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Foreword

At the close of the twentieth century, it may seem curious that there is
interest in the political philosophies and disputes of the nineteenth. But
there is. Herbert Spencer continues to be examined by students of social
thought within and beyond the halls of academia.

It is perhaps unfortunate that, since the recent fall of Marxist state
socialism in eastern Europe and Russia, the pursuit of political, social, and
economic ideals has been discredited as "utopian." We are left with a public
dialogue of the possible — of the lowest common denominator, not of the
highest common ground. One hundred years ago, being called "anarchist"
excommunicated one from the public dialogue, and many of Spencer's
popularizers willingly or unwilling received this label. Then "communist"
was used to promote conformity and stifle dialogue. Today "liberal" has
become the term of derision. Let us hope we do not return to the days of the
politically manipulated "red scare" — or shall we now say "liberal scare?"

Social Statics is decidedly and unashamedly a liberal document — a
classical liberal document. As such, it concerns the quality and equality of
liberty. When first written in 1850, Herbert Spencer was a young rising star
in the classical liberal tradition that included John Locke, Adam Smith,
Tom Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft, and would reach its flowering with
John Stuart Mill and Henry George. This tradition, in decline throughout
the twentieth century, was kept alive by a coterie of Georgists and
rejuvenated by latter-day libertarians.

Like the discrediting of social idealism as "utopian", liberal
philosophers who base their analysis on natural law are dismissed as "old
fashioned" and "nineteenth century." Let us look beyond such derisions and
consider George's reminder to University of California students in
1877:"Macauley has well said, if any large pecuniary interest were
concerned in denying the attraction of gravitation, that most obvious of
physical facts would not lack disputers."

The book you are about to explore deals not with gravity but with those
other natural laws that have been disputed for millenia — because their
acceptance within any society would dethrone the mighty, exalt the lowly,
and "proclaim liberty throughout all the land."



June, 1995 MARK A. SULLIVAN



Preface to the 1995 Edition

In 1850, AT THE AGE OF THIRTY, THE YET-TO-BE-FAMOUS
HERBERT Spencer wrote a book that was destined to be extremely
controversial. The name of the book was Social Statics. It was the first of
Spencer's volumes on "synthetic philosophy" (otherwise known as "natural
adaptation" or evolution), and it antedated Darwin's theory by five years.
The book was also a spirited presentation of individualism and anti-statism.

Witnessing the misery and poverty that existed in the world, Spencer,
in Social Statics, traced the human distress to its cause, which he claimed to
be oppressive land monopoly and despotic government (or state, words
synonymously used). Discussing the various means by which the state
allegedly attempted to "alleviate" the problem of social iniquity, Spencer
declared that the state itself was the problem. It "created" the troublesome
condition. The only function of government is to protect its citizens. By
assuming other functions, government becomes aggressive and destructive,
(p-238)

In keeping with the evolutionary principle of "adaptation," Spencer
proclaimed the eventual coming of the "perfect society." If only the existing
governments would keep their grasping hands off the evolving process, this
utopian Perfect State would come about peaceably. It would be guided by
the Divine Idea, and would be regulated by Moral Law. "Absolute" (eternal)
ethics would prevail, and the emphasis would be on the Golden Rule and
individual happiness. Once the Perfect State is realized, "the entire
satisfaction of every desire, or perfect fulfillment of individual life becomes
possible." (p.389)

The perfect society of the future would recognize that each person is
born with certain innate "rights," one of which is the equal right of access to
land, the source of all sustenance. This right was fully elaborated by
Spencer.

In Chapter IX of Social Statics, he wrote an eloquently-phrased attack
on land monopoly (and a proposal to end it). This chapter preceded by three
decades Henry George's own expose of land monopoly (and his proposal to
end it).

The following is a pertinent passage from that chapter:



Equity... does not permit property in land. For if one
portion of the earth's surface may justly become the
possession of an individual and may be held by him for his
sole use and benefit as a thing to which he has an exclusive
right, then other portions of the earth's surface may be so
held; and eventually the whole if the earth's surface may be
so held, and our planet may thus lapse altogether into private
hands.... Supposing the entire habitable globe to be so
enclosed, it follows that... all who are not landowners have
no right at all to its surface.... These landless men might
equitably be expelled from the earth altogether. (103-04)

Other innate rights are: the right of speech (132); the right to the
produce of one's own hands and brain (123); the right to be free (slavery
being a wrong and an evil) (145); the right to ignore any government,
including one's own (185); the right not be discriminated against because of
sex ("equity knows no difference in sex") (138); the right to pursue any
religion or to conform to none (192); the right to oppose the concept of
majority omnipotence ("the very existence of majorities and minorities is
indicative of an immoral state") (189); and the right to be different (no one
can judge behavior or motives from the "outside") (205).

Social Statics became an international masterpiece. It was
enthusiastically praised (or violently condemned) in various books and
reviews. Its fame seemed to guarantee its immortality.

Then came the event that shocked Henry George and his followers. In
1892, forty-two years after the initial publication of Social Statics, a new
edition of the book made its appearance. In this new edition, Spencer
deleted the entire Chapter IX -- as well as a number of other passages and
pages. "I had relinquished," wrote Spencer in the Preface to the new edition,
"some of the conclusions drawn from the first principles laid down."
Discarded were the topics pertaining to God, the Divine Idea, the Perfect
State, and all mention of land monopoly. The tone of the new book was
cautious, subdued — and dull.

