

.

vaguely conceived notions, fundamental for our

The

result

is

that our natures are stirred to

antagonistic impulses, so that the symbol procures

its

required response in action. Thus the social symbolism has

a double meaning.

It

means pragmatically the
and it also means

individuals to specific actions;

direction of
theoretically

the vague ultimate reasons with their emotional accompani-

ments, whereby the symbols acquire their power to organize
the miscellaneous crowd into a smoothly running community/

3

But do not some of the profoundest problems of liberal
democracy arise at the present time from the weakening of
both of these aspects of the symbolism that has been embodied
in the Western liberal tradition? On all sides it is apparent that
the direction of individuals' 'specific actions' has become confused and chartless. Increasingly, the way is left open for
cynical manipulation of the words and phrases that have been,
historically, inseparable from the liberal heritage. For fewer
and fewer people is it possible to 'suspend all antagonistic
impulses, so that the symbol procures its required response in
action.' And it is the very decline of Vague ultimate reasons
with their emotional attachments' that has become the major
difficulty in

our perspectives of freedom.

mind that is oriented,' writes Susanne Langer, no
matter by what conscious or unconscious symbols, in material
and social realities, can function freely and confidently even
'A

under great pressure of circumstance and in the face of hard
problems. Its fife is a smooth and skillful shuttling to and fro
between sign-functions and symbolic functions, a steady interweaving of sensory interpretations, linguistic responses, inferences, memories, imaginative prevision, factual knowledge and
tacit appreciations.
In such a mind, doubts of the "meaning
.

.

of fife" are not apt to arise, for reality itself

"meaningful":

it

is

intrinsically

incorporates the symbols of Life and Death,

Sin and Salvation. For a balanced active intelligence, reality
is

historical fact

and

of science, myth, art,

'The mind, like

significant form, the all-inclusive

realm

and comfortable common sense.
other organs, can draw its sustenance
.

.

all

only from the surrounding world; our metaphysical symbols
must spring from reality. Such adaptation always requires time,
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habit, tradition,

and intimate knowledge of a way of

life.

If,

now, the field of our unconscious symbolic orientation is suddenly plowed up by tremendous changes in the external world
and in the social order, we lose our hold, our convictions, and
All old symbols are gone,
therewith our effectual purposes.
and thousands of average lives offer no new materials to a
.

.

creative imagination. This, rather than physical want,

is

the

modern worker, the tyranny of
the machine. The withdrawal of all natural means for expressstarvation that threatens the

ing the unity of personal
irreligion,

life is

a major cause of the distraction,

and unrest that mark the proletariat of

Now,

I

all

countries/

4

cannot help thinking that the symbolic nightmare

which contemporary liberalism has been plunged, a nightmare that the brilliant writings of such men as de Jouvenel,
Orwell, Koestler, and Mumford have made so vivid, is not the
result, as Miss Langer suggests, of the nature of technological
development or of alienation from old nature-symbols, though
these may well be deeply involved; rather, it is the consequence
of that centralization of social function and authority with
which we have been concerned throughout this book. I do not
deny that symbolic disruptions and dislocations of prejudgments may and do come from many types of intrusion into
personal value systems. But the disruptions and dislocations we
are most closely concerned with here, those which have made
the quest for community and certainty so ominous an aspect
of our age, come from the kinds of social disruption that have
been the consequence of a system of power which has converted the historic plurality of allegiances and meaningful
memberships into, increasingly, a kind of social monolith. In
the process of conversion, old values and old symbols have had

into

their social roots

The

made

desiccate.

basic values of

modern

liberalism have

been two— the

individual and the moral sovereignty of the people. As values

they are as noble today as they were

when they were

first

brought into existence as the elements of modern liberal democracy. But they have become, manifestly, loose and wavering
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in their appeal. Worse, as we have seen, they have become the
potent elements of modern Communist and Nazi despotism.
We find ourselves baffled by the problem of not merely making

them remain vivid values in our own society but of combating
the uses which Communists today make of them throughout
the world.

In the remaining two chapters of this book I shall consider
in more detail the contexts of historic individualism and de-

mocracy and some of the problems created by disruptions
these contexts. Here, however,

it is

in

important to stress the close

dependence of the whole conscious liberal heritage, with all
its basic propositions, upon the subtle, infinitely complex lines
of habit, tradition, and social relationship that have made this
conscious heritage more than a mere set of formal propositions,
that have made it instead a potent body of evocative symbols,
striking deep chords in human appreciation and remembrance.
The formal, overt judgments of liberalism have rested, historically, not merely upon processes of conscious reason and verification, but upon certain prejudgments that have seldom been
drawn up for critical analysis until the most recent times. And
these prejudgments have, in turn, been closely linked with a
set of social relationships within which their symbolic fires
have been constantly kept lighted through all the normal processes of work, function, and belief It is the disruption of the
relationship among judgment, prejudgment, and social context
that confronts us at the present time— a disruption caused in
very large part, as I believe, by the cultural mechanization and
sterilization that have accompanied modern centralization of
.

power.

When we
we

consider either the 'individual' or the people/

are dealing, plainly, with ideal types.

stractions.

This in no

way

They

are moral ab-

lessens their potential efficacy, but

does call attention to the fact that their actual efficacy as
symbols depends on the means by which they are translated

it

concretely into the goals and actions of day to day living.

Today, the formal values of individual and people remain as
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clamant as they ever were in the days of Montesquieu or Jefferson. But what have drastically changed are the contexts both of
the assimilation of these values into everyday life and of their

any effective way in the nation at large.
Whereas modern liberalism began in the eighteenth century with an image of man as inherently self-sufficing and
secure beyond the effects of all social change, the contemporary
image of man is, as we have seen, almost the very opposite of
this. And whereas in the eighteenth century the image of the
people that glowed in the minds of such men as Jefferson was
composed of elements supplied, actually, by a surrounding
society strong in its social institutions and memberships, the
image of society that now haunts man is one composed of the
realization in

disunited, despairing masses.

We continue to ring changes on themes handed down
from the eighteenth century without realizing that the power
always limited by what
this has become al-

of the bells to stir consciousness

is

already

When

tered,

lies

within consciousness.

no amount of frenzied change-ringing will

suffice.

For

the symbols of liberalism, like the bells of the church, depend

on prejudgments and
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social tradition.

Chapter Ten

iHE
Of

all

CONTEXTS OF INDIVIDUALITY

the philosophies of freedom in

modern Western

society,

the most generally accepted and the most influential has been
individualism.

Whether with

intellectual autonomies, the

respect to economic, religious, or

dominant assumption has been that

The
Ramsay Muir

the roots of these freedoms he in the individual himself.

philosophy of individualism
has written,

'in

is

based on a

the value of the

conviction that the source of

all

belief,

human

progress

personality

lies in

and a

the free exercise

of individual energy/

No

is to be found with the declared purposes of
As a philosophy it has correctly emphasized the
fact that the ultimate criteria of freedom he in the greater or
lesser degrees of autonomy possessed by persons. A conception
of freedom that does not center upon the ethical primacy of
the person is either naive or malevolent. We have seen how

fault

individualism.
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another conception of freedom, the one that finds freedom in
conformity to the General Will, in participation in collective
identity,

order.

is

the root of the totalitarian view of freedom and

Any freedom worthy

of the

name

is

indubitably freedom

of persons.

But from the unquestioned ethical centrality of the person
it

does not follow that the philosophy of individualism, as

we

from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
is equally valid. For individualism is more than an ethic, historically; it is also a psychology and an implied theory of the
relation between man and his institutions. And most of our
difficulties with the philosophy of individualism at the present
time come from our unconscious efforts to make the ethical
aspect of individualism remain evocative when we have ceased
to hold to the psychological and sociological premises of this
have inherited

it

philosophy.
Secular individualism of the eighteenth century arose on

man very different from the image
prevalent in contemporary thought and action. And, as a philosophy, it existed in and was given unrecognized reinforcement
the basis of an image of

by a

social organization, the

fundamentals of which no longer

exist.

When

the basic principles of

being formulated by such

men

modern

liberalism

as Locke, Montesquieu,

were

Adam

Smith, and Jefferson, the image of man luminous in the philosophical mind was an image constructed out of such traits as
sovereign reason, stability, security, and indestructible motivations toward freedom

deemed

to

and order. Man, abstract man, was
be inherently self-sufficing, equipped by nature

with both the instincts and the reason that could make him
autonomous.

What we can now
is

see with the advantage of hindsight

that, unconsciously, the

certain moral

founders of liberalism abstracted

and psychological

attributes from a social organand considered these the timeless, natural, qualities of
the individual, who was regarded as independent of the influ-

ization

225

ences of any historically developed social organization. Those
qualities that, in their entirety,

tury liberal image of

composed the eighteenth-cen-

man were

qualities actually inhering to

a large extent in a set of institutions and groups, all of which
were aspects of historical tradition. But, with the model of
Newtonian mechanics before them, the moral philosophers insisted on reducing everything to human atoms in motion, to
natural individuals driven by impulses and reason deemed to
be innate in man.
Given this image of man as inherently self-sufficing, given
the view of institutions and groups as but secondary, as shadows, so to speak, of the solid reality of man, it was inevitable
that the strategy of freedom should have been based upon
objectives of release and the emancipation of man from his

The philosophy

fettering institutions.

of individualism, in short,

began with the Christian-Judaic stress upon the ethical primacy of the person; but from that point it became a rationalist
psychology devoted to the ends of the release of man from the
old and a sociology based upon the view that groups and
institutions are at best mere reflections of the solid and ineffaceable fact of the individual.

What was born
as

it

seemed, by

into the nineteenth century.
ligious,

and

intellectual

tion that the essence of

man, not

in

what

and confirmed,
was carried full-blown

in the eighteenth century

the French Revolution,

exists

Whole systems

of economic, re-

freedom were founded on the assump-

human

behavior

lies in

between man and

what

is

within

his institutions. All

the basic manifestations of society— altruism, sympathy, eco-

nomic

gain,

and the like— were held

to

certain deeply rooted drives born in

by

be mere unfoldings of

man and

presided over

his sovereign reason.

The

rationalist

dichotomy of

man and

society

was

crucial

to the ends of the liberal reformers of the eighteenth

nineteenth centuries.

How

of emancipation be fulfilled
fundamental separateness and his
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and

moral imperatives
except by the premise of man's

else could the

self-sufficiency?

The demands

of freedom appeared to

be

in the direction of the release of

numbers of individuals from the statuses and identities
had been forged in them by the dead hand of the past.
A free society would be one in which individuals were morally
and socially as well as politically free, free from groups and
classes. It would be composed, in short, of socially and morally
separated individuals. Order in society would be the product
of a natural equilibrium of economic and political forces. Freedom would arise from the individual's release from all the
inherited personal interdependences of traditional community,
and from his existence in an impersonal, natural, economic

large

that

order.
in Bentham's terms, the fundamental cement of
would
society
be provided not through institutions but through
certain 'natural' and 'sympathetic' identifications of interest
arising in almost equal part from man's instinctual nature and
from his sovereign reason. What Bentham was later to invoke
as an 'artificial' identification was, to be sure, the strong, sovereign State. But, for Bentham as for all the Utilitarians who
followed him, the role of the State was conceived essentially

Thus,

as a kind of impersonal setting for the free play of personal

might be a strong State. Indeed, as we have seen,
power of the State becomes very great in Bentham's philosophy. But whatever its omnipotence, the major function of
the State consists, for Bentham, in the eradication of all the
interdependences of society inherited from the past that act to
repress the atomic, presocial instincts and reason of the individual. Between Bentham's political theory and his psychology
of the individual there was the closest affinity. They are two
sides of the same coin.
Tt is not strange,' George P. Adams trenchantly observes,
'that this self -discovery and self -consciousness of the individual
should have steadily mounted higher as the environment of
individuals more and more takes on the form of an impersonal,
causal, and mechanical structure. For the mobility and freedom
of the individual can be won only as he becomes detached from
interest. It

the
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world becomes separated from him only when
organized and defined in objective and impersonal terms/ l
Here, of course, the role of the new State was influential
his world; his

in men's conception of the individual units of society. If all

authority becomes objectified, externalized, that

is

centralized,

remote and impersonal State, the consequences to the primary forms of authority with which man has

in the increasingly

and subjectively

traditionally

They cease
as

it

identified himself are profound.

be important. Their moral virtues are transferred,

to

were, to him, even as their historic authorities have been

transferred to the State.

