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HUMAN NATURE AND THE
SOCIAL ORDER

CHAPTER I

SOCIETY AND THE INDIVIDUAL

ARE Aspecis OF THE SAME THING—THE FaLLacy oF SEeTring
THEM IN OQPPOSITION— VARIOUS ForMS OF THIS FALLacY.

“SocieryY and the Individual” is really the subject
of this whole book, and not merely of Chapter One.
It is my general aim to set forth, from various points
of view, what the individual is, considered as a mem-
ber of a social whole ; while the special purpose of
this chapter is only to offer a preliminary statement
of the matter, as I conceive it, afterward to be un-
folded at some length and variously illustrated.

A separate individual is an abstraction unknown
to experience, and so likewise is society when re-
sarded as something apart from individuals. The
real thing is Human Life, which may be considered
either in an individual aspect or in a social, that is
to say a general, aspect ; but is always, as a matter
of fact, both individual and general. In other words,
“society ” and_“individuals” do not denote sepa:
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HUMAN NATURE AND THE SOCIAL ORDER

rable phenomena, but are simply collective and dis-
tributive aspects of the same thing, the relation be-
tween them being like that between other expressions
one of which denotes a group as a whole and the
other the members of the group, such .as the army
and the soldiers, the class and the students, and so
on. This holds true of any social aggregate, great
or small; of a family, a city, a nation, a race; of
mankind as a whole: no matter how extensive, com-
plex, or enduring a group may be, no good reason can
be given for regarding it as essentially different in
* this respect from the smallest, simplest, or most
transient.

So far, then, as there is any difference between the
two, it is rather in our point of view than in the ob-
ject we are looking at: when we speak of society, or
use any other collective term, we fix our minds upon
some: general view of the people concerned, while
when we speak of individnals we disregard the gen-
eral aspect and think of them as if they were separate.
Thus “ the Cabinet” may consist of President Lin-
coln, Secretary Stanton, Secretary Seward, and so
on; but when I say “ the Cabinet ” I do not suggest
the same idea as when I enumerate these gentlemen
separately. Society, or any complex group, may, to
ordinary observation, be a very different thing from
all of its members viewed one by one—as a man who
beheld General Grant’s army from Missionary Ridge
would have seen something other than he would by
approaching every soldier in it. In the same way

2



SOCIETY AND THE INDIVIDUAL

a picture is made up of so many square inches of
painted canvas ; but if you should look at, these one
at & time, covering the others, until you had seen
them all, you would still not have seen the pict--
ure. There may, in all such cases, be a system or
organization in the whole that is not apparent in the
parts. In this sense, and in no other, is there a dif-
ference between society and the individuals of which
it is composed ; a difference not residing in the facts
themselves but existing to the observer on account of
the limits of his perception. A complete view of so-
iety would also be a complete view of all the indi- -
iduals, and vice versa ; * there would be no difference
between them.
And just as there is no society or group that is not
a collective view of persons, so there is no individ-
ual who may not be regarded as a particular view
of social groups. He has no separate existence ;
through both the hereditary and the social factors in
his life a man is bound into the whole of which he.
is a member, and to consider him apart from it is
quite as artificial as to consider society apart from
individuals.

If this is true there is, of course, a 2 fallacy in that

not uncommon manner of speaking which sets the
social and the individual over against each other as
separate and antagonistic. The word *social ” ap-
pears to be used in at least three fairly distinet
senses, but in none of these does it mean something

3



HUMAN NATURE AND THE SOCIAL ORDER

that can properly be regarded as opposite to individ.
ual or personal.

In its largest sense it denotes that which pertains
to the collective aspect of humanity, to society in its
widest and vaguest meaning. In this sense the in-
dividual and all his attributes are social, since they
are all connected with the general life in one way or
another, and are part of a collective development.

Again, social may mean what pertains to immedi-
ate intercourse, to the life of conversation and face-
to-face sympathy —sociable in short. This is some-
thing quite different, but no more antithetical to
individual than the other; it is in these relations that
individuality most obviously exists and expresses
itself.

In a third sense the word means conducive to the
collective welfare,and thus becomes nearly equivalent
to moral, as when we say that crime or sensuality is
unsocial or anti-social ; but here again it cannot prop-
erly be made the antithesis of individual—since wrong
is surely no more individual than riglit—but must be
contrasted with immoral, brutal, selfish, or some
other word with an ethical implication.

There are a number of expressions which are ‘close-
ly associated in common usage with this objection-
able antithesis; such words, for instance, as indi.
vidualism, socialism, particularism, -collectivism.*
These appear to be used with a good deal of vague-

* Also free-will, determinism, egoism, und altruism, which in

volve, in my opinion, a kindred misconception.
4



ness, so that it is always in order to require that any-
one who employs them shall make it plain in what
sense they are to be taken. I wish to make no cap-
tious objections to particular forms of expression, and
80 far ag these can be shown to have meanings that
express the facts of life I have nothing to say against
them. Of the current use of individualism and so-
clalism in antithesis to each other, about the same
may be said as of the words without the ¢sm. I do
not see that life presents two distinet and opposing
tendencies that can properly be called individualism
and socialism, any more than that there are two dis-
tinet and opposing entities, society and the individual,
to embody these tendencies. The phenomena usually
called individualistic are always socialistic in the
sense that they are expressive of tendencies growing
out of the general life, and, contrariwise, the so-called
socialistic phenomena have always an obvious indi-
vidual agpect. These and similar terms may be used,
conveniently enough, to describe theories or pro-
grammes of the day, but whether they are suitable for
purposes of careful study appears somewhat doubtful.
If used, they ought, it seems to me, to receive more
adequate definition than they have at present.