Enraged by Spencer's action, George hurriedly wrote an answer to
Spencer, entitled A Perplexed Philosopher. In the book, he accused Spencer
of treason, and declared:

When the Justice that in the academic cloister he had so
boldly invoked came forth into the streets and market- places,



to raise her standard and call her lovers, Mr. Spencer, instead
of hastening to greet her, did his best to get out of her way. (A
Perplexed  Philosopher; 1988, Robert Schalkenbach
Foundation, New York; p. 54)

Spencer, without acknowledging George's attack on him, reluctantly
defended his stand by telling other critics that in the 1850 Social Statics he
spoke of "absolute" ethics, whereas now, in his new approach, he addressed
himself "realistically" to temporary, transitory, particular conditions, and
only 'relative" ethics would apply to such things. This confusing
"explanation" was derided by many of his detractors, and Spencer was
exposed to much ridicule.

In the 1850 edition of Social Statics, Spencer had stated:

A system of morals which shall recognize man's present
imperfections and allow for them cannot be devised, and
would be useless if it could be devised. (410)

Translated: It is as ludicrous to set up a system of "relative" ethics as it
is to establish a system that deals with "relative" rules of mathematics or
"temporary" theorems of science. Such precepts are always expressed in
permanent, "eternal" terms. Yet the 1892 Herbert Spencer evidently forgot
his own words!

Henry George did not bother to hide his contempt. Sardonically, he
said:

What Mr. Spencer does in the name of his convenient
fiction of relative ethics, is to justify the habitual violations of
the right of property... and thus to make his philosophy of
things as they ought to be, conform the better with things as
the ruling classes desire to maintain them. And he does this
effectually,... in idle platitudes. (A Perplexed Philosopher,

p.56;

The dispute was never settled to anyone's satisfaction. The battle raged
on, and the bitterness continued until the deaths of George and Spencer a
few years later.

It is unfortunate that the Spencer of 1892 could not appreciate the
revealing words of the Spencer of 1850, who, in the original Social Statics,
had written:

We see that the right of each man to the use of the earth,
limited only by the like rights of his fellow man, is



immediately deducible from the law of equal freedom. And
we find... that the theory of co-heirship of all men to the soil
i1s consistent with the highest civilization... Equity sternly
commands it to be done. (113)

It is with genuine pleasure and anticipation that we welcome the 1995
republication of the original 1850 edition of Social Statics. Once again, we
shall have a chance to meet and greet a great classic. Once again, we shall
have the opportunity to hear the voice of young Herbert Spencer as he
speaks to us anew. Once again, we shall have the privilege of listening to
words that are often fiery, exciting, and challenging — and always timely
and timeless.

Jack Schwartzman
June, 1995

Jack Schwartzman, J.S.D., Ph.D., is a professor emeritus of English at
Nassau Community College, New York, and the editor-in-chief of
Fragments, a literary magazine of individualist thought.



Preface to 1954 Edition

IT IS HIGH TIME THIS GENERATION OF ECONOMISTS AND
SOCIOLOgists should be reminded of a book published over a hundred
years ago, which raised a great controversy. Herbert Spencer’s Social
Statics was discussed by philosophers, statesmen, landlords and politicians
of various schools. Indeed, perhaps no work, since Hobbes wrote the
Leviathan, caused such an intellectual stir. That was strange, because the
principles laid down in it were in line with English common law; in some
respects as ancient as the dooms of Aethelbert. But, seemingly, the critics,
owing to the rapacity of landlords under the Tudors, did not understand that.

Moreover, the economic principle Spencer dealt with was in
accordance with the history of every culture of which we have record. It
was Semitic, Egyptian, Greek, and Roman, for the landmark established by
these peoples was the symbol of freedom to produce from the source of
their sustenance. All this I attempted to deal with in my lectures, In Quest of
Justice. The principle laid down by Herbert Spencer in the first edition of
Social Statics differs not at all from that laid down by Socrates in Plato’s
Republic.

Spencer, in the original version, was expounding a fundamental of
economic law. He said:

... It may by and by be perceived, that Equity utters
dictates to which we have not yet listened; and men may then
learn, that to deprive others of their rights to the use of the
earth, is to commit a crime inferior only in wickedness to the
crime of taking away their lives or personal liberties.

It was a mighty challenge the young philosopher tendered to the
landlords of the country. The owners of great baronial estates learned from
their solicitors and bailiffs that their lands were in danger of confiscation. I
put it this way, because Disraeli said the nobility did not read. If that were
true, they would have to receive the information from those who did.
Spencer wrote:

After all, nobody does implicitly believe in landlordism.
We hear of estates being held under the king, that is, the state;
or of their being kept in trust for the public benefit; and not



that they are the inalienable possessions of their nominal
owners. Moreover, we daily deny landlordism by our
legislation.

The ignorance prevalent at that time, even in law circles, was
astonishing. Jurists were driven to make a study of English common law,
not only from the times of Glanvill and Bracton, but further back, to the
systems of land use under Saxon kings. Indeed, it was not until 1895 that a
comprehensive work on The History of English Law was written by Sir
Frederick Pollock and Dr. Frederic William Maitland. In this thorough
inquiry into the laws of England, we learn clearly, for the first time, the
difference between ownership and possession of land and movables, such as
cattle and other forms of wealth. The term property is rendered in its
economic sense. Spencer stood on sure economic ground when he wrote
Social Statics, which was published in 1850.