The conception of society as an aggregate of morally
autonomous, psychologically free, individuals, rather than as
a collection of groups, is, in sum, closely related to a conception
of society in which all legitimate authority has been abstracted
from the primary communities and vested in the single sphere

What

of the State.

is

significant here

is

that

when

the philo-

sophical individualists were dealing with the assumed nature
of

man, they were dealing

in large part

with a hypothetical

being created by their political imaginations.

By

almost

all

of the English liberals of the nineteenth

century freedom was conceived not merely in terms of immunities from the powers of political government but, more
significantly, in

terms of the necessity of man's release from

custom, tradition, and from local groups of every kind. Freedom
was held to He in emancipation from association, not within
association.

Thus

what

perhaps the noblest of individualistic
testaments of freedom in the nineteenth century, John Stuart
in

Mill's essay

On

is

Liberty, there

is

the clear implication that

any kind of association or community represents
an unfortunate limitation upon the creative powers of the in-

membership

in

dividual. It

is

fault.

This

is

not Mill's definition of individuality that is at
matchless. The fault lies rather in his psychological

and sociological conception of the conditions necessary
development of individuality.
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to the

Mill

is

generous in his praise of localism, association, and

when he

the 'smaller patriotisms*

is

discussing administrative

problems of centralization. But in matters pertaining to the
nature of man and motivations he is too much the child of his

For him as for the elder Mill, individuality is something
derived from innate qualities alone and nourished solely by
processes of separation and release.
father.

Two
What we have

learned under the guidance of studies in

social psychology,

enlarging masses of insecure individuals seeking

refuge of one sort or another,

man

is

theoretically

have learned that

modern

with the dismaying spectacle before us of
is

inadequate and

man

is

communal

that the rationalist

image of

practically intolerable.

We

not self-sufficing in social isolation,

deduced simply from elements innate
in the germ plasm, and that between man and such social
groups as the family, local group, and interest association there
is an indispensable connection. We know no conception of
that his nature cannot be

individuality

is

the myriad ties

adequate that does not take into consideration
which normally bind the individual to others

from birth to death.
As an abstract philosophy, individualism was tolerable in
an age when the basic elements of social organization were still
strong and psychologically meaningful. In fact, whatever its
theoretical inadequacy, the philosophy of individualism

may

have had a kind of pragmatic value in an age when
the traditional primary relationships were, if anything, too
strong, too confining. Today, however, the philosophy of individualism lacks even pragmatic justification. For the prime
psychological problems of our age, the practical problems that
is, are those not of release but of reintegration.
All the testimony of contemporary sociology and psychology joins in the conclusion that individuality cannot be understood save as the product of normatively oriented interaction
with other persons. Whatever may he neurologically embedded

be said

to
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in the

human

being, the product of physical history,

we know

that a knowledge of man's actual behavior in society

must from
the outset take into consideration the whole stock of norms and
cultural incentives which are the product of social history. The
normative order in society is fundamental to all understanding
of human nature. 'The normative order,' writes Kingsley Davis,
'makes the factual order of human society possible/ 2 We do
not see, think, react, or become stimulated except in terms of
the socially inherited norms of

human

culture.

But the normative order of values and incentives is
inseparable from the associative order. Culture does not
autonomously;

it is

set

itself

exist

always in the context of social relation-

Only thus do the ends and patterns of culture make
themselves vivid and evocative to human beings. And we have
ships.

learned that with the dislocation of the social relationships

which immediately surround the human being there occurs also
a disruption of his cultural or moral order. Hence, as we have
seen, the calculated destruction, in totalitarian countries, of the

tangible social structures of

human

life.

For, with the oblitera-

tion of these, the task of normative nihilism

The

is

made

easy.

drawn from the social
transformations of the twentieth century, from the phenomena
of individual insecurity and the mass quest for community, is
that the intensity of mens motivations toward freedom and
culture

is

greatest single lesson to be

unalterably connected with the relationships of a

social organization that has structural coherence

tional significance.
trolled studies

From innumerable

we have

and func-

observations and con-

learned that the discipline of values

within a person has a close and continuing relationship with

human inter-relationships.
own conduct ... in something as

the discipline of values supported by

'Only by anchoring his

and superindividual as the culture of a group,'
Kurt Lewin, 'can the individual stabilize his new
beliefs sufficiently to keep them immune from the day to day
fluctuations of moods and influences of which he, as an indi-

large, substantial,

wrote the

late

vidual,

subject.'

is

230

3

whether in the context
day life of the normal
human being, tends to fluctuate with the intensity of meaningful social relationships. This is what we have learned from
studies of motivation in learning, from studies of character formation, and from observation of personal morale in all kinds of
stress situations. This is what we have learned, through the
researches of such men as Elton Mayo and F. J. Roethlisberger,

The

intensity of personal incentive,

of psychiatric therapy or in the

day

to

about the performance of individual workers in industry. Between the vitality of incentives to production and the vitality
of the worker's informal social relationships in the
of the factory there

So

is

work room

4
a crucial relationship.

too, in the recent war,

it

was made

clear that the

combat

effectiveness of military units and, conversely, the incidence of

combat fatigue and

neurosis,

culated indoctrination of

had much

why we

less to

fight'

do with the

cal-

values than with the

and sense of relatedness to others in the military unit
itself. Whatever the individual soldier's greater or less comprehension of, and devotion to, the purposes of the war, whatever
solidarity

the degree of hatred of the

enemy in the

breast of the individual

what he actually fought on and was spiritually supported by was his sense of relatedness to others in his platoon
or company. It was this concrete association, nourished by
innumerable stimuli, that made combat and privation tolerable
when belief was weak and understanding unclear. 5
The philosophy of individualism, John Dewey wrote a
generation ago, 'ignores the fact that the mental and moral
structure of individuals, the pattern of their desires and pursoldier,

poses,

change with every great change in

Individuals

social constitution.

who are not bound together in associations, whether

domestic, economic, religious, political,
are monstrosities. It

is

artistic,

or educational,

absurd to suppose that the

ties

which

hold them together are merely external and do not react into
mentality and character, producing the framework of personal
disposition/
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As we have learned from the recent literature of the concamp and from studies of uprooted and displaced

centration

persons, moral conscience, the sense of civilized decency, will

not long survive separation from the associative ties that normally reinforce and give means of expression to the imperatives

man from the primary contexts of normative association, as the nineteenth-century individualist enjoined in effect, and you separate him not only from the basic
values of a culture but from the sources of individuality itself.
of conscience. Separate

All of this, I repeat, is well enough known at the present
time in the literature of sociology and social psychology. Yet
there remains a curious inability to recognize the implications
of

known when we come to deal with such matters as
economic, and religious freedom. We continue, too
of us, to deal with practical problems in these areas and

what

is

cultural,

many

to interpret in terms of perspectives created originally

basis of certain premises regarding the nature of

have by now been largely repudiated.

man

on the
which

though we continued to hold tenaciously to a derived proposition in geometry
long after we had discarded the axioms upon which it could
alone

It is as

rest.

Three

Much

of the

argument of the

individualist with respect to the

nature of freedom derives from the apparent fact that the most

have been ages of the

intellectually creative ages in history

widespread release of individuals from ties of traditional values
and relationships. Ages of cultural achievement, great periods
of economic prosperity, and epochs of religious awakening have
been interpreted as periods of extreme individualism.

The

birth of

discovery of

new

new

ideas, of art forms, of technologies, the

sources of wealth,

all

of this has behind it— so

the argument runs— the individual escaping his social group,
his class, family,

and community. Such

relationships

may

security but do not excite the imagination. Great ages of

give

intel-

lectual achievement are always ages of disorder, for the dis-
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placement of moral and social cohesion

is

of the release of the creative individual.

but the reverse side

To read

the funeral

oration of Pericles, the speeches in the plays of the Elizabethan
dramatists, or the essays of Francis Bacon, is to be put in touch
with a vision of the illimitable vistas that He before men who
have emancipated themselves from tradition, and who have
struck off the restrictive ties of binding social relationships. In

the fact of a separation between the individual and authority

commonly been found the secret of the cultural freedom
and prosperity of the world's great ages.
In his interesting book, The Open Society, K. R. Popper
has recently held up to us once again the rationalist's view of
the problem of freedom as it manifests itself in cultural achievement. Like many before him, Popper sees the great age of
Athens in the fifth century b.c. and the modern Renaissance in
Western Europe as ages of 'individualism. What is central to
Popper is the vision of a society in intellectual ferment, in persistent critical self-analysis, and in a perpetual outburst of
individual expression. These are ages, he argues, recently released from the dead hand of tradition, membership, and
tribalism. For Popper the greatness of Athens was at its very
apogee when the Sophists and Socrates, among others, were
declaring their relentless hostility toward all forms of moral
or social interdependence. Such nihilistic declarations were of
a piece, Popper seems to believe, with the effective psychological conditions that underlay the whole efflorescence of genius in the drama, in art, philosophy, sculpture, and architecture
has

'

in

Athens of the

fifth

century. In

of custom, the net of the past,

absolute man, emerged to

The

rationalist

attractive to all
lie in

make

argument

who

is

all

of these spheres the cake

was being broken, and man,
his contributions.

a plausible one and inevitably

find the greatest repressions of society to

the smallest and most personal of interdependences. But

it

raises certain difficulties.

is

crucial in

We
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readily grant that

any period of

it is

the freedom of persons which

intellectual achievement. Great

works

of art or literature are not created

They

by anonymous

organizations.

are the concrete results of personal performance. But

from the obvious centrality of the person in intellectual or
cultural achievement it follows neither that such achievement
is the sole consequence of innate individual forces, nor that it
is the result merely of processes of separation. We may grant
that there is, in the achievement of any great work, whether it
be a painting or a treatise in metaphysics, a relatively high
degree of detachment in the mind of the artist or philosopher.
But this does not justify our emphasizing only the psychological and social facts of individuation which the rationalist has

made

central in his interpretation.

We

are not justified in disregarding the profoundly im-

portant interdependences between the

artist

and

his city, his

communal influences
and direction. The greatness

locality, his religion, or the various other

that give his

work

its

of Athenian tragedy

inspiration

may have been

the consequence, in con-

which made it
possible for an Aeschylus, a Sophocles, or Euripides to dramatize the great moral problems of their time. But these tragedies
were also the consequence of profound and deeply evocative
relationships with the communal contexts of Greek religion,
kinship, and the community. To emphasize one set of psychosiderable degree, of an increasing detachment

logical facts at the expense of the other

is

small contribution

to that total picture of the conditions of cultural

which we

The

achievement

seek.

case of rationalist individualism

would be stronger

as

an explanation of cultural achievement in the world's great ages
there were not every reason for applying the term 'individualistic' even more surely to those ages which, by universal assent,
must be regarded as ages of cultural decadence and morbidity.
If individual detachment and release are the crucial elements
of cultural achievement, we should expect to find a constant
increase in the quality of the Athenian culture that extended
if

beyond the age

of Pericles into the age following the Pelopon-

nesian Wars. In any tangible sense of the word, this was the
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age of moral and social 'individualism/ This age, which Sir
Gilbert Murray, Rostovtzeff, and Glotz have described for us
in such melancholy fashion, was assuredly an age of individualism, measured in terms of the individual's release from the
constraints and symbolism of the past. But it was increasingly
an age of cultural sterility, of 'failure of nerve/ of philosophical
morbidity. It is also pertinent to observe that this was an age
of

mounting

political despotism.

Neither personal freedom nor personal achievement can
ever be separated from the contexts of community. These are
the contexts not of mechanical restraint but of the incentives

and values that men wish to express in enduring works and to
defend against wanton external aggression. This is not to deny
the role of the individual, nor the reality of personal differences.
It is

assuredly not to accept the argument of crude social deter-

minism—which

asserts that creative works of individuals are
but the reflection of group interests and group demands. It is
merely to insist on the fundamental fact that the perspectives
and incentives of the free creative mind arise out of communities of purpose. The artist may alter these, reshape them, give
them an intensity and design that no one else has ever given

them

or ever will give them, but

from the sources of

he

not thereby removed

is

his inspiration.

What Livingston Lowes has written on the creative process
in his

Road

to

Xanadu

is

relevant here.

'

"Creation," like "cre-

one of those hypnotic words which are prone to cast
a spell upon the understanding and dissolve our thinking into
haze. And out of this nebulous state of the intellect springs a
strange but widely prevalent idea. The shaping spirit of Imagination sits aloof, like God, as he is commonly conceived, creating in some thaumaturgic fashion out of nothing its visionary
ative,"

is

world.

.

.

[But]

we

live,

every one of us— the mutest and most

inglorious with the rest— at the center of a world of images.

.

