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POLITICAL IDEALS

I

POLITICAL IDEALS

N dark days, men need a clear faith
and a well-grounded hope ; and as the
outcome of these, the calm courage which
takes no account of hardships by the way.
The times through which we are pass-
ing have afforded to many of us a con-
firmation of our faith. We see that the
things we had thought evil are really evil,
and we know more definitely than we
ever did before the directions in which
men must move if a better world is to
arise on the ruins of the one which is now
hurling itself into destruction. We see
that men’s political dealings with one an-
3
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other are based on wholly wrong ideals,
and can only be saved by quite different
ideals from continuing to be a source of
suffering, devastation, and sin.

Political ideals must be based upon
ideals for the individual life. The aim
of politics should be to make the lives of
individuals as good as possible. There
is nothing for the politician to consider
outside or above the various men, women,
and children who compose the world.
The problem of politics is to adjust the
relations of human beings in such a way
that each severally may have as much of
good in his existence as possible. And
this problem requires that we should
first consider what it is that we think
good in the individual life.

To begin with, we do not want all men
to be alike. We do not want to lay down
a pattern or type to which men of all
sorts are to be made by some means or
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another to approximate. This is the
ideal of the impatient administrator. A
- bad teacher will aim at imposing his opin-
ion, and turning out a set of pupils all
of whom will give the same definite an-
swer on a doubtful point. Mr. Bernard
Shaw is said to hold that Troilus and
Cressida is the best of Shakespeare’s
plays. Although I disagree with this
opinion, I should welcome it in a pupil as
a sign of individuality ; but most teachers
would not tolerate such a heterodox
view. Not only teachers, but all com-
monplace persons in authority, desire
in their subordinates that kind of uni-
formity which makes their actions eas-
ily predictable and never inconvenient.
The result is that they crush initiative
and individuality when they can, and
when they cannot, they quarrel with it.

It is not one ideal for all men, but a
separate ideal for each separate man,
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that has to be realized if possible.
Every man has it in his being to develop
into something good or bad: there is a
best possible for him, and a worst possi-
ble. His circumstances will determine
whether his capacities for good are de-
veloped or crushed, and whether his bad
impulses are strengthened or gradually
diverted into better channels.

But although we cannot set up in any
detail an ideal of character which is to be
universally applicable—although we can-
not say, for instance, that all men ought
to be industrious, or self-sacrificing, or
fond of music—there are some broad
principles which can be used to guide
our estimates as to what is possible or
desirable.

We may distinguish two sorts of
goods, and two corresponding sorts of
impulses. There are goods in regard to
which individual possession is possible,
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and there are goods in which all can
share alike. The food and clothing of
one man is not the food and clothing of
another; if the supply is insufficient,
what one man has is obtained at the ex-
pense of some other man. This applies
to material goods generally, and there-
fore to the greater part of the present
economic life of the world. On the other
hand, mental and spiritual goods do not
belong to one man to the exclusion of
another. If one man knows a science,
that does not prevent others from know-
ing it; on the contrary, it helps them to
acquire the knowledge. If one man is a
great artist or poet, that does not pre-
vent others from painting pictures or
writing poems, but helps to create the
atmosphere in which such things are pos-
sible. If one man is full of good-will to-
ward others, that does not mean that
there is less good-will to be shared
7
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among the rest; the more good-will one
man has, the more he is likely to create
among others. In such matters there is
no possession, because there is not a
definite amount to be shared; any in-
crease anywhere tends to produce an
increase everywhere.

There are two kinds of impulses, cor-
responding to the two kinds of goods.
There are possessive impulses, which
aim at acquiring or retaining private
goods that cannot be shared; these cen-
ter in the impulse of property. And
there are creative or constructive im-
pulses, which aim at bringing into the
world or making available for use the
kind of goods in which there 'is no pri-
vacy and no possession.