The problem of how land was to be returned to the people for their use
disturbed his mind. He might have received a hint of how it could be done
by reading the suggestion made by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations.
There were other authorities on this question he might have consulted, such
as John Locke, Lord Bathurst, and Sir William Wyndham, who was
Chancellor of the Exchequer and a large landowner.

Still, the quandary of putting an end to landlordism, ownership, was
quite a secondary consideration with Spencer. He says:

No doubt great difficulties must attend the resumption,
by mankind at large, of their rights to the soil. The question
of compensation to existing proprietors is a complicated one
—one that perhaps cannot be settled in a strictly equitable
manner. Had we to deal with the parties who originally
robbed the human race of its heritage, we might make short
work of the matter. But, unfortunately, most of our present
landowners are men who have, either mediately or
immediately —either by their own acts, or by the acts of their
ancestors—given for their estates equivalents of honestly
earned wealth, believing that they were investing their
savings in a legitimate manner. To justly estimate and
liquidate the claims of such, is one of the most intricate
problems society will one day have to solve. But with this
perplexity and our extrication from it, abstract morality has



no concern. Men having got themselves into the dilemma by
disobedience to the law, must get out of it as well as they can;
and with as little injury to the landed class as may be.

Meanwhile, we shall do well to recollect, that there are
others besides the landed class to be considered. In our tender
regard for the vested interests of the few, let us not forget that
the rights of the many are in abeyance; and must remain so,
as long as the earth is monopolized by individuals....

Fifty years ago the book was the subject of controversy in this country.
I remember distinctly several occasions when it was a matter of debate and
discussion. There were academic economists who were deeply engrossed by
the principles enunciated by Spencer. In recent years it seems to have
disappeared as a work to be considered by professors of economics and
sociology. It is time interest in it was revived.

Students will find in Social Statics a clean-cut contribution to our
knowledge of the ethics of fundamental economics. Once the importance of
the principles laid down in this work are grasped by the reader, I may safely
prophesy that his interest in the subject will not wane. Indeed, he will desire
to pursue the line of investigation and search for a solution of the problem.
This will lead him to Henry George’s great work, Progress and Poverty, in
which he will discover the method of breaking the grip of land monopoly
and bringing about a land system based upon justice. The Robert
Schalkenbach Foundation deserves our gratitude for giving us a new edition
of the original version of Social Statics.

FRANCIS NEILSON
October, 1954.



Author's Second Preface

WHEN, IN 1864, AN AMERICAN EDITION OF THIS WORK WAS
PUBIished, I sent over, to be prefixed, the following lines. And when,
subsequently, the American edition was imported for sale in England, these
lines were prefixed to the copies sold here.

The author desires it to be understood that the reprint of Social Statics,
herewith issued to the American public, must not be taken as a literal
expression of his present views. During the fourteen years that have elapsed
since the original publication of the work, the general theory which it
enunciates has undergone, in his mind, considerable further development
and some accompanying modifications. So that, though he adheres to the
leading principles set forth in the following pages, he is not prepared to
abide by all the detailed applications of them.

The bases of Morality laid down in Part I., and in the preliminary
chapters of Part II., must be regarded as but adumbrations of what he holds
to be the true bases. Though in the main correct as far as they go, they are
incompletely worked out, and form but a moiety of the ground work on
which a scientific system of Ethics must rest.

The deductions included in Part II. may be taken as representing, in
great measure, those which the author would still draw; but had he now to
express them, he would express some of them differently. Especially in the
chapters on “The Rights of Women,” and on “The Rights of Children,” he
would make qualifications which, while they left the arguments much as
they are, would alter somewhat their logical aspects.

Similarly of the deductions which make up Part III. The doctrines there
enunciated respecting Political Rights, State Functions, and the Limitations
of State Functions, are such as, in their general characters, the author
continues to hold. But in re stating them he would bring into greater
prominence the transitional nature of all political institutions, and the
consequent relative goodness of some arrangements which have no claims
to absolute goodness.

If it be asked why the author does not so re-model the work as to make
it accurately represent his present opinions, the reply is that he could not do
this satisfactorily without an amount of labour that would require him to



suspend the issue of the System of Philosophy on which he is now engaged.
When, however, he comes to the closing volumes of this System, should he
ever get so far, he proposes to set forth in them the developed conclusions
of which Social Statics must be regarded as a rough sketch.

London, Nov. 16, 1864.

This explanation I propose now to make in some respects more
specific. To the fundamental ethical principle, expressing in its abstract
form what we know as Justice, I still adhere. I adhere also to the derivative
principles formulated in what are commonly called personal rights, of this
or that special kind. And I further adhere to the general conclusions
deduced respecting the proper limitations of State functions. Continuing
thus to hold the cardinal doctrines set forth—continuing also to regard them
as important, I have allowed the work to remain on sale; though in some
respects it does not represent my present views. Perhaps the above-quoted
caution does not sufficiently emphasize such divergences of belief as are
indicated now in the Study of Sociology, respecting the political status of
women, the values of ecclesiastical institutions, the useful effects wrought
by war in the earlier stages of social development, etc.— divergences which
have increased since that caution was written. And I have not named the
fact, sufficiently manifest to all who are acquainted with my later works,
that such teleological implications as are contained in the chapter on “The
Divine Idea,” I no longer abide by.