.

and sublimated and controlled though they be, the
ways of the creative faculty are the universal ways of that
streaming yet consciously directed something which we know
Intensified
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we know)

(or think

as

life.

Creative genius, in plainer terms,

works through processes which are common
these processes are superlatively enhanced.'

Only

to our kind,

modern European world, and

in the

but

7

largely under

the influence of romantic intensifications of the individualist
hypothesis, has there arisen in popular form the
artist as solitary, lonely,

what he
artistic

and dependent

myth

of the

upon
The notion that
some degree with

for his genius only

spins from his inner consciousness.

achievement

and

rootlessness

is

always connected in

alienation, that art itself

is

asocial,

has been

singularly effective in disguising the actual contexts of creative

imagination. 8

Not by setting up an imaginary release from communities
of belief and purpose do we look into the springs of intellectual
creativeness and freedom. The free artist, scientist, or teacher
is always, in some degree, involved in the contexts of communication and association. His may be a detached position;
he

may be

the recipient of impulses sent out from a variety

of fields; he

may

live,

more than do most

of us,

toward the

periphery of his community and thus be in more sensitive nearness to other communities. But
is

what

is

crucial to the creator

not release or separation, not inward withdrawal, but imagi-

nation feeding upon diverse social and cultural participation.

For the

artist as for all of

demands an environment
cultural manifestations.

us the sense of creative freedom

that

is

concrete and plural in

its

9

Four

Nor does economic freedom rest upon the lone individual. It
never has. But because some of the principal problems of early
nineteenth-century economic development were provoked by
the persistence of certain rigid social structures, a whole ideol-

ogy of economic freedom arose on the basis of the eighteenthcentury atomistic view of man. Society was envisaged by the
classical economist as being, naturally, an aggregate of socially
and culturally emancipated individuals, each free to respond
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Economic freeconditions
same
the

to the drives that lay buried within his nature.

dom would be the result, it was

declared, of

that produced economic equilibrium: masses of autonomous,
separated individuals, a minimum of social constraint of any

and a reliance upon the automatic workings of the free

kind,

market.

But here too

we

are in the presence of the typical failure

memberships of men
and the dependence of human motivations upon

of the rationalist to recognize the social
in society

What we observed

these memberships.

in

an earlier chapter

regarding the social contexts of economic motivations has as
much pertinence to the problem of freedom as it does to the

problem of order.
There is indeed a sense
never existed at

What

all

in

which the so-called

free

market

save in the imaginations of the rationalists.

has so often been called the natural economic order of

when carefully examand immunities existing
on the foundations of institutions, most notably the family and
local community, which had nothing whatsoever to do with
the nineteenth century turns out to be,

ined, a special set of political controls

the essence of capitalism.

Freedom

capital, the mobility of labor,

were able

of contract, the fluidicy of

and the whole factory system

and to give the appearance of internal
because of the continued existence of institutional
and cultural allegiances which were, in every sense, precapto thrive

stability only

italist.

Despite the rationalist faith in natural economic har-

monies, the real roots of economic stability lay in groups and
associations that

Most of the

were not

essentially

economic

at

all.

10

relative stability of nineteenth-century capi-

talism arose from the fact of the very incompleteness of the

Because large areas of Europe and the
United States remained predominantly rural and strongly suf-

capitalist revolution.

fused by precapitalist relationships and desires, a large measure
of national stability co-existed with the rise of the

new industrial

and the new practices of manufacture and commerce.
Through ingenious processes of rationalization this institutional
cities
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stability was converted by the economic rationalist into an
imaginary equilibrium of the market place. The struggle of

man

against man, the individual striving for gain

and

success,

the conversion of real property into shares of industrial wealth,
unrestrained competition, and complete freedom of contract
—all of

this, it

was imagined, had

in

it

the materials of stability

as well as freedom.

But there has never been a time when a successful economic system has rested upon purely individualistic drives or
upon the impersonal relationships so prized by the rationalists.
There are always, in fact, associations and incentives nourished
by the non-economic processes of kinship, religion, and various
other forms of social relationships.

Unfortunately,
institutions

and

it

has been the fate of these external

relationships to suffer almost continuous attri-

tion during the capitalist age. First the gild, the nucleated
village,

and the landed

estate

underwent destruction. For a

long time, however, the family, local community, tangible prop-

and class remained as powerful, though external, supports
economic system which the rationalists saw merely as
the outcome of man's fixed instincts and reason. But, in more
recent decades, as we have already seen, even these associations
have become steadily weaker as centers of security and allegiance. Modern rationalization and impersonalization of the
economic world are but the other side of that process which
the Hammonds called the 'decline of custom' and which we
erty,

of the

may

see as the dislocation of certain types of social

The

ship.

result, as

member-

Joseph Schumpeter wrote a decade ago,

'shows so well that the capitalist order not only rests on props

made

of extra-capitalist material but also derives

its

energy

which at the same
time it is bound to destroy/ X1 And in this whole process the
directive role of the political State becomes ever greater.
Now, one may write persuasively about creeping totalitar-

from

extra-capitalist patterns of behavior

ianism and, conversely, about the
as

Hayek and
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felicities of

others have recently done.

the free market,

No one

can seriously

question the abstract superiority of a society in which freedom
of economic choice exists

compared

which it
fail to mark

to a society in

does not. Moreover, only the willfully blind will
the danger to economic freedom created by increasing political
controls at the present time.

human

depend for their preservation on the strength of the allegiances which such institutions create in human beings. To divorce economic ends from
the contexts of social association within which allegiance to
these ends can be nourished is fatal. Not all the asserted advantages of mass production and corporate bigness will save
capitalism if its purposes become impersonal and remote,
separated from the symbols and relationships that have meanBut, ultimately,

ing in

human

institutions

lives.

As the vividness and meaning of the symbolism of capitalism wane, so do the human desires to maintain it. This
symbolism has always been closely embodied in the social
structures within which human beings have lived, structures
which have had a close and determining relation to the economic ends of capitalism. Incentives to economic freedom, like
those of economic production, are the product not of instincts
but of social relationships and of tangible norms and institutions.

But the recent history of capitalism, especially in its vast
corporate forms, has tended to weaken steadily the symbolic
and the normative aspect of economic life. Schumpeter has
described it well: 'The capitalist process, by substituting a mere
parcel of shares for the walls of and the machines in a factory,
takes the

life

out of the idea of property.

.

.

Dematerialized,

defunctionalized and absentee ownership does not impress and
call forth

moral allegiance as the

Eventually there will be nobody
for it— nobody within

cerns/

vital

left

form of property

who

did.

really cares to stand

and without the precincts of the big con-

12

Economic freedom cannot rest upon moral atomism or upon
Economic freedom has

large-scale impersonalities. It never has.
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prospered, and continues to prosper, only in areas and spheres
where it has been joined to a flourishing associational life.

Economic freedom cannot be separated from the non-individand community of moral purCapitalism
pose.
has become weakest, as a system of allegiances
and incentives, where these social resources have become weak
and where no new forms of association and symbolism have
ualistic contexts of association

arisen to replace the old.

Put in

this light is

it

not obvious that the

rise

of the

modern labor union and the co-operative have been powerful
forces in support of capitalism and economic freedom? Despite

many

businessmen's opposition to these associations, they, as

Lenin and

his fellow Marxists realized

with dismay, actually

The labor union and
among new forms of association

reinforce capitalism.

the co-operative are

that have served to
keep alive the symbols of economic freedom. As such, it should
be remarked, they have been the first objects of economic destruction in totalitarian countries. In such associations the goals
of production, distribution, and consumption can be joined to
the personal sense of belonging to a social order. The individual
entrepreneur, it may be observed, is less dangerous to the
totalitarian than the labor union or co-operative. For in such
an association the individual can find a sense of relatedness to
the entire culture and thus become its eager partisan.
These and related associations are the true supports of
economic freedom at the present time. Not to the imaginary

foremost

motives of the individualist but to the associational realities of
the labor union, the co-operative, and the enlightened industrial

community must we look

for the real defenses against political

invasions of economic freedom. But unfoitunately there are
still large areas of the economy and large segments of public
opinion that are inclined to treat such associations as these as

manifestations of collectivism,
itarian State.

The mythology

all

of a piece with the author-

of individualism continues to

reign in discussions of economic freedom.
of

management the
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labor union

is

By too many partisans

regarded as a major obstacle

economic autonomy and as partial paralysis of capitalism.
But to weaken, whether from political or individualistic
motives, the social structures of family, local community, labor
union, co-operative, or industrial community, is to convert a
culture into an atomized mass. Such a mass will have neither
to

the will, nor the incentive, nor the ability to combat tendencies

toward political collectivism. The transition from free capitalism to forced collectivism is easy and will hardly be noticed
when a population has lost the sense of social and moral participation in the former. Everything that separates the individual from this sense of participation pushes him inevitably in
the direction of an iron collectivism, which will make a new
kind of participation both possible and mandatory.
Capitalism is either a system of social and moral allegiances, resting securely in institutions and voluntary associations, or it is a sand heap of disconnected particles of humanity.
If it is, or is allowed to become, the latter, there is nothing that
can prevent the rise of centralized, omnicompetent political
power. Lacking a sense of participation in economic society,

men

will seek

it,

as Hilaire Belloc told us, in the Servile State.

Five
In religion, no less than in other areas of faith and action, the
desire for
ciation. I

freedom is inseparable from the ties of close assodo not deny that the meaning and values of religion

exist ultimately in the consciousness of the individual

being alone.

And it is

human

plain in the historical record that religions

when

they are allowed to become divorced from individual

purposes,

when the letter and the ritual become ends in themmuch is true, but there is nevertheless a profound

die

selves.

So

relevance in those contemporary

an

efforts, as

we have

seen in

earlier chapter of this book, to strengthen the associative,

the symbolic, and the hierarchical aspects of modern, especially
Protestant, religion.

The experience of the present century, especially in
Europe, has taught us that the religions most likely to survive
241

the manipulations of hostile governments are those that are

most strongly supported by the foundations of community and
clear social status. In Nazi Germany, as we have learned, the
religions most deeply rooted in hierarchy and ritual proved to
be the most successful in holding the faiths of their individual
members and in insulating these members from the spiritual
appeals of totalitarian leaders. Where visible religious ties were
weak, where faith was unsupported by the sense of communal
membership, where the individual alone was conceived to be
the sole vessel of grace, defenses against the powerful organizational ethos of totalitarianism

were too often

lacking.

In the non-totalitarian West, during the past few decades,
it

has become apparent,

I

believe, that the uncertainties

and

met more successfully by religions strong in the values of community and tradition than by those that seek to rest upon individual faith
alone. The perennial quest for meaning, never so urgent as in
our own day, cannot help but be eased by the presence of
tensions of our urban-industrial society are

landmarks formed of clear symbols and

ritual that arise out of

communal tradition.
The desire for religious freedom can be no

greater than

the desire for religious order. Lacking a clear sense of religion

way of life, as an area of articulate membership, of status
and collective meaning, man is not likely to care for long
whether he is free or not free in religious pursuits. In any
event, despots have never worried about religion that is confined mutely to individual minds. It is religion as community,
as a

or rather as a plurality of communities, that has always bestirred the reprisals of rulers

engaged

in the

work

of political

tyranny.
Historians

who have

stressed the profound social appeal

have not erred. 13 Great as was the early
Church's spiritual message of hope, evocative as were its doctrines of salvation in the City of God, the remarkable successes
of Christianity among the atomized masses of the Roman Empire cannot be separated from the earthly security which the
of early Christianity
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tightly organized,

fered.

The new

communally

oriented, Christian groups of-

religion of Christianity gave to

its

members

a

profound sense of social status and collective involvement as
well as a burning message of deferred salvation.

During the Protestant Reformation, as we have seen,
of the emphasis upon the church visible was transferred
to the church invisible, and the individual man of faith re-

much

placed the corporate Church as the repository of divine guidance. Much of the theology of Protestantism, like the theory of

economic rationalism, was founded upon an assumption of the
individual's inherent, indestructible stability of purpose. Be-

cause for the religious, as well as the economic, reformer the

seemed to flow from an excess of associative membership and works, the individual alone became
the summum bonum of religious life. Faith in God and incentives toward religious piety were held by the early Protestants
to he in the self-sufficing individual, even as incentives toward
work were declared by the economic rationalist to be similarly
corruptions of society

embedded

in the very nature of the individual.

Protestant leaders gave

little

Hence, the

direct attention to the social

reinforcements of conscience and faith.