For example, all the prineipal epochs of European
history might be, and most of them are, spoken of as
individualistic on one ground or another, and without
departing from currennlsage of the word. The de-
caying Roman Empire was individualistic if a decline
of public spirit and an every-man-for-himself feeling .
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and practice constitute individualism. So also was
the following period of political confusion. The
feudal system is often regarded as individualistic, be-
cause of the relative independence and isolation of
small political units—quite a different use of the
word from the preceding—and after this come the
Revival of Learning, tlie Renaissance, and the Refor-
mation, which are all commonly spoken of, on still
other grounds, as assertions of individualism. Then
we reach the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
sceptical, transitional, and, again, individualistic;
and so to our own time, which many hold to be the
most individualistic of all. One feels like asking
whether a word which means so many things as this
means anything whatever.

There is always some confusion of terms in speak-
ing of opposition between an individual and society
in general, even when the writer’s meaning is obvious
enough : it would be more accurate to say either that
one individual is opposing many, or that one part of
society is opposing other parts; and thus avoid con:
fusing the two aspects of life in the same expression.
When Emerson says that society is in a conspiracy
against the independence of each of its members, we
are to understand that any peculiar tendency repre-
sented by one person finds itself more or less at vari-
ance with the general currenf of tendencies organized
in other persons. It is no m®re individual, nor any
less social, in a large sense, than other tendencies
represented by more persons. A thousand persons

6
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are just as truly individuals as one, and the man who
seems to stand alone draws his being from the general
stream of life just as truly and inevitably as if he
were one of a thousand. Innovation is just as social
as conformity, genius as mediocrity. These distinc-
tions are not between what is individual and what is
gocial, but between what is usual or established and
what is exceptional or novel. In other words, wher-
ever you find life as society there you will find life as
individuality, and vice versa.

I think, then, that the. antithesis, society versus the
individual, is_false and hollow whenever used as a
general or philosophical statement of human rela-
tions. 'Whatever idea may be in the minds of those
who set these words and their derivatives over against
each other, the notion conveyed is that of two sepa-
rable entities or forces; and certainly such a notion
is untrue to fact.

Most people not only think of individuals and so-
ciety as more or less separate and antithetical, but
they look upon the former as antecedent to the lat-
ter. That persons make society would be generally
admPtted as a matter of course; but that society
makes persons would strike many as a startling no-
tion, though I know of no good reason for looking
upon the distributive aspect of life as more primary
or causative than thdiollective aspect. The reason
for the common i:;l&assion appears to be that we
think most naturally and easily of the individual
phase of life, simply because ife* a tangible one, the

v



HUMAN NATURE AND THE SOCIAL ORDER

phase under which men appear to the senses, while
the actuality of groups, of nations, of mankind at
large, is realized only by vhe active and instructed
imagination. We ordinarily regard society, so far as
we conceive it at all, in a vaguely material aspect, as
an aggregate of physical bodies, not as the vital whole
which it is; and so, of course, we do not see that it
may be as original or causative as anything else.
Indeed many look upon “society” and other general
terms as somewhat mystical, and are inclined to
doubt whether there is any reality back of them.
This naive individualism of thought—which, how-
ever, does not truly see the individual any more than
it does society—is reinforced by traditions in which
all of us are brought up, and is so hard to shake off
that it may be worth while to point out a little more
definitely some of the prevalent ways of conceiving
life which are permeated by it, and which anyone
who a%rees with what has just been said may regard
as fallacious. My purpose in doing this is only to
make clearer the standpoint from which succeeding
chapters are written, and I do not propose any
thorough discussion of the views mentioned.
Firstdthen, we have mere tndividualism. In this
the distrlgutive aspect is almost exclusively re-
garded, colMgtive phases being looked upon as quite
secondary and incidental. person is held to
be a separate agent, and all Social phenomena are
thought of as originating in the action of such agents.
The individual is ﬁ source, .the independent, the
8




SOCIETY AND THE INDIVIDUAL

only human source, of eyents. Although this way of
looking at things has been much discredited by the
evolutionary science and philosophy of recent years,
it is by no means abandoned, even in theory, and
pl:actically it enters as a premise, in one shape or
another, into most of the current thought of the day.
It springs naturally from the established way of
thinking, congenial, as T have remarked,{ to the ordi-
nary material view of things and corréborated by
theological and other traditions.

Next is double causation, or a partition of power
between society and the individual, thought of as
separate causes. This notion, in one shape or an-
other, is the one ordinarily met with in social and
ethical discussion. It is no advance, philosophi-
cally, upon the preceding. There is the same prem-
ise of the individual as a separate, unrelated agent ;
but over against him is set a vaguely conceived gen-
eral or collective interest and force. It seems that
people are so accustomed to thinking of themselves
as uncaused causes, special creators on a small scale,
that whenthe existence of general phenomena isforced
upon their notice they are likely to regard these as
something additional, separate, and more or less an-
tithetical. Our two forces contend with varying fort