These further statements are prompted by certain recent criticisms,
which are not, I think, creditable either to the writer or to the journal that
has given them currency. In the British Quarterly Review for January, 1876,
there appeared an article headed “Herbert Spencer’s Sociology”; having
prefixed to it the titles of Social Statics, the Study of Sociology, and three
numbers of the Descriptive Sociology. Alleging that nowhere else than in
Social Statics was there to be found any statement of my sociological views
in their ensemble; and alleging that the work in its reissued form “contains
no intimation” that I have modified those views; the writer proceeded to
criticise Social Statics as an embodiment of them. Thinking this an
unwarranted proceeding, I published in the Academy for January 15, 1876, a
letter pointing out the fact that Social Statics had then been published
twenty-five years; that to the current edition I had prefixed the caution
above quoted; that the reviewer had before him, in the Study of Sociology,
indications of the changes of opinion referred to; and that he nevertheless



not only ignored this general evidence, but made special strictures on some
of the chapters named in the Preface as requiring alterations. Replies and
rejoinders followed; in the course of which the reviewer defended himself
on the ground that the cautions contained in the Preface were inadequate; in
the course of which I pointed out that the real question was whether the
reviewer’s statement that there was “no intimation” of change was
reconciliable with the positive intimation of change in the Preface; and in
the course of which I further pointed out that the reviewer had represented
Social Statics, which simply contains an ethical doctrine with political
corollaries, as embodying my sociological views—deliberately ignoring the
published programme of the Principles of Sociology, which, besides
showing that that work is to cover a different and far larger field, also
describes the essential part of Social Statics as coinciding in subject with
part of a succeeding volume on The Principles of Morality.

I should have let this occurrence pass without further notice had it not
been for the reviewer’s subsequent course. It will scarcely be believed that
in the January number of the British Quarterly Review for the succeeding
year, 1877, there appeared an article entitled “Herbert Spencer’s Sociology:
its Ground, Motive, and Sphere”’; in which the reviewer deliberately persists
in the line of criticism originally taken, as though the above described
letters had never been written. Not only does he continue to ignore the
cautions in the Preface—not only does he shut his eyes to the modified
views contained in the Study of Sociology to which I drew his attention—
not only does he disregard the fact pointed out to him that the subject matter
of Social Statics 1s different from, as well as far smaller than, the subject
matter of the Principles of Sociology; but he deliberately elaborates the title
of his article so as to produce more completely than before, an impression
that the two works are coextensive in their themes!

While thinking it desirable by these explanations to make still clearer
the relation in which this work stands to works since written, I have also
been prompted to narrate these facts by the wish to give readers one
example among many which I could furnish, showing the need for
accepting with great caution the representations made by critics.

January 17, 1877.



Author's First Preface

BEING SOMEWHAT AT VARIANCE WITH PRECEDENT, THE TONE

AND mode of treatment occasionally adopted in the following pages will,

perhaps, provoke criticism. Whether, in thus innovating upon established
usage, the writer has acted judiciously or otherwise, the event must
determine. He has not, however, transgressed without adequate motive;
having done so under the belief that, as it is the purpose of a book to
influence conduct, the best way of writing a book must be the way best
fitted to effect this purpose.

Should exception be taken to the manifestations of feeling now and
then met with, as out of place in a treatise having so scientific a title; it is
replied that, in their present phase of progress, men are but little swayed by
purely intellectual considerations—that to be operative, these must be
enforced by direct or implied appeals to the sentiments—and that, provided
such appeals are not in place of, but merely supplementary to, the
deductions of logic, no well-grounded objection can be made to them. The
reader will find that the several conclusions submitted to him are primarily
based on entirely impersonal reasoning, by which alone they may be
judged; and if, for the sake of commending these conclusions to the many,
the sympathies have been indirectly addressed, the general argument cannot
have been thereby weakened, if it has not been strengthened.

Possibly the relaxations of style in some cases used, will be censured,
as beneath the gravity of the subject. In defence of them it may be urged,
that the measured movement which custom prescribes for philosophical
works, is productive of a monotony extremely repulsive to the generality of
readers. That no counterbalancing advantages are obtained, the writer does
not assert. But, for his own part, he has preferred to sacrifice somewhat of
conventional dignity, in the hope of rendering his theme interesting to a
larger number.

London, December, 1850.
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The Doctrine of Expediency

1. “GIVE US A GUIDE,” CRY MEN TO THE PHILOSOPHER, “WE
would escape from these miseries in which we are entangled. A better state
1s ever present to our imaginations, and we yearn after it; but all our efforts
to realize it are fruitless. We are weary of perpetual failures; tell us by what
rule we may attain our desire.”

“Whatever is expedient is right,” is one of the last of the many replies
to this appeal.

“True,” rejoin some of the applicants. “With the Deity right and
expedient are doubtless convertible terms. For us, however, there remains
the question, Which is the antecedent, and which is the consequent?
Granting your assumption that right is the unknown quantity and
expediency the known one, your formula may be serviceable. But we deny
your premises; a painful experience has proved the two to be equally
indeterminate. Nay, we begin to suspect that the right is the more easily
ascertained of the two; and that your maxim would be better if transposed
into— whatever is right is expedient.”

“Let your rule be, the greatest happiness to the greatest number,”
interposes another authority.

“That, like the other, is no rule at all,” it is replied, “but rather an
enunciation of the problem to be solved. It is your ‘greatest happiness’ of
which we have been so long and so fruitlessly in search, albeit we never
gave it a name. You tell us nothing new; you merely give words to our
want. What you call an answer is simply our own question turned the right
side up. If this is your philosophy it is surely empty, for it merely echoes the
interrogation.”