But

in the

contemporary world

individual faith unsupported

is

we have

learned that

likely to dissolve altogether

under the acids of materialism and the invasions of political
power. We have learned that large numbers of nominal Christians are prone,

mere creed

when

conditions

become

desperate, to forsake

mass movements that make central the values
of organization and status. Even when the lure of totalitarianism is not strong, when there is no alternative collective escape,
individual faith that is unsupported communally often tends to
collapse into self-doubt and frustration.
'We have reached the point/ observes Reinhold Niebuhr,
where the more traditional and historic churches, with their
for

theological discipline, are more successful in evoking a genuinely Christian faith than the churches which dispensed with
these disciplines. American Protestantism cannot regain its
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spiritual vitality

without seeking a better synthesis between

and discipline/ 14
Equally important is the relation between religion and
other forms of community. Early Protestant leaders were dealing with individuals whose basic motivations and pre-judgments had been well formed by the traditional family and local
community, as well as by the historic medieval Church. 15 In
the present world we cannot do this so easily, for, as we have
seen, these unities have become weakened under the impacts
of modern political and industrial history. The union of family,
local community, and religion is strong wherever religion has
flourished, for motivations toward religious zeal cannot be
nourished by the structure of the church alone. In the contemporary world the continuing reality of religion as an integrating
force will depend on the successful fusion of religious impulse
and religious organization with all forms of social life that
implicate the lives of human beings. However fundamental and

religious spontaneity

and

religious tradition

ultimately justifying are the private devotions within religion,

the success of religion

among large numbers of people, like the
human faith, depends on the degree

success of any structure of
to

which

spiritual creed

and values are integrated with

asso-

ciative purposes.

Six

Despotism never takes root in barren soil. When, in the first
century, the Emperor Augustus decreed that an image of himself should be placed upon the hearth, along with the images
of the sacred Lares and Penates, thus extending the symbolism
of the State to the very roots of domestic society, he was taking
a step that would never have been feasible a century or two
earlier

when Roman

was organized in terms of the
Only because, during the century

society

solidarity of the family.

preceding the triumph of Augustus, the basic social unities of
the

Roman community had become weakened under

impact of

war and economic

political invasion of the
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distress

was

it

the harsh

possible for this

household to take place. The entrench-

ment

of Imperator Caesar divi filius Augustus, in the privacy

is a fact understandable only in
masses of socially 'free* individuals.
Despite our admiration for the cultural effects of the emergence of the individual during the Augustan age of letters, we
cannot help but see the relation between this growing intellec-

of individual consciousness
light of the creation of

tual

and moral individualism and the incessant centralization

of political power.

Nor can we help but see the same fatal combination of
individualism and political power in the modern era. The inadequacy of individualism

as a theory of

written in the conditions

we

freedom

lies

see spreading in the

plainly

Western

world today: on the one hand, enlarging masses of socially

on the other, the constant increase
powers of a State that looms ever larger as the

'free/ insecure, individuals;

in the custodial

only significant refuge for individuals

who

insist

upon escaping

from the moral consequences of individualism. The value of
the dignity of

man

is

perhaps more vocal today than

been, but the plain fact

is

that the

means

it

has ever

of reinforcing this

value seem ever more remote. As a philosophy of means, in-

dividualism

become

is

now

not merely theoretically inadequate;

tragically irrelevant,

It is

it

has

even intolerable.

absurd to suppose that the rhetoric of nineteenth-

century individualism will offset present tendencies in the
direction of the absolute political
tration, the sense of

community. Alienation, fruswe have seen, are

aloneness— these, as

major states of mind in Western society at the present time.

The image

of

man

the day of Mill. It

is

is

decidedly different from what
ludicrous to hold

up the

it

was

in

asserted charms

and emancipation to populations whose
most burning problems are those arising, today, from moral
and social release. To do so is but to make the way of the Grand
Inquisitor the easier. For this is the appeal, as we have seen,
of the totalitarian prophet— to 'rescue' masses of atomized individuals from their intolerable individualism. Once partially
of individual release
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in the

communal

State,

men

will not leave

it

to

walk into a

moral and social vacuum.

The longing

for

community which now

exists as

perhaps

the most menacing fact of the Western world will not be exorcised by incantations drawn from the writings of Bentham,
Mill,

and Spencer. No theory

freedom

of

in our age will

be

either effective or relevant that does not recognize the present

centrahty of the quest for community.

Seven

would be calamitous, however, if the creative, liberal
purposes of individualism were to be lost because their social
contexts and psychological requirements are incapable of
renewal. The individualist has been right in his insistence
that genuine freedom has nothing to do with the nervous exhilaration that comes from participation in the crusading mass,
nothing to do with acquiescence before a General Will. He has
been right in his contention that real freedom is bound up with
It

the existence of autonomies of personal choice
cultural alternatives.
in his stress

Above

upon human

all,

among

clear

the individualist has been right

privacy.

freedom,' wrote Lord Acton, 'consists in radice in the

'All

preservation of an inner sphere exempt from State power/

may boggle

The

but the proposition is, when
amended to include any type of power, political or other, irrefutable. Both freedom and the desire for freedom are nour-

political

mystic

at this,

ished within the realization of spiritual privacy and
privileges of personal decision. Apart

of authority

But

becomes almost

from

these,

among

any structure

limitless in its scope.

to recognize the role of privacy

and the importance

is to be forced to recognize also the
problem of the contexts of privacy and personal choice.
For man does not, cannot, live alone. His freedom is a social,

of autonomies of choice
crucial

not biologically derived, process.
as I

have argued

are forced to consider,

in this chapter, the indispensable role of the

small social groups in society. It
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We
is

the intimacy and security

of each of these groups that provide the psychological context
of individuality

And it is
of the

and the reinforcement

of personal integrity.

the diversity of such groups that creates the possibility

numerous

cultural alternatives in a society.

In dealing, however, with the role of the small social group
in society, we are inevitably brought face to face with the

problem of the distribution of power in society. For, in the same
way that the social group forms the context of the development
of personality, the larger structure of authority in society forms

the context of the greater or lesser significance possessed by
the small social groups. Social groups, I have argued, thrive

only

when they

ities

and authorities
functions and author-

possess significant functions

in the lives of their

members.

When

all

are consolidated in the State, as

Russia and was true in

Germany under

is

true in totalitarian

Hitler, the role of the

autonomous social group is destroyed. We cannot deal adequately with the social group, in short, without taking into
consideration the system of political power within which it
exists. Here we must turn our attention to the political framework of democracy.
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Chapter Eleven

iHE CONTEXTS OF DEMOCRACY
Definitions of democracy are as varied as the interests of persons
and generations. Democracy is made identical with intellectual
freedom, with economic justice, with social welfare, with tolerance, with piety, moral integrity, the dignity of man, and
general civilized decency. As a word, democracy has come to
be a kind of terminological catch-all for the historic virtues
of civilization even as the word totalitarianism has become a
catch-all for its evils. But the understanding of political democracy, its excellences and capacities, is served no better by
this

^discriminating approach than

is

the understanding of

totalitarianism.

Democracy may be
virtues listed above, but

associated with any
it

structure of political power.
as distinguished
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is,

and

all

of the

fundamentally, a theory and

The

historical root of

from liberalism which

is

democracy,

historically a theory

immunity from power, is the proposition that the legitimacy
of all political power arises from, and only from, the consent
of the governed, the people. Lincoln's famous definition of democracy as government of, by, and for the people cannot be
improved upon either as a moral ideal or as a historical description. And it is as right and as institutionally relevant today as
it was in Lincoln's day.
But with respect to the people/ as with the 'individual/
everything depends upon the practical, cultural contexts in
which we choose to regard the people. The people/ no less
than the 'individual/ is an abstraction, subject not merely to
varying verbal usages but also to historically changing political

of

demands and moral

imperatives.

We may regard the people as simply a numerical aggregate
of individuals regarded for political

and administrative pur-

poses as discrete and socially separated, an aggregate given

form and meaning only by the nature of the State and
Or, alternatively,

from a culture,

we may regard the people

its

members

unions, churches, professions,

laws.

as indistinguishable

as inseparable

and

its

from the

families,

traditions that actually

com-

pose a culture.

The

between the two ways of considering the
decisive in any political theory of democracy. The 'will' of the people is one thing, substantively,
when it is conceived in purely political terms as arising from
people

is

difference

vast,

and

it is

a vast aggregate of socially separated, politically integrated
individuals. It

is

something very different when

in terms of the social unities
political, like all other,

and

it is

conceived

cultural traditions in

which

judgments are actually formed and

reinforced.

In the first view of the people, a conception of political
democracy must inevitably rest heavily upon the State and its
formal agencies of function and control. Units of administration
become, necessarily, atomistic individuals, conceived abstractly
and divorced from the cultural contexts. When the people are
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regarded in this way, the principal problem of democratic theory and administration becomes not the larger problem of

and authority in society but, rather,
means by which the human being is brought

distribution of function

the discovery of

ever closer to the people in their political wholeness and, in
practical terms, to the formal administrative structure of the
State.

By omitting reference

and
by focusing on the abthe people becomes adminis-

to the other authority- wielding

need-gratifying associations in society,

view of

stract political mass, this

tratively

committed

at the outset to a potentially totalitarian

view of the State.
But if we take the second view of the people, the State
emerges as but one of the associations of man's existence.
Equally important to a democratic theory founded on
perspective
ciety.

is

this

the whole plurality of other associations in so-

The intermediary

associations

and the spontaneous

social

groups which compose society, rather than atomized political

become the prime units of theoretical and practical
The major objective of political democracy becomes that of making harmonious and effective the varied
group allegiances which exist in society, not sterilizing them

particles,

consideration.

in the interest of a monistic political
Historically,

we

find

community.

both conceptions of the people in the

writings of democratic philosophers

and statesmen. But it
is more relevant

the second, the pluralist, conception that

is

to

the actual history of democracy, especially in the United States,

England, the Scandinavian countries, and Switzerland. And,
as I shall
this

emphasize in

this chapter, it is the reaffirmation of

conception that seems to

me

absolutely indispensable to

the success of liberal democracy at the present time.
It

would be

naive, however, to fail to see the powerful

is now exerted everywhere by the first, the uniview of the people and democracy. It is highly important
that we examine this unitary tradition of democracy, for the
difference between it and the pluralist tradition may well de-

influence that
tary,
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termine our effort to maintain liberal democracy under the
pressure of the powerful quest for community in the present
age.

Two
The

unitary view of democracy, like the ideology of the polit-

community with which it is so closely allied, arose in
France during the latter part of the eighteenth century. As a
ical

was constructed in light of prevailing rationalist conman and society, and as an attack upon the still
largely feudal social structure. It was based foremost upon the
premise that the authorities and responsibilities wielded historically by kings, nobles, and churchmen belonged by nature to
the people and should, as a matter of practical policy, be transferred to the people. But the French rationalists used the term
people in a way that was remarkably abstract and as divorced
from circumstance as some of their other terms.
The image of the people that governed the minds of men
like Rousseau and Condorcet and was to spread in revolutionary
fashion throughout the world in the nineteenth century was
an image derived not from history or experience but from the
same kind of conceptualization that had produced the fateful
theory

it

ceptions of

conception of the General Will. Just as the

'real* will

of the peo-

was distinguished by Rousseau and his disciples from the
attitudes and beliefs actually held at any given time by the
people, so, in this rationalist view, the people' had to be distinguished from the actual plurality of persons which experience revealed. If right government was to be made a reality by
the rationalists, the people' had to be separated from existing
institutions and beliefs and brought into the single association

ple

of the people's State.
Just as the rationalist

made

the realization of individuality

contingent upon the individual's release from his primary con-

he made the realization of the people's
dependent on the release of the whole people— abstractly
regarded—from traditional institutions and authorities. And
texts of association, so

will'
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just as the rationalist conceptually

social instincts
tion, so

and

he endowed the people

stability that

persistence

and

endowed

the individual with

and drives independent of any

would give

continuity.

it all

social organiza-

with a natural harmony

itself

the necessary requisites of

What we may

notice in the case of

the rationalist's construct of the people, as in his construct
of the individual,

is

the unconscious transfer of virtues, stabil-

and motivations from a

ities,

historical social organization to

an entity regarded as naturally independent of
change and social pressure.

all historical

Here, of course, the philosophy of Progress was marvelously comforting. For the very essence of the idea of secular
progress was

its

premise that history

tional in direction, leading always,

is

inherently organiza-

and without the need of

man's guiding hand, to ever higher conditions of civilization.
The consequences of institutional dislocation, of the ruthless
separating of the people from cherished values and memberships, could

correctives.

obstacles

be disregarded. History would supply its own
was only necessary to be certain that the

It

to

progress— classes,

solidarities, gilds,

and

religious

institutions,

family

so forth— were removed.