The best life is the one in which the
creative impulses play the largest part
and the possessive impulses the smallest.
This is no new discovery. The Gospel
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says: ‘‘Take no thought, saying, What
shall we eat? or What shall we drink? or,
‘Wherewithal shall we be clothed?’’ The
thought we give to these things is taken
away from matters of more importance.
And what is worse, the habit of mind en-
gendered by thinking of these things is a
bad one; it leads to competition, envy,
domination, cruelty, and almost all the
moral evils that infest the world.. In
particular, it leads to the predatory use
of force. Material possessions can be
taken by force and enjoyed by the rob-
ber. Spiritual possessions cannot be
taken in this way. You may kill an art-
ist or a thinker, but you cannot acquire
his art or his thought. You may put a
man to death because he loves his fellow-
men, but you will not by so doing acquire
the love which made his happiness.
Force is impotent in such matters; it is
only as regards material goods that it is
9
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POLITICAL IDEALS

effective. For this reason the men who
believe in force are the men whose
thoughts and desires are preoccupied
with material goods.

The possessive impulses, when they
are strong, infect activities which ought
to be purely creative. A man who has
made some valuable discovery may be
filled with jealousy of a rival discoverer.
If one man has found a cure for can-
cer and another has found a cure for con-
sumption, one of them may be delighted
if the other man’s discovery turns out a
mistake, instead of regretting the suf-
fering of patients which would other-
wise have been avoided. In such cases,
instead of desiring knowledge for its own
sake, or for the sake of its usefulness, a
man is desiring it as a means to reputa-
tion. Every creative impulse is shad-
owed by a possessive impulse; even the
aspirant to saintliness may be jealous
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of the more successful saint. Most af-
fection is accompanied by some tinge of
jealousy, which is a possessive impulse
intruding into the creative region.
Worst of all, in this direction, is the
sheer envy of those who have missed
everything worth having in life, and who
are instinctively bent on preventing oth-
ers from enjoying what they have not
had. There is often much of this in
the attitude of the-old toward the
young.

There is in human beings, as in plants
and animals, a certain natural impulse
of growth, and this is just as true
of mental as of physical development.
Physical development is helped by air
and nourishment and exercise, and may
be hindered by the sort of treatment
which made Chinese women’s feet small.
In just the same way mental develop-
ment may be helped or hindered by out-
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side influences. The outside influences
that help are those that merely provide
encouragement or mental food or oppor-
tunities for exercising mental faculties.
The influences that hinder are those that
interfere with growth by applying any
kind of force, whether discipline or au-
thority or fear or the tyranny of pub-
lic opinion or the necessity of engaging
in some totally incongenial occupation.
Worst of all influences are those that
thwart or twist a man’s fundamental im-
pulse, which is what shows itself as con-
science in the moral sphere; such influ-
ences are likely to do a man an inward
danger from which he will never recover.

Those who realize the harm that can
be done to others by any use of force
against them, and the worthlessness of
the goods that can be acquired by force,
will be very full of respect for the liberty
of others; they will not try to bind them
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or fetter them; they will be slow to judge
and swift to sympathize; they will treat
every human being with a kind of ten-
derness, because the principle of good in
him is at once fragile and infinitely
precious. They will not condemn those
who are unlike themselves; they will
know and feel that individuality brings
differences and uniformity means death.
They will wish each human being to be as
much a living thing and as little a me-
chanical product as it is possible to be;
they will cherish in each one just those
things which the harsh usage of a ruth-
less world would destroy. In one word,
all their dealings with others will be in-
spired by a deep impulse of reverence.
What we shall desire for individuals
is now clear: strong creative impulses,
overpowering and absorbing the instinct
of possession; reverence for others; re-
spect for the fundamental creative im-
13
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pulse in ourselves. A certain kind of
self-respect or native pride is necessary
to a good life; a man must not have a
sense of utter inward defeat if he is to
remain whole, but must feel the courage
and the hope and the will to live by the
best that is in him, whatever outward or
inward obstacles it may encounter. So
far as it lies in a man’s own power, his
life will realize its best possibilities if it
has three things: creative rather than
possessive impulses, reverence for oth-
ers, and respect for the fundamental im-
pulse in himself.

Political and social institutions are to
be judged by the good or harm that they
do to individuals. Do they encourage
creativeness rather than possessiveness?
Do they embody or promote a spirit of
reverence between human beings? Do
they preserve self-respect?

In all these ways the institutions un-
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