“Have a little patience,” returns the moralist, “and I will give you my
opinion as to the mode of securing this greatest happiness to the greatest
number.”

“There again,” exclaim the objectors, “you mistake our requirement.
We want something else than opinions. We have had enough of them. Every
futile scheme for the general good has been based on opinion; and we have
no guarantee that your plan will not add one to the list of failures. Have you
discovered a means of forming an infallible judgment? If not, you are, for



aught we can perceive, as much in the dark as ourselves. True, you have
obtained a clearer view of the end to be arrived at; but concerning the route
leading to it, your offer of an opinion proves that you know nothing more
certain than we do. We demur to your maxim because it is not what we
wanted —a guide; because it dictates no sure mode of securing the
desideratum; because it puts no veto upon a mistaken policy; because it
permits all actions—bad, as readily as good—provided only the actors
believe them conducive to the prescribed end. Your doctrines of
‘expediency’ or ‘utility’ or ‘general good’ or 'greatest happiness to the
greatest number’ afford not a solitary command of a practical character. Let
but rulers think, or profess to think, that their measures will benefit the
community, and your philosophy stands mute in the presence of the most
egregious folly, or the blackest misconduct. This will not do for us. We seek
a system that can return a definite answer when we ask, ‘Is this act good?’
and not, like yours, reply, ‘Yes, if it will benefit you.” If you can show us
such a one—if you can give us an axiom from which we may develop
successive propositions until we have with mathematical certainty solved
all our difficulties—we will thank you. If not, we must go elsewhere.”

In his defense, our philosopher submits that such expectations are

unreasonable. He doubts the possibility of a strictly scientific morality.
Moreover, he maintains that his system is sufficient for all practical
purposes. He has definitely pointed out the goal to be attained. He has
surveyed the tract lying between us and it. He believes he has discovered
the best route. And finally he has volunteered as pioneer. Having done this,
he claims to have performed all that can be expected of him, and deprecates
the opposition of these critics as factious, and their objections as frivolous.
Let us examine this position somewhat more closely.
2. ASSUMING IT TO BE IN OTHER RESPECTS SATISFACTORY, A
RULE, principle, or axiom is valuable only in so far as the words in which
it is expressed have a definite meaning. The terms used must be universally
accepted in the same sense, otherwise the proposition will be liable to such
various constructions as to lose all claim to the title—a rule. We must
therefore take it for granted that when he announced “the greatest happiness
to the greatest number” as the canon of social morality, its originator
supposed mankind to be unanimous in their definition of ‘“greatest
happiness.”



This was a most unfortunate assumption, for no fact is more palpable
than that the standard of happiness is infinitely variable. In all ages—among
every people—Dby each class—do we find different notions of it entertained.
To the wandering gypsy a home is tiresome, while a Swiss is miserable
without one. Progress is necessary to the well-being of the Anglo-Saxons;
on the other hand, the Eskimos are content in their squalid poverty, have no
latent wants, and are still what they were in the days of Tacitus. An
Irishman delights in a row, a Chinese in pageantry and ceremonies, and the
usually apathetic Javanese gets vociferously enthusiastic over a cockfight.
The heaven of the Hebrew is “a city of gold and precious stones, with a
supernatural abundance of com and wine”; that of the Turk, a harem
peopled by hour is; that of the American Indian, a “happy hunting ground”;
in the Norse paradise there were to be daily battles with magical healing of
wounds; while the Australian hopes that after death he shall “jump up a
white fellow, and have plenty of sixpences.” Descending to individual
instances, we find Louis XVI interpreting ‘“greatest happiness” to mean
“making locks”; instead of which his successor read “making empires.” It
was seemingly the opinion of Lycurgus that perfect physical development
was the chief essential to human felicity; Plotinus, on the contrary, was so
purely ideal in his aspirations as to be ashamed of his body. Indeed the
many contradictory answers given by Grecian thinkers to the question,
What constitutes happiness? have given occasion to comparisons that have
now become trite. Nor has greater unanimity been shown among ourselves.
To a miserly Elwes the hoarding of money was the only enjoyment of life;
but Day, the philanthropic author of Sandford and Merton, could find no
pleasurable employment save in its distribution. Rural quietude, books, and
a friend are the wants of the poet; a turf hunter longs rather for a large circle
of titled acquaintance, a box at the opera, and the freedom of Almack’s. The
ambitions of the tradesman and the artist are anything but alike; and could
we compare the air castles of the plowman and the philosopher, we should
find them of widely different orders of architecture.

Generalizing such facts, we see that the standard of “greatest
happiness” possesses as little fixity as the other exponents of human nature.
Between nations the differences of opinion are conspicuous enough. On
contrasting the Hebrew patriarchs with their existing descendants, we
observe that even in the same race the beau ideal of existence changes. The
members of each community disagree upon the question. Neither, if we
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compare the wishes of the gluttonous schoolboy with those of the earth-
scorning transcendentalist into whom he may afterward grow, do we find
any constancy in the individual. So we may say, not only that every epoch
and every people has its peculiar conceptions of happiness, but that no two
men have like conceptions; and further, that in each man the conception is
not the same at any two periods of life.