Inevitably the principal strategy of unitary democracy

came

to

be

fixed, like the strategies of

nationalism and military

socialism, in terms of the sterilization of old social loyalties,

the emancipation of the people from local and regional authorities, and the construction of a scene in which the individual
would be the sole unit, and the State the sole association, of

on large-scale bureaucracy: to
provide new agencies representative of the whole people for
the discharge of powers and responsibilities formerly resident
in classes, parishes, and families. Hence, the increasing administrative centralization of society: to reduce in number and
influence the intermediate social authorities. Hence the growsociety.

Hence, the

rising stress

number of
by the people as a whole and to diminish those shared only by fractions of the population. Hence,
ing stress upon standardization: to increase the
cultural qualities shared
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also,

the drive toward political collectivism: to bring into full

light that pre-existent

harmony which the

rationalists

never

doubted made a natural unity of the people.
State and individual were the two elements of the unitary
theory of democracy. The abstract individual was conceived
as the sole bearer of rights and responsibilities. The State, conceived in the image of people who lay incorruptible beneath
the superstructure of society, would be the area of fraternity
and secular rehabilitation. All that lay between these two elements—gilds, churches, professions, classes, unions of all kindswere suspect for their fettering influence upon the individual
and their divisive consequences to the people's State.
This, in its essentials, is the unitary tradition of democracy.
It is, despite its exalted motives, almost indistinguishable from
the ideology of the absolute political community. This is the
tradition that provides so much of the historic relation between
democracy and nationalism, between democracy and collectivism, between democracy and that whole tendency toward
cultural standardization which has periodically alienated some
of the most liberal of minds. This is the tradition that offers
so many of the catchwords and deceptive slogans of contemporary
This

is

Communism

in its typical

forms of the 'People's States/

the tradition that led Proudhon to define democracy,

bitterly, as the State
ville to see in

it,

magnified to the nth power, and Tocque-

for all his reluctant admiration for

democracy,

the seeds of despotism greater than anything before provided

by

history.

most impressive form, this tradition of unitary,
democracy was largely confined, in the nineteenth
century, to France and Germany, and to areas that came under
their political and cultural influence. The long tradition of
Roman law, with its unitary legal premises, the profound influence of the French Revolution, and the growing attraction
In

its

collectivist

of the centralized Napoleonic

Code provided

in these countries

a highly propitious set of circumstances for the
of the unitary* conception of democracy.
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development

From the Continent, however, the ideas of unitary democracy and centralized administration have spread widely during
the past half-century. Beginning in the last part of the nineteenth century these ideas took root in the United States and
England, fed by the soil of nationalism which, in the United
States,

had been enriched by the

Civil

War, and given

ing relevance by the social callousness of the

new

increas-

business

class. Given the mounting evils of the new industrialism, the
appearance of new structures of economic power beyond anything seen before, and the widening incidence of economic

insecurity, the techniques of administrative centralization

tempting indeed to
of redress

men of good will. As

and security inherent

were

against the possibilities

in voluntary association, in the

church, and in the local community, those of the State seemed
not merely greater but infinitely more swift in possible attainment. Increasingly, American liberalism became committed to
the State as the major area of social rehabilitation and to administrative centralization as the means. Imperceptibly the
historic

emphasis upon localism was succeeded by nationalism,

by monism, and decentralization by centralization.
Today, it is the widening appeal of the collectivist, unitary
ideal of democracy, set in conditions of social dislocation and
moral alienation, stimulated by the demands of mass warfare,
that makes the problem of power so ominous in the Western
pluralism

democracies.

Three

We may see in the administrative techniques

of unitary

democ-

racy certain justifications of a historical nature. Given a society
overpowered by inherited traditions, traditions manifestly inimical to both technical advancement and

a society that
class, or

is

kinship

and regional

human

rights; given

nearly stationary from the hold of ecclesiastical,
ties,

and overrich

to the point of chaos in local

diversity, the techniques of administrative uni-

formity and centralization can have a pragmatic value that is
unquestionable. Such, in considerable degree, was the Euro254

pean society of the eighteenth century. Such, in even larger
degree, is the society of, say, contemporary India.
Plainly, however, we are not, in the United States, living
in that kind of society. Ours is a society characterized increasingly, as we have seen, by the sterilization of group differences
—local, class, regional, and associative— which he outside the
administrative framework of the State. And ours is a State
characterized by ever-rising centralization of function and ausocial atomization and political
thority. Both characteristics
centralization— are the unmistakable attributes of the begin-

nings of mass society.
realities

And

because of these social and political

the requirements of liberal democracy are profoundly

from what they were a century or two ago.
The principal problems of liberal democracy today

different

arise

from what Philip Selznick has so aptly called the 'institutional
1
vulnerability' of our society. This is a vulnerability reflected
in the diminished moral appeal of those primary centers of
cultural allegiance within which the larger ends of liberal society take on binding meaning. It is reflected in the relative
ease with which totalitarian strategies penetrate the normal
cultural enclosures of institutional

life.

'The decay of parliaments,' G. D. H. Cole has written,

accompanied the democratization of electorates not because democracy is wrong, but because we have allowed the
growth of huge political organizations to be accompanied by
the atrophy of smaller ones, on which alone they can be securely
2
built.'
While we seek constantly to make democracy more
secure in the world by diplomatic agreements and national
security legislation, we do not often remind ourselves that the
most powerful resources of democracy he in the cultural allegiances of citizens, and that these allegiances are nourished

Tias

psychologically in the smaller, internal areas of family, local

community, and association.
These are the areas that contain the images of the larger
society, the areas within which human beings are able to define,
and render meaningful, democratic values. When the small
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areas of association

become

sterile psychologically, as

of loss of institutional significance,

we

from above, an

to ever-increasing dosages of indoctrination

indoctrination that often

We find ourselves

becomes

the result

find ourselves resorting

totalitarian in significance.

with a society that suffers increasingly from,
words of Lamennais, apoplexy at the cen-

to use the expressive
ter

and anemia

at the extremities.

To be

sure, liberals strive

earnestly to maintain the rights and equalities of individuals

before the rising structure of legislative and executive political

power. They appeal to the courts, but not even the American
judicial system can remain for very long untouched by the drive

toward

and

political uniformity

the rights of

man

centralization.

They appeal to
which few

but, except in a religious sense

no rights of man that
which human beings live.
is the liberal concentration of interest upon
rather than upon the associations in which

liberals take seriously, there are

do not

proceed from the society

In any

event,

it

dividual,

in

dividual exists, that serves, paradoxical as

it

may

the inthe in-

seem, to

intensify the processes that lead straight to increased govern-

mental power.
'More and more

is

it

clear/ wrote

J.

N. Figgis in 1911,

mere individual's freedom against an omnipotent State
may be no better than slavery; more and more is it evident
that the real question of freedom in our day is the freedom of
the smaller unions to live within the whole/ 3 The prophetic
quality of these words will not be lost upon even the most
insensitive observer of our period. It has surely become obvious
that the greatest single internal problem that liberal democracy
'that the

faces

is

the preservation of a culture rich in diversity, in clear

alternatives— and this

is

a cultural problem that cannot be

separated from the preservation of the social groups and associations within

which

all

culture

Individual versus State
it

as

is

nourished and developed.

as false

an antithesis today as

The State grows on what it gives to
does on what it takes from competing social

ever was.
it

is

the individual
relationships-

family, labor union, profession, local community,
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and church.

And
in

the individual cannot but find a kind of vicarious strength
is granted to the State. For is he not himself a part of

what

the State? Is he not a fraction of the sovereign?

And

is

he not

but adding to his political status as citizen what he subtracts
from his economic, religious, and cultural statuses in society?
He is; and in this fractional political majesty the individual
finds not only compensation for the frustrations and insecurities
to which he is heir in mass society but also the intoxicating
sense of collective freedom.

To

find the essence of

freedom

in the fact of the ultimate

political sovereignty of the people, in the existence of

electorates, in the individual's constitutionally

ticipation every

two or four years

mass

guaranteed par-

in the election of his public

tempting in the modern world. For it is supported
so alluring to the reformer and the disinherited
alike, that political power, however great and far-reaching it
may be, if it is but continuously and sensitively in touch with
mass wish and acquiescence, ceases to be power in the ordinary
servants,

is

by the premise,

becomes collective self-determination, collective freedom. Power becomes, in this view, marvelously neutralized
and immaterialized.

sense. It

'Our contemporaries/ Tocqueville observed a century ago,

by two conflicting passions: they want
be led and they wish to remain free. As they cannot destroy
either the one or the other of these contrary propensities, they
strive to satisfy them both at once. They devise a sole, tutelary,
and all-powerful form of government elected by the people.
They combine the principle of centralization and that of popular sovereignty; this gives them respite: they console themselves for being in tutelage by the reflection that they have
chosen their own guardians. Every man allows himself to be
in leading strings, because he sees that it is not a person or
class of persons, but the people at large who hold the end of

'are constantly excited

to

the chain.
of

.

.

T admit that by this means room is left for the intervention
individuals in the more important affairs: but it is not the
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less

suppressed in the smaller and more private ones.

not be forgotten that
in the

minor

it is

details of

It

especially dangerous to enslave

life.

For

my own

part, I should

must

men

be

in-

clined to think freedom less necessary in the great things than
in the

little

ones,

if it

were possible

without possessing the other/

to

be secure of the one

4

dangerous to enslave men in the minor
details of life. Could any insight be more relevant to the contemporary problem of power in Western society? Too often in
our intellectual defenses of freedom, in our sermons and manifestoes for democracy, we have fixed attention only on the more
obvious historical threats to popular freedom: kings, military
dictators, popes, and financial titans. We have tended to miss
the subtler but infinitely more potent threats bound up with
diminution of authorities and allegiances in the smaller areas
of association and with the centralization and standardization
of power that takes place in the name of, and on behalf of,
It is especially

the people.

Here, of course,

modern

it

is

always persuasive to argue that

increases in the administrative authority of the State

have been generally associated with the enhancement of mass
welfare. But this is no answer to the problem of power. As
Jefferson shrewdly pointed out, the State with the power to
do things for people has the power to do things to them. In
plain fact the latter

power

increases almost geometrically in

proportion to the former.

Nor is it an answer to the problem of power to argue that
power in the democracies is achieved in the name of

political

the people and through actions of representatives of the people.

For

we have

learned from European experience that

power
power and the degree

that

of the

of unity

which

it

holds over

The

human

not

at issue but the nature

primarily the source of

is

it is

and unconditionality

beings.

collective political

power

of the people has increased

enormously during the past century. So have available means
of political participation by the common man: the referendum,
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the direct primary, the recall, the continuous abolition of restrictions on voting, and other even more direct means of
participation. Yet, along with these increases in popular de-

must be observed that there has been a general
and associative differences, a nationalization of culture and taste, a collectivization of mind, and
a continuous increase in the real powers of government over
management, labor, education, religion, and social welfare.
Democracy, far from heightening human autonomy and culmocracy,

it

leveling of local, regional,

seems rather to have aided in the process of
mechanization that has weakened them. It must be repeated
again, however, that this is not the inevitable consequence of
tural freedom,

the democratic ideal of
It is

power vested

residually in the people.

the consequence of the systems of public adnnnistration

which we have grafted onto the democratic

ideal.

Four
In this development of unitary democracy, of bureaucratic
centralization, contemporary mass warfare has, of course, a
profoundly contributory significance. 'War is the health of the
State/ Randolph Bourne once declared. It is the health of the
State as it is the disease, or rather the starvation, of other areas

and authority. Everything we observed
book with respect to the community-making
properties of mass warfare in the contemporary world is deeply
relevant to the administrative problem of liberal democracy.
Even Tocqueville, with all his fear of centralization, was moved
to write: 1 do not deny that a centralized social power may
be able to execute great undertakings with facility in a given
time and on a particular point. This is especially true of war,
in which success depends much more on the means of transferring all the resources of a nation to one single point than
on the extent of those resources. Hence it is chiefly in war that
of social function
earlier in this

nations desire, and frequently need, to increase the powers of

the central government. All
of centralization,
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men

which increases

of military genius are fond
their strength;

and

all

men

of centralizing genius are fond of
to

combine

all their

war which compels nations

hands of the government.' 5
military imperative of governmental

powers

It is precisely this

in the

makes continued warfare, or preparation
deadly an effect on all other institutions in

centralization that
for war,
society.

have so
For it is

difficult to

perform the administrative meas-

ures necessary to political and military centralization without

drawing in drastic fashion from the functions, the authorities,
and the allegiances that normally fall to such institutions as
religion, profession, labor union, school, and local community.
Quite apart from direct administrative action, the sheer brilliance of the fires of war has the effect of making dim all of
the other lights of culture. The normal incentives of family,
occupation, education, and recreation— already so weakened

embedded

modern history— become
compared with the intoxicating incentives that arise from war and its now unlimited
psychological demands. Given the quickening effects of war
on social dislocation and cultural sterilization, it is not strange
as the result of processes

singularly unattractive

and

in

irrelevant

that the State should become, in time of war, the major refuge

men. Democracy cannot but become ever more unitary,
omnicompetent, centralized.
To the imperatives of modern war must be added two
other supports of the unitary, collectivist view of democracy.
These are two intellectual perspectives, idols of the mind, as
Francis Bacon might have called them. The first is the veneration, nurtured by countless centuries of discord, for unity. The
second is the seemingly ineradicable faith, derived from
ancient, medieval, and modern ideas of change, in historical
of

necessity.

With respect

to the

first, it is

hard

to avoid the fact that

unity has had, historically, a symbolic appeal greater than any

possessed by the values of plurality and diversity.
earliest

From

the

Greek metaphysicians down to the present, the greatest
been that of converting plu-

single objective of philosophy has

rality into unity, 'chaos* into intellectual order.
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Mind

itself

has

been interpreted
so

many

in terms that suggest monistic sovereignty

philosophers.

The deep

experience, the craving of
of order,

and the age-old

all

by

religious appeal of unity in

human

beings for an inner sense

rationalist desire to

transmute the

flux and diversity of experience into symmetrical schemes of
meaning have all, in one way or another, contributed to the
modern veneration for unity and uniformity in society.
The worship of unity offers no problems so long as it is

confined to areas of aesthetics, religion, and metaphysics. But

when

transferred,

under the

stress of social dislocations, to the

it frequently becomes sinister. For then it tends
become absorbed, as an ideal, by existent structures of administrative power. The philosophical quest for unity and cer-

area of politics,

to

tainty becomes, as

it

were, a kind of apologetics for political

standardization and centralization. It

is assumed that the spirwhich every human being inwardly prizes can be
achieved only by an environment made ever more uniform
institutionally. In the present age, certainly, he who cries Unity
will inevitably have more listeners than he who cries, so irrelevantly it must seem, Plurality and Diversity.

itual unity

The second intellectual perspective reinforcing the unitary
view of democracy is that of historical necessity. The tendency
of the

human mind

and events

to convert the empirical order of

changes

in history into a logical, necessary order gives strong

support to the view that centralization and political collectivism
are

somehow

in the

ordained direction of the future even as

they have been the apparent logical development of the past.

The

and moral offense the modern
is that of seeming to think
or act outside what is commonly held to be the linear progress
of civilization. It is not the deviation from opinions of others
that is censured. Nor is it deviation from established morality,
greatest intellectual

intellectual

can be found guilty of

religious or secular.

Among modern

sin is that of failing to

to use Lenin's expressive phrase. This
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intellectuals the cardinal

remain on the locomotive of history,
is

the most damnable of

all

modern rational mentality. Ordinary heresies,
and moral obliquities may be excused, but not the
being willfully outside the presumed course of his-

offenses in the

defections,

offense of

torical realization. In practical terms,

habit of

mind

we

are dealing with a

upon certain aspects of
omnicompetence and administra-

that seizes selectively

the present age,

e.g. political

tive centralization,

and

invests these not just with the ordinary

attributes of goodness or Tightness, but with that far greater

virtue of necessity.

We tend thus to subordinate our planning to an imaginary
course of evolution in society. In the perspective of Progress
the data of the past are necessarily ruled out of practical consideration for present planning purposes simply because, within
this perspective, the past

can only be likened to the infancy

or youth of an organism that

is

now

in maturity

toward endless

intensification of maturity. History

as a continuous

movement, a

is

conceived

flow, a unified process, a develop-

ment, with a beginning, a middle, and a
This process

and looking
is

logical, ethical end.

regarded as inherently selective, always pushing

good to the chronological front. The evil in an age is
held to be no more than persistences or outcroppings of the
past. Social philosophy and social planning that do not accept

what

is

the 'necessity' of

modern changes are consequently damned

as

Utopian or nostalgic.

The supremacy

of Marxism in the modern history of
comes in large part from the tactical success Marx
and Engels had in investing the ethical ideal of socialism with
historical necessity. Other socialists had held up their ideal as
something to be described in detail, planned for, and worked
for. When Marx scorned such efforts as being Utopian and unhistorical and insisted that the future must develop inexorably
out of the present, he not only prevented any further consideration of what he contemptuously called Ititchen recipes' but

socialism

also placed the ideal of socialism firmly in the context of existent trends
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toward national collectivism and administrative

centralization.

must develop

For Marx, socialism was a stage of society that

dialectically out of the significant present. Plural-

Marx were
mere survivals of medievalism. What was real in the present
was industrialism, collectivism, and administrative centralism, localism, voluntary association— all of these to

ization.

What

been true of a great
and economic philosophy. As Martin
Buber 6 has recently reminded us, the intellectual's dread of
utopianism and his pious desire to be historically 'realistic have
led him generally to an all too willing subordination of moral
categories to the presumed 'direction' of history.
The modern facts of political mechanism, centralization,
and collectivism are seen in the perspective of inevitable development in modern history. They seem to be the very direcdeal of

is

true of Marxian socialism has

modern

tion of history

political

itself.

Present differences of political opinion

hence usually resolve themselves into differences about who
shall guide this developing reality and how little or how much
should be administered it in the way of fuel. Any sharp alternative has the disadvantage of running up against the widely
flung facts of uniformity

and

centralization,

disadvantage of seeming to be
of the past

which give

The imperatives
formity,

and the

it

filiated

and the additional

with historical conditions

a manifestly 'unprogressive' character.

of war, the veneration of unity

faith in historical necessity,

with

its

and unicorollary

most
powerful supports for the unitary perspective of democracy at
the present time. Given these, together with the constant dimiof irreversible historical processes— these, then, are the

nution in the significance of the nonpolitical areas of kinship,

and other forms of association, the task of centraland omnicompetence is not too difficult even in the
presence of liberal values. Given these conditions and perspectives, the transition from liberal democracy to totalitarianism
will not seem too arduous or unpleasant. It will indeed be
scarcely noticed, save by the Utopians,' the 'reactionaries,' and
religion,

ization

similar eccentrics.
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Five
Admittedly, there
culture, like

And

there

is a degree of unity without which any
any musical composition, would become chaotic.

is

indeed a degree of centralization of authority

apart from which no structure— political government, church,

much

or labor union— could operate. So
society in

which we now

is

true. Yet, given the

live, it is difficult

not to conclude that

the requirements of liberal democracy are very different from
those which seemed so necessary to

men

good

of

will a century

ago.

The problem

of

freedom and authority can no longer be

given even the semblance of solution by appeals to the talisman
of popular sovereignty. For, despite the unquestioned moral

lightness of the proposition that all legitimate political

must flow from the people, we are
all

living in

power

an age in which

forms of government, totalitarianism as well as liberal de-

mocracy, seek to root their authority in the
acquiescence.

The

soil of

popular

greatest discovery in nineteenth-century

we have seen, was the principle that the real power
State may actually be enhanced, not diminished, by widen-

politics, as

of a

ing

its

base to include the whole of a population. The exploita-

power reaches its highest
where no effort is spared to

tion of this revolutionary principle of

development

in the total State

drive the functions and symbols of political authority as deeply
as possible into the

minds and

making State power a part
of the

of

human

personality, a projection

self.

Popular sovereignty, then,
principle

racy

wills of all the people, thus

is

it

is

must remain our point

not enough. As a moral

of departure, but

to remain liberal democracy,

if

it

is

transmuted into the State of the masses, with
verted into a monolith,

we must

The

democ-

its

power con-

face the crucial problems of

the relation of political authority to
authority in society.

if

not to become

all

the other forms of

reinforcement of these

and

their con-

stitutional relationship to the political authority of the State
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become, in the present century, the major problem of democBecause of our single-minded concentration upon the
individual as the sole unit of society and upon the State as the
sole source of legitimate power, we have tended to overlook
the fact that freedom thrives in cultural diversity, in local and
regional differentiation, in associative pluralism, and, above all,
racy.

7

in the diversification of power.

Basically, all of these are reducible, I believe, to the single

massive problem of the relation of political government to the
plurality of cultural associations which form the intermediate
authorities of society.

These are many:

religious,

economic,

and so forth. Each
of them is a structure, often large, of authorities and functions.
Each of them is an organization of human purposes and allegiances related to some distinctive institutional end. Each of
them is, apart from the checks provided by the existence of
other and competing forms of association, potentially omnicompetent in its relation to its members. And whether it is the
economic corporation, the huge labor union, or the profession,
each offers, in its own way, innumerable problems of freedom
and control in society. There is no unalterable guarantee of
freedom in any one of them.
professional, local, recreational, academic,

Nevertheless,

it

is

the continued existence of this array

of intermediate powers in society, of this plurality of 'private
sovereignties/ that constitutes, above anything else, the greatest
single barrier to the conversion of

form

to

its

totalitarian form. It

is

democracy from

its

liberal

the fact of diversity of appeal

this social constitution. Apart from its setting
framework, any one of these large-scale intermediate authorities is capable of expanding its own control over

that

is

foremost in

in a competitive

members

to a point that exceeds the requirements of

freedom.

But the most notable characteristic of this whole array of social
authorities in European history has been the ceaseless competition for human allegiance that goes on among them.
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Six

Western society recurrent
and twelfth
centuries arose the gilds, the communes, the universities, and
all the other fellowships of interest and belief which, taken
together, provided so much of man's protection from the vicissitudes of fortune and the despotism of kings, popes, and feudal
lords. The rise of the sovereign national State, as we have seen,
weakened or destroyed many of these. Doctrines of political
monism and legal individualism became dominant. But these
notwithstanding, we are struck by a renewed efflorescence of
social and cultural associations in Western society in the sevenHistorically, there are to

be seen

in

waves of intermediate association. 8 In the eleventh

teenth century, particularly in England— new organized pro-

and scientific associations. These
have proved among the most powerful supports of cultural
diversity and freedom in modern Western Europe. They were
weakened in France by the Revolution, as were almost all forms
of autonomous association, but in England they proved resistant to administrative centralization and Utilitarian individualism alike.

fessions, learned societies,

In the nineteenth century

we

see another great

wave

of

Western world. Trade
unions, benevolent societies, co-operatives, and mutual aid associations of all kinds arose spontaneously, in Europe and the
United States, to meet the problems of individual security and
freedom that had been created by the spread of national centralization and by the burgeoning factory system. In these
associations, lying intermediate to man and the State, to the
worker and market society, lay the promise of both security
and freedom— security within the solidarity of associations
founded in response to genuine needs; freedom arising from
the very diversity of association and from the relative autonomy
these associations had with respect to central systems of law
and administration. These were the associations that Tocqueville saw, during his visit to the United States, as the real proassociation rolling over large areas of the

tections of personal liberty, the actual supports of parliamentary
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or representative government, and the major barriers to the
peculiar and oppressive despotism he found latent in the

democratic State.
liberalism unfortunately has tended on the whole
from
the
cherished individual of the nineteenth century
to step
to the myth of the all-benign State in the twentieth. While it

Modern

has seldom been intolerant of intermediate associations,

made

little effort

to formulate a theory of liberal

it

has

democracy

makes them indispensable to free, repmodern democratic thought
has settled single-mindedly upon the same elements that are
crucial to the political community: the abstract individual and
that includes them, that

resentative government. In general,

the State.

any careful historical examination reveals the roots
democracy has had in practice in social groups and
cultural communities. Man does not live merely as one of a
Yet,

political

vast aggregate of arithmetically equal, socially undifferentiated,
individuals. He does not live his life merely in terms of the
procedures and techniques of the administrative State—not, at
least, in a free society. As a concrete person he is inseparable
from the plurality of social allegiances and memberships which

and from the diversities of
and habit which form a culture.
Most of the tendencies in contemporary society toward
the erosion of cultural differences and the standardization of
cultural tastes, beliefs, and activities, which are so often
charged, mistakenly, against technology and science, are the
product, actually, of a centralization of authority and function
and a desiccation of local and cultural associations.
The great cultural ages of the past were, almost invariably,
characterize his social organization
belief

ages of social diversity, of small, independent communities and
towns, of distinct regions, of small associations which jealously

guarded their unique identities and roles. In the competition
and rivalry of these, as Bertrand Russell has pointed out, 9 lay
the conditions of cultural energy and diversity which gave imperishable works to the world. Culturally, there is little to hope
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from a world based increasingly upon mass relationships
and upon the sterilization of intermediate associations.
Nor is there much to hope for in the way of freedom.
'Who says liberty, says association/ declared Lamennais in the
early nineteenth century, and he was echoed a generation later
by Proudhon: 'Multiply your associations and be free/
Only through its intermediate relationships and authorities
has any State ever achieved the balance between organization
and personal freedom that is the condition of a creative and
enduring culture. These relationships begin with the family and
with the small informal social groups which spring up around
common interests and cultural needs. Their number extends to

for

the larger associations of society, to the churches, business associations, labor unions, universities,

and

professions.