The rationale of this is simple enough. Happiness signifies a gratified
state of all the faculties. The gratification of a faculty is produced by its
exercise. To be agreeable, that exercise must be proportionate to the power
of the faculty; if it is insufficient, discontent arises, and its excess produces
weariness. Hence, to have complete felicity is to have all the faculties
exerted in the ratio of their several developments; and an ideal arrangement
of circumstances calculated to secure this constitutes the standard of
“greatest happiness”; but the minds of no two individuals contain the same
combination of elements. Duplicate men are not to be found. There is in
each a different balance of desires. Therefore, the conditions adapted for the
highest enjoyment of one would not perfectly compass the same end for any
other. And consequently the notion of happiness must vary with the
disposition and character; that is, must vary indefinitely.

Whereby we are also led to the inevitable conclusion that a true
conception of what human life should be is possible only to the ideal man.
We may make approximate estimates, but he only in whom the component
feelings exist in their normal proportions is capable of a perfect aspiration.
And as the world yet contains none such, it follows that a specific idea of
“greatest happiness” is for the present unattainable. It is not, then, to be
wondered at if Paleys and Benthams make vain attempts at a definition. The
question involves one of those mysteries which men are ever trying to
penetrate and ever failing. It is the insoluble riddle which Care, Sphinx-like,
puts to each newcomer, and in default of answer devours him. And as yet
there is no Oedipus, nor any sign of one.

The allegation that these are hypercritical objections and that for all
practical purposes we agree sufficiently well as to what “greatest happiness”
means will possibly be made by some. It were easy to disprove this, but it is
unnecessary, for there are plenty of questions practical enough to satisfy
such cavilers, and about which men exhibit none of this pretended
unanimity. For example:



What is the ratio between the mental and bodily enjoyments
constituting this “greatest happiness”? There is a point up to which increase
of mental activity produces increase of happiness, but beyond which it
produces in the end more pain than pleasure. Where is that point? Some
appear to think that intellectual culture and the gratifications derivable from
it can hardly be carried too far. Others again maintain that already among
the educated classes mental excitements are taken in excess, and that were
more time given to a proper fulfillment of the animal functions, a larger
amount of enjoyment would be obtained. If “greatest happiness” is to be the
rule, it becomes needful to decide which of these opinions is correct; and
further to determine the exact boundary between the use and abuse of every
faculty.

Which is most truly an element in the desired felicity, content or
aspiration? The generality assume, as a matter of course, that content is.
They think it the chief essential to well-being. There are others, however,
who hold that but for discontent we should have been still savages. It is in
their eyes the greatest incentive to progress. Nay, they maintain that were
content the order of the day, society would even now begin to decay. It is
required to reconcile these contradictory theories.

And this synonym for “greatest happiness" —this "utility” — what shall
be comprised under it? The million would confine it to the things which
directly or indirectly minister to the bodily wants, and in the words of the
adage, “Help to get something to put in the pot.” Others there are who think
mental improvement useful in itself, irrespective of so-called practical
results, and would therefore teach astronomy, comparative anatomy,
ethnology, and the like, together with logic and metaphysics. Unlike some
of the Roman writers who held the practice of the fine arts to be absolutely
vicious, there are now many who suppose utility to comprehend poetry,
painting, sculpture, the decorative arts, and whatever aids the refinement of
the taste. While an extreme party maintains that music, dancing, the drama,
and what are commonly called amusements are equally worthy to be
included. In place of all which discordance we ought to have agreement.

Whether shall we adopt—the theory of some, that felicity means the
greatest possible enjoyment of this life's pleasures, or that of others, that it
consists in anticipating the pleasures of a life to come? And if we
compromise the matter and say it should combine both, how much of each
shall go to its composition?



Or what must we think of this wealth-seeking age of ours? Shall we
consider the total absorption of time and energy in business —the servitude
of the mind to the needs of the body— the spending of life in the
accumulation of the means to live, as constituting “greatest happiness,” and
act accordingly? Or shall we legislate upon the assumption that this is to be
regarded as the voracity of a larva assimilating material for the development
of the future psyche?

Similar unsettled questions might be indefinitely multiplied. Not only,
therefore, is an agreement as to the meaning of “greatest happiness”
theoretically impossible, but it is also manifest that men are at issue upon all
topics, which for their determination require defined notions of it.

So that in directing us to this ‘“greatest happiness to the greatest

number,” as the object toward which we should steer, our pilot “keeps the
word of promise to our ear and breaks it to our hope.” What he shows us
through his telescope is a fata morgana, and not the promised land. The real
haven of our hopes dips far down below the horizon and has yet been seen
by none. It is beyond the ken of seer, be he never so farsighted. Faith, not
sight, must be our guide. We cannot do without a compass.
3. EVEN WERE THE FUNDAMENTAL PROPOSITION OF THE
EXPEDIency system not thus vitiated by the indefiniteness of its terms, it
would still be vulnerable. Granting for the sake of argument that the
desideratum, “greatest happiness,” is duly comprehended, its identity and
nature agreed upon by all, and the direction in which it lies satisfactorily
settled, there yet remains the unwarranted assumption that it is possible for
the selfguided human judgment to determine, with something like precision,
by what methods it may be achieved. Experience daily proves that just the
same uncertainty which exists respecting the specific ends to be obtained
exists likewise respecting the right mode of attaining them when supposed
to be known. In their attempts to compass one after another the several
items which go to make up the grand total, “greatest happiness,” men have
been anything but successful; their most promising measures having
commonly turned out the greatest failures. Let us look at a few cases.