They

are

the real sources of liberal democracy.

The weakening

of these groups reflects not only growing

but increasing State power. To feel alonenot breed a desire for association in Leviathan? The

spiritual isolation

does this

individual

from

who

has been by one force or another wrenched

social belonging

is

thrown back upon himself; he becomes

the willing prey of those

atom

who would manipulate him

as the

and economic realms. Given nothing but his own resources to stand on, what can be his defenses
against the powerful propaganda of those who control the
principal means of communication in society? The recent history of Western Europe should remind us that a sense of the
past, even more than a hope of the future, is the basis of the will
to resist; and a sense of the past presupposes cultural continuities within associations which have deep moral appeal.
Only in their social interdependences are men given to
resist the tyranny that always threatens to arise out of any
citizen in the political

government, democratic or other. Where the individual
stands alone in the face of the State he is helpless. 'Despotism/
wrote Tocqueville, 'is never more secure of continuance than
political

when

it

can keep

monly exerted
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men

asunder; and

for that purpose/

The

all its

is

com-

freedom

arises

influence

desire for

only out of men's reverence for exterior and competing values.
Genuine freedom is not based upon the negative psychology
of release. Its roots are in positive acts of dedication to ends

Freedom presupposes the autonomous existence of
to be free to follow and live up to. Such
values are social in the precise sense that they arise out of, and
are nurtured by, the voluntary associations which men form.

and

values.

values that

men wish

Seven
But neither social values nor autonomous social relationships
can thrive apart from their possession of meaningful functions
and authorities. We end this chapter on the theme with which
it began: the centrality of the problem of power, its distribution
in society, and its control. Man may be a social animal, but he
does not devote himself in any serious way to groups and asso-

no longer clearly related to the larger structure
and authority in society.
What has been so apparent in the modern history of the
family will be no less apparent in the future histories of profession, university, labor union, and all other forms of association
in our culture. Deprive these entities of their distinctive functions through increasing nationalization of service and welfare,
divest them of the authorities over their members through increasing centralization of political power in society, and these
associations, like the extended family, the church, and the local
community, must shrink immeasurably in their potential conciations that are

of function

tributions to culture.

Modern
size, as

emphafrom power

philosophies of freedom have tended to

we have

seen, either the individual's release

kind— generally, through an appeal to natural rights
individual's participation in some single structure
of authority like the General Will, which replaces all other
of every

—or the

structures.

But from the point of view of the real, the historical roots
freedom has rested neither upon release
nor upon collectivization but upon the diversification and the
of liberal democracy,
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power in society. In the division of authority
and the multiplication of its sources lie the most enduring conditions of freedom. 'The only safeguard against power/ warned
Montesquieu, 'is rival power.' He was echoed by Lord Acton
more than a century later, who declared that 'Liberty depends
upon the division of power/
Freedom, it has been well said, lies in the interstices of

decentralization of

authority. This

is

indeed,

I

believe, the real reconciliation of the

and the demands of freedom. Authority, any
society, any association, must have. It is simply the structure
of the association. But the sole possibility of personal freedom
and cultural autonomy lies in the maintenance of a plurality
of authorities in any society. Each of these may be tight enough
as an individual system to provide a context of security for its
members. So long as there are other and competing authorities,
so long as man has even the theoretical possibility of removing
himself from any that for him has grown oppressive and of
placing himself within the framework of some other associative
authority, it cannot be said that his freedom has suffered.

demands

of order

It is in

these terms, I think, that the role of political

government becomes clear

in the democracies.

Not

to sterilize

the normal authorities of associations, as does the total State

through a pre-emption of function, a deprivation of authority,
and a monopolization of allegiance, but to reinforce these as-

means whereby the
normal competition of group differences is held within bounds
and an environment of law within which no single authority, religious or economic, shall attain a repressive and monopolistic
influence— this is the role of government in a democracy.
In what Frank Tannenbaum has well termed 'the balance
of institutional power' he the possibilities for a harmonization
of personal freedom and associative authority. 'The road to
sociations, to provide, administratively, a

peace/ Mr. Tannenbaum writes, 'is the balance of the
and a wise statesman would strengthen those
institutions that seemed to be losing ground, even if he were
not addicted to them; for the only way to peace in this world

social

social institutions,
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human nature is to keep all human institutions strong,
but none too strong; relatively weak, but not so weak as to
despair of their survival. It is only thus that peaceful irritation
and strife, so essential to social and individual sanity, can be
of fallible

maintained' 10
How can the power of the State or that of any large-scale
association be limited

now many

there do not exist authorities that are

if

always in competition?

No

one can doubt that there are by
which must come under the ex-

areas of function

clusive jurisdiction of the State.
in

modern

society,

longer can one doubt that,

mundane power over human beings will
And it has become obvious that a polit-

lie in

the State

ically

planned society

essential.

No

itself.

is,

in

one degree or another, absolutely

These points are not in question.

What

is

crucially important

is

not the residual location of

power in society. Rather it is the formal administration of that
power and the relation between formal public administration
of political power and the administrations of the various other
forms of power in society— religious, economic, educational,
and the like. The philosophy of administrative centralization
had its origin at a time when the extrication of the State's power
from other powers in society— mostly feudal in nature—was a
matter of burning importance. But this problem now belongs
in the dustbin of history. There is no other institution that can
seriously challenge the sovereignty of the State in the contem-

porary world.
Unfortunately, our philosophy of administration has not,

on the whole, kept pace with the history of sovereignty. We
have at the present time only the beginnings of a theory of
administration to do justice to the psychological complexities
of personality and culture which contemporary social science
has discovered. Modern public administration has been too
generally dominated by the nineteenth-century rationalist's
conception of society as a vast aggregate of unconnected
political particles.
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It is

easy— too easy— to plan

for abstract aggregates of

individuals, regarded for planning purposes as so

many

arith-

metically equal units composed of identical drives and needs.

more difficult to plan for, to legislate for, persons who
not in simple economic or political perspectives but in

It is far

live

complex associative and normative systems that are the product
of tradition and custom. But planning blind to the autonomous
groups and traditional values of a society is a planning likely
to be effectuated by an administration that seeks to obliterate,
for purposes of rational simplicity, these groups and values.
A distinction has grown up in the literature of applied
anthropology relevant to the needs of public administration in
contemporary democracies. It is the distinction between direct

and indirect rule. In indirect administration every effort is made
by colonial administrators to work with and through traditional
relationships and lines of authority in native cultures. In direct
administration, on the other hand, such relationships and authorities are disregarded, supplanted by new and more 'rational'
administrative relationships and powers. Not a few of the tragedies connected with Western administration of native cultures
in so many areas of the world have come from the well-meaning
steeped in the intellectual resources
of Western political rationalism, to minister directly to the
efforts of administrators,

supposed

life

needs of natives.

Similar tragedies of 'direct' administration

fill

the social

Western nations themselves. Under the spur of
unitary democracy and through rationalist techniques of administrative centralization, planners and reformers have systematically disregarded local and regional cultures and the

histories of

and values of ethnic minorities,
and have planned instead from abstract values and assumed
'needs/ and through channels created by fiat.
It has been one of the deficiencies of much public administration in Western democracies that little distinction has been
made between the demands of sovereignty and the possibilities
traditional social relationships

of governmental administration. Sovereignty,
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we may

agree

with every major political philosopher since Bodin, is unitary,
absolute, and imprescriptible. This is as true in democracy as
in any other type of government. No other conception of State
authority has been feasible since the breakup of the medieval

power the contemporary State is, and must be,
Not all the semantic analyses of misguided pluralists
or the adjurations of moralists will change this fact.
But the centrality of sovereignty does not lead logically
synthesis. In

sui generis.

to the centralization of administration in public affairs.

the theory and practice of

time

when

sovereignty

Because

modern administration arose at a
was struggling for supremacy
of feudal power, it was perhaps in-

itself

against inherited structures

evitable that early conceptions of governmental administration

should have been based upon the example of military government. But the residual power of the State is today no longer
seriously questioned.

was the

The

political relationship

relationship of the

Church

Decentralization of administration
nically;

it is

David

is

is

as central as

in the thirteenth century.

not merely feasible tech-

a prime necessity of free culture.
Lilienthal

is

an eloquent public servant

who

has

discovered from practical experience that administrative decentralization
cies

if

is

absolutely indispensable to

modern democra-

they are not to become victims of the creeping

totalitar-

ianism inherent in administrative monopoly and centralization.

The Tennessee Valley Authority
tion of the basic compatibility

is itself

a magnificent illustra-

between democratic government

and administrative decentralization. With all allowance for its
errors and for the impatience of certain disciples of centraliza-

TVA demonstrates that central planning is not inconsistent
with local and associative autonomies. We readily admit that
planning in terms of aggregates of abstract individuals, contion,

ceived in the image of Economic Man, is much easier than
planning in terms of existent families, professional associations,
labor unions, churches, and regions. But such planning
surest

avenue to an eventual

of these unities.
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And from

sterilization of the

is

the

moral appeal

the decline of these and similar

associations can

come only the

cultural atomization that leads

Power.
Planning that dispenses with the autonomous, traditional
values of a population can be effectuated only by a system of
to irresistible

administration that
values.

For these

is

eventually forced to liquidate these

will then constitute forces of distraction,

even

of subversion, to the abstract ends of planning.

The assumption

power must carry with it
was tenable only in a day when the
range of governmental activities was limited. It is no longer
tenable. As government, in its expanding range of functions,
comes ever closer to the primary spheres of man's existence,
the need is intensified for a theory of public administration
alive to the fact that the necessary roots of democracy are in
the decisions and responsibilities of the people diversified in
regions, communities, and associations.
'Centralization in administration,' David Lilienthal has
written, 'promotes remote and absentee control, and thereby
that centralized

centralized administration

increasingly denies to the individual the opportunity to
decisions

and

to

cany those

responsibilities

make

by which human

is nourished and developed. I find it impossible to
comprehend how democracy can be a living reality if people
are remote from their government and in their daily lives are
not made a part of it, or if the control and direction of
making a living— in industry, farming, the distribution of goods
—is far removed from the stream of life and from the local
community. "Centralization" is no mere technical matter of
"management," of "bigness versus smallness." We are dealing
here with those deep urgencies of the human spirit which are
embodied in the faith we call "democracy." xl

personality

Eight

We

cannot be reminded too often that the

centralization

upon

stifling effects of

society are as evident in large-scale pri-

vate industry as they are in political government. Big govern-

ment and big business have developed together
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in

Western

and each has depended on the other. To these two has
been added more recently a third force in society—big labor.
society,

In

all

three spheres, and, for that matter in our universities,

charities,

and various other

activities, there is a

strong tendency

power inand eighteenth centuries.
But there is a point beyond which centralized administration cannot go if the meaning and urgency of the ends of any
association are to be kept alive in the minds of the individuals

to organize administration in terms of the ideas of

herited from the seventeenth

who comprise
written:

In

the association. Bertrand Russell has recently

a highly organized world, personal initiative con-

nected with a group must be confined to a few unless the group
is

you are a member of a small committee you may

small. If

reasonably hope to influence

its

decisions. In national politics,

where you are one of some twenty million voters, your influence
is infinitesimal unless you are exceptional or occupy an exceptional position.

You have,

it is

true, a twenty-millionth share

government of others, but only a twenty-millionth share
in the government of yourself. You are therefore much more
conscious of being governed than of governing. The government becomes in your thoughts a remote and largely malevolent

in the

"they," not a set of

men whom

who

you, in concert with others

share your opinions, have chosen to carry out your wishes. Your
individual feeling about politics, in these circumstances,
that intended to be brought about

more nearly what
It will

it

would be under a

be recognized

at

dictatorship.'

is

far

more

not

12

once that planning and adminis-

tration in terms of decentralization, localism,

autonomy

is

by democracy, but much

difficult

and

associative

than administration carried on

under the myth of territorial masses of discrete individual
atoms. Not only does it go against the tendency of the whole
history of modern economic, educational, and political administration, but, on its own terms, it raises problems of organization that are immense. It is obvious/ Karl Mannheim wrote,
'that the

on

modern nature

of social techniques puts a

centralization, but this
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is

only true

if

premium

our sole criterion

is

to

be technical efficiency. If, for various reasons, chiefly those
concerned with the maintenance of personality, we deliberately
wish to decentralize certain activities within certain limits, we
can do so/ 13
What Lewis Mumford has written in The Culture of Cities
is eloquent and irrefutable. 'We need, in every part of the city,
units in which intelligent and co-operative behavior can take
the place of mass regulations, mass decisions, mass actions,
imposed by ever remoter leaders and administrators. Small
groups: small classes: small communities: institutions framed
to the

human

scale, are essential to

ern society. Very stupidly

we have

large units limit opportunity

all

purposive behavior in mod-

overlooked the

along the

line:

way in which

not merely by

physical friction of space, or the burden of a vast mechanical

and administrative overhead, but
tunities for people

also by diminishing opporwith special capacities. Thus Sir Raymond

Unwin has pointed

out that twenty communities with a pop-

would not merely be more
adequately governed, probably, than one city that contained
a million: it would, for example, give an opportunity for twenty
ulation of fifty thousand people

mayors or

city

managers, against one in the big center. This

rule holds true in every other part of society.

impossible in the

way of direction and
we fail to demand

a few people, and

who

We

demand

the

specialized service from

the possible from those

are better equipped to handle adequately a smaller job.

With our overgrown institutions, overgrown colleges, overgrown corporations, overgrown cities, is it any wonder that
we easily become the victims of propaganda machines, rouand dictators? 14
The passage from Mr. Mumford's book makes it plain that
the necessity of decentralization is by no means confined to the
structure of the political State, great as the need there may be.
tineers,

Decentralization

is

just as necessary in the operation of the

other great associations of

modern society— the

industrial cor-

poration, the labor union, the large church, the profession,

the great university.
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More than a

little

and

of the diminution in the

psychological and cultural influence of these associations in
recent times results from their failure to remain responsive to
the small areas of association within them. This is the conse-

quence of the same kind of centralization and collectivization

we

see in politics.

The

fault lies in the

common

failure to unite

the broad purposes of the larger associations with the small,

informal relationships composing them.

The labor union, the legal or medical association, or the
church will become as centralized and as remote as the national State itself unless these great organizations are rooted

in the smaller relationships

which give meaning

To conceive

the large associations.

to the ends of

of a great labor union, in-

church as an association of individual
but to intensify the processes of atomization which
such associations can and should counteract. No large association will remain an object of personal allegiance, no matter
dustrial enterprise, or

members

how

is

crucial

goals

its

may

be, unless

to the existence of the informal

it is

constantly sensitive

but potent relationships of

composed. It has surely become evident by
this time that the most successful and allegiance-evoking business enterprises and cultural associations in modern life are

which

it is

really

those that regard themselves as associations of groups, not of

raw

individuals.

To

recognize the existence of informal social

keep central purposes constantly alive in these
small groups, and to work toward the increased spontaneity and
autonomy of these groups is, I believe, the cardinal responsi-

relationships, to

bility of the great private association.

Only thus

will the large formal associations

remain impor-

and freedom in democracy. Only thus
will they succeed in arresting and banishing the augmenting
processes of insecurity and moral isolation which now paralyze
individual wills and strike at the roots of stable culture.
There is a vast difference between the type of planning—
whether in the large State, industry, or the school— that seeks
to enmesh the individual in a custodial network of detailed
rules for his security and society's stability, and the type of
tant agencies of order
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planning that

is concerned with the creation of a political and
economic context within which the spontaneous associations
of men are the primary sources of freedom and order. The

type of planning

compatible with competition, diverconflicts that are necessary to
cultural creativity. The former type is not.

latter

sity, rivalry,

is

and the normative

Nine
I cannot help thinking that what we need above all else in this
age is a new philosophy of laissez faire. The old laissez faire
failed because it was based on erroneous premises regarding

human

behavior. As a theory

it

failed

because

it

mistook for

ineradicable characteristics of individuals qualities that were

from

in fact inseparable

because

its

social groups.

As a policy

it

failed

atomistic propositions were inevitably unavailing

against the reality of enlarging masses of insecure individuals.

Far from proving a check upon the growth of the omnicompetent State, the old laissez faire actually accelerated this growth.
Its indifference to
left

every form of community and association

the State as the sole area of reform and security.

We

need a laissez faire that will hold fast to the ends of
autonomy and freedom of choice; one that will begin not
with the imaginary, abstract individual but with the personalities of

human

beings as they are actually given to us in

'What we actually see in the world is not on the
State, and on the other, a mass of unrelated individuals; but a vast complex of gathered unions, in which alone
association.

one hand the

we

find individuals,

professions,

To

and

families,

so forth/

clubs,

trade unions, colleges,

15

create the conditions within

which autonomous

indi-

viduals could prosper, could be emancipated from the binding

and community, was the objective of the
older laissez faire. To create conditions within which autonomous groups may prosper must be, I believe, the prime
ties of kinship, class,

objective of the
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new

laissez faire.

I

use the word create advisedly.

We

should not suppose

that the laissez-faire individualism of the middle nineteenth

century was the simple heritage of nature, the mere untrammeled emergence of drives and motivations with which man
is naturally endowed. Laissez faire, as the economic historian,
Polanyi, among others, has emphasized, was brought into ex16
It was brought into existence by the planned destrucistence.
tion of old customs, associations, villages, and other securities;
by the force of the State throwing the weight of its fast-developing administrative system in favor of new economic elements
of the population. And it was brought into existence, hardly
less, by reigning systems of economic, political, and psychological thought, systems which neglected altogether the social
and cultural unities and settled single-mindedly on the abstract
individual as the proper unit of speculation and planning. What
we need at the present time is the knowledge and administrative skill to create a laissez faire in which the basic unit will be
the social group.

The liberal values of autonomy and freedom of personal
choice are indispensable to a genuinely free society, but we
shall achieve and maintain these only by vesting them in the
conditions in which liberal democracy will thrive— diversity of
culture, plurality of association,
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and division of

authority.

[ ONCLUSION
At the present time we are suspended, so to speak, between
two worlds of allegiance and association. On the one hand,
and partly behind us, is the historic world in which loyalties
to family, church, profession, local community, and interest
association exert, however ineffectively, persuasion and guidance.

On

the other

absolute political

is

the world of values identical with the

community— the community

in

which

all

symbolism, allegiance, responsibility, and sense of purpose

have become indistinguishable from the operation of centralized political power. In the Western democracies we have
moved partly into the second, but not wholly out of the first.
In this suspended position he both our danger and our hope
—our hope because we have not yet become separated wholly,
as have many European populations, from the social sources
of freedom, and because our wills have not yet become anes280

thetized into moral passivity; our danger because manifestly
these sources have become weakened and the spell of the

community has become ever more intense.
are dealing with a problem that demands a new

political

We

classification of States,

tions of order

one that

and freedom

is

relevant to the actual condi-

in the

contemporary world. Tra-

ditional labels— democratic, republican, capitalist, socialist, et

cetera— have by

now become

nearly as archaic as older

monarchy and aristocracy.
Of what value now are differentiations

classifi-

cations of

in frequency of elections, in

torates,

politics?

Government

of,

by,

and

in extent of elec-

mass participation in

for the people, for all its

an abstract proposition, becomes nearly irrelevant
in a world where all despotisms rest upon foundations of mass
acquiescence and where all the arts of political propaganda are
employed to sink the roots of government deeply in popular
consciousness and participation.
Equally illusory and irrelevant is socialism. When Sir
William Harcourt declared, at the end of the nineteenth century, 'We are all Socialists now/ his words had a prophetic
quality that he did not quite intend. For most of the cherished
goals of nineteenth-century socialism have become accepted
procedures of democratic and totalitarian governments alike.
We must conclude that all States in the future will be able
to demonstrate, and will have to demonstrate, attributes of
socialism. But, by themselves, these will promise nothing in
verity as

the

way of
What

in the

freedom.
are the terms

by which

contemporary world

ask the question

vocabulary in

is

free

may be

and unfree

societies

distinguished? Merely to

to reveal the poverty of present political

this respect.

We

are

still

operating with words

and phrases drawn from a day when the lexicon of freedom
bore meaningful relation to the

and

rise of

to the emancipation of individuals

structures. In plain fact

we have no

the people in politics

from inherited

set of evocative

social

terms at

the present time that correspond to our realities in the same
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way

the words people,' 'individual/ and 'change' corresponded

to the realities

and aspirations of the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries.

There

the kind of State that seeks always to extend

is

administrative powers and functions into

all

its

realms of society,

always seeking a higher degree of centralization in the conduct
of its operations, always tending toward a wider measure of
politicization of social, economic, and cultural life. It does not

do

this in the

name

of

power but

of

freedom— freedom from

want, insecurity, and minority tyranny.

It

parades the symbols

and devotion to the common man. It strives unceasingly to make its ends and purposes
acceptable— through radio, newspaper, and document— to even
of progress, people, justice, welfare,

the lowliest of citizens. It builds
identity of State

up a sense

of the absolute

and society— nothing outside the

State, every-

thing in the State.
Increasingly, in this type of State, the basic needs for

education, recreation, welfare, economic production, distribution,

and consumption,

health, spiritual

other services of society are

made

and physical, and

all

aspects of the administrative

comes
be accepted by almost everyone— by businessmen in search
of guaranteed production and profit, by educators in need of
funds, by labor in the interests of guaranteed jobs and living
wages, and by liberal reformers in the interests of housing
programs or other projects. Autonomous areas of economy,
structure of political government. This process of transfer
to

education, and other spheres of culture shrink constantly. Invasions of minority rights are defended, as are invasions of social

authority and responsibility, and limitations
ciation in the

ness for

name

upon

right of asso-

of the people, of social justice, of prepared-

war against poverty, ignorance,

disease,

and external

national enemies.

Such a State may well call itself democratic and humanicontemporary totalitarian States so refer to themselves. Such a State may found itself upon the highest principle
of virtue, even as did the Republic of Plato. There can be such
tarian. All
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a thing as democratic totalitarianism even as there can be, as

we have

learned in disillusion, socialist totalitarianism.

The

design of totalitarianism, as Dostoevsky's Grand Inquisitor has

taught us, can be infinitely varied and in human hands can
proceed from the formal veneration of God as easily as from
the hatred of God. The impersonal despotism of virtue, as

someone has said,
But there is

is

not the

less

despotic because

also the kind of State that seeks,

sacrificing its legitimate sovereignty

grounded

in the lives of its people. It is a State that
ical

knows

virtuous.

without

in the will of

the people, to maintain a pluralism of functions

be

it is

and

loyalties

that the polit-

absorption of the institutional functions of an association,

it

family, local

community, or trade union, must soon be

followed by the loss or weakening of psychological devotions
to that association. It

decentralize

its

own

is

a State that seeks to diversify and

administrative operations and to relate

these as closely as possible to the forms of spontaneous asso-

which are the outgrowth of human needs and desires
and which have relevance to the economic, educational, and
ciation

religious

ends of a culture.

formity. It does not

make

personal adjustment, but

dom and

cultural

It

it

seeks cultural diversity, not uni-

a fetish of either social order or

recognizes that the claims of free-

autonomy

will never

have recognition

until

the great majority of individuals in society have a sense of
cultural

membership

lationships

in

of kinship,

the significant and meaningful rereligion,

occupation, profession,

and

not spurn the demands of human security but
means by which such demands can be met through
spontaneous association and creation rather than through bureaucratic rigidities of formal law and administration.
Either type of State may be labeled democratic and
humanitarian. But the difference between the two types is infinitely greater than the differences between capitalism and
socialism, or between monarchy and republic. The first type
of State is inherently monolithic and absorptive and, however
locality. It will
it

will seek
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broad
rulers,

base in the electorate and however nobly inspired
must always border upon despotism.

its

The second type

of State

is

its

inherently pluralist and, what-

rulers, its power will
be limited by associations whose plurality of claims upon their
members is the measure of their members' freedom from any
monopoly of power in society.

ever the intentions of
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its

formal political
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