When it was enacted in Bavaria that no marriage should be allowed
between parties without capital, unless certain authorities could “see a
reasonable prospect of the parties being able to provide for their children,”
it was doubtless intended to advance the public weal by checking
improvident unions and redundant population; a purpose most politicians



will consider praiseworthy, and a provision which many will think well
adapted to secure it. Nevertheless, this apparently sagacious measure has by
no means answered its end; the fact being that in Munich, the capital of the
kingdom, half the births are illegitimate!

Those, too, were admirable motives and very cogent reasons which led
our government to establish an armed force on the coast of Africa for the
suppression of the slave trade. What could be more essential to the “greatest
happiness” than the annihilation of the abominable traffic? And how could
forty ships of war, supported by an expenditure of £70,000 a year, fail to
accomplish this, wholly or partially? The results have, however, been
anything but satisfactory. When the abolitionists of England advocated it,
they little thought that such a measure, instead of preventing, would only
“aggravate the horrors, without sensibly mitigating the extent of the traffic”;
that it would generate fast-sailing slavers with decks one foot six inches
apart, suffocation from close packing, miserable diseases, and a mortality of
35 per cent. They dreamed not that when hard pressed a slaver might throw
a whole cargo of 500 Negroes into the sea; nor that on a blockaded coast the
disappointed chiefs would, as at Gallinas, put to death 200 men and women,
and stick their heads on poles, alongshore, in sight of the squadroni!*. In
short, they never anticipated having to plead as they now do for the
abandonment of coercion.

Again, how great and how self-evident to the artisan mind were the
promised advantages of that trades-union project whereby master
manufacturers were to be dispensed with! If a body of workmen formed
themselves into a joint-stock manufacturing company, with elective
directors, secretary, treasurer, superintendents, foremen, etc., for managing
the concern, and an organization adapted to ensure an equitable division of
profits among the members, it was clear that the enormous sums previously
pocketed by the employers would be shared among the employed, to the
great increase of their prosperity. Yet all past attempts to act out this very
plausible theory have, somehow or other, ended in miserable failures.

Another illustration is afforded by the fate which befell that kindred
plan recommended by Mr. Babbage in his Economy of Manufactures as
likely to be to the benefit of the workmen and to the interest of the master;
that, namely, in which factory hands were to “unite together, and have an
agent to purchase by wholesale those articles which are most in demand; as
tea, sugar, bacon, etc., and to retail them at prices which will just repay the



wholesale cost, together with the expenses of the agent who conducts their
sale.” After fourteen years’ trial a concern, established in pursuance of this
idea, was “abandoned with the joint consent of all parties,” Mr. Babbage
confessing that the opinion he had expressed “on the advantage of such
societies was very much modified,” and illustrating by a series of curves
“the quick rise and gradual decline” of the experimental association.

The Spitalfields weavers afford us another case in point. No doubt the
temptation which led them to obtain the Act of 1773, fixing a minimum of
wages, was a strong one and the anticipations of greater comfort to be
secured by its enforcement must have seemed reasonable enough to all.
Unfortunately, however, the weavers did not consider the consequences of
being interdicted from working at reduced rates, and little expected that
before 1793 some four thousand looms would be brought to a stand in
consequence of the trade going elsewhere.

To mitigate distress appearing needful for the production of the
“greatest happiness,” the English people have sanctioned upward of one
hundred acts in Parliament having this end in view, each of them arising out
of the failure or incompleteness of previous legislation. Men are
nevertheless still discontented with the Poor Laws, and we are seemingly as
far as ever from their satisfactory settlement.

But why cite individual cases? Does not the experience of all nations
testify to the futility of these empirical attempts at the acquisition of
happiness? What is the statute book but a record of such unhappy guesses?
Or history but a narrative of their unsuccessful issues? And what forwarder
are we now? Is not our government as busy still as though the work of
lawmaking commenced but yesterday? Has it made any apparent progress
toward a final settlement of social arrangements? Does it not rather each
year entangle itself still further in the web of legislation, confounding the
already heterogeneous mass of enactments into still greater confusion?
Nearly every parliamentary proceeding is a tacit confession of
incompetency. There is scarcely a bill introduced but is entitled “An Act to
Amend an Act.” The “Whereas” of almost every preamble heralds an
account of the miscarriage of previous legislation. Alteration, explanation,
and repeal form the staple employment of every session. All our great
agitations are for the abolition of institutions purporting to be for the public
good. Witness those for the removal of the Test and Corporation Acts, for
Catholic Emancipation, for the repeal of the Corn Laws, to which may now



be added that for the separation of Church and State. The history of one
scheme is the history of all. First comes enactment, then probation, then
failure; next an amendment and another failure; and, after many alternate
tinkerings and abortive trials, arrives at length repeal, followed by the
substitution of some fresh plan, doomed to run the same course and share a
like fate.

The expediency philosophy, however, ignores this worldful of facts.
Though men have so constantly been balked in their attempts to secure, by
legislation, any desired constituent of that complex whole, “greatest
happiness,” it nevertheless continues to place confidence in the unaided
judgment of the statesman. It asks no guide; it possesses no eclectic
principle; it seeks no clue whereby the tangled web of social existence may
be unraveled and its laws discovered. But, holding up to view the great
desideratum, it assumes that, after an inspection of the aggregate
phenomena of national life, governments are qualified to concoct such
measures as shall be “expedient.” It considers the philosophy of humanity
so easy, the constitution of the social organism so simple, the causes of a
people’s conduct so obvious, that a general examination can give to
“collective wisdom” the insight requisite for lawmaking. It thinks that
man’s intellect is competent, first to observe accurately the facts exhibited
by associated human nature; to form just estimates of general and individual
character, of the effects of religions, customs, superstitions, prejudices, of
the mental tendencies of the age, of the probabilities of future events, etc.,
etc.; and then, grasping at once the multiplied phenomena of this ever-
agitated, ever-changing sea of life, to derive from them that knowledge of
their governing principles which shall enable him to say whether such-and-
such measures will conduce to “the greatest happiness of the greatest
number.”

If without any previous investigation of the properties of terrestrial
matter Newton had proceeded at once to study the dynamics of the
universe, and after years spent with the telescope in ascertaining the
distances, sizes, times of revolution, inclinations of axes, forms of orbits,
perturbations, etc., of the celestial bodies had set himself to tabulate this
accumulated mass of observations, and to educe from them the fundamental
laws of planetary and stellar equilibrium, he might have cogitated to all
eternity without arriving at a result.



But absurd as such a method of research would have been, it would
have been far less absurd than is the attempt to find out the principles of
public polity by a direct examination of that wonderfully intricate
combination—society. It need excite no surprise when legislation, based
upon the theories thus elaborated, fails. Rather would its success afford
matter for extreme astonishment. Considering that men as yet so
imperfectly understand man—the instrument by which and the material on
which laws are to act—and that a complete knowledge of the unit, man, is
but a first step to the comprehension of the mass, society, it seems obvious
enough that to educe from the infinitely ramified complications of universal
humanity a true philosophy of national life, and to found thereon a code of
rules for the obtainment of “greatest happiness,” is a task far beyond the
ability of any finite mind.

4. YET ANOTHER FATAL OBJECTION TO THE EXPEDIENCY
PHILOSophy is to be found in the fact that it implies the eternity of
government. It is a mistake to assume that government must necessarily last
forever. The institution marks a certain stage of civilization—is natural to a
particular phase of human development. It is not essential but incidental. As
among the Bushmen we find a state antecedent to government, so may there
be one in which it shall have become extinct. Already has it lost something
of its importance. The time was when the history of a people was but the
history of its government. It is otherwise now. The once universal
despotism was but a manifestation of the extreme necessity of restraint.
Feudalism, serfdom, slavery—all tyrannical institutions—are merely the
most vigorous kinds of rule, springing out of, and necessary to, a bad state
of man. The progress from these is in all cases the same- less government.
Constitutional forms mean this. Political freedom means this. Democracy
means this. In societies, associations, joint-stock companies, we have new
agencies occupying fields filled in less advanced times and countries by the
State. With us the legislature is dwarfed by newer and greater powers —is
no longer master but slave. “Pressure from without” has come to be
acknowledged as ultimate ruler. The triumph of the Anti-Corn Law League
1s simply the most marked instance yet of the new style of government—
that of opinion overcoming the old style—that of force. It bids fair to
become a trite remark that the lawmaker is but the servant of the thinker.
Daily is statecraft held in less repute. Even the Times can see that “the
social changes thickening around us establish a truth sufficiently



humiliating to legislative bodies,” and that “the great stages of our progress
are determined rather by the spontaneous workings of society, connected as
they are with the progress of art and science, the operations of nature, and
other such unpolitical causes, than by the proposition of a bill, the passing
of an act, or any other event of politics or of statet2*.” Thus, as civilization
advances, does government decay. To the bad it is essential; to the good,
not. It i1s the check which national wickedness makes to itself, and exists
only to the same degree. Its continuance is proof of still-existing barbarism.
What a cage is to the wild beast, law is to the selfish man. Restraint is for
the savage, the rapacious, the violent; not for the just, the gentle, the
benevolent. All necessity for external force implies a morbid state.
Dungeons for the felon; a strait jacket for the maniac; crutches for the lame;

stays for the weak-backed; for the infirm of purpose a master; for the

foolish a guide; but for the sound mind, in a sound body, none of these.
Were there no thieves and murderers, prisons would be unnecessary. It is
only because tyranny is yet rife in the world that we have armies. Barristers,
judges, juries—all the instruments of law— exist simply because knavery
exists. Magisterial force is the sequence of social vice, and the policeman is
but the complement of the criminal. Thus it is that we call government “a
necessary evil.”

What, then, must be thought of a morality which chooses this
probationary institution for its basis, builds a vast fabric of conclusions
upon its assumed permanence, selects acts of Parliament for its materials,
and employs the statesman for its architect? The expediency philosophy
does this. It takes government into partnership, assigns to it entire control of
its affairs, enjoins all to defer to its judgment—makes it, in short, the vital
principle, the very soul of its system. When Paley teaches that “the interest
of the whole society is binding upon every part of it,” he implies the
existence of some supreme power by which that “interest of the whole
society” is to be determined. And elsewhere he more explicitly tells us that
for the attainment of a national advantage the private will of the subject is to
give way, and that “the proof of this advantage lies with the legislature.”
Still more decisive is Bentham, when he says that “the happiness of the
individuals of whom a community is composed, that is, their pleasures and
their security, is the sole end which the legislator ought to have in view; the
sole standard in conformity with which each individual ought, as far as
depends upon the legislature, to be made to fashion his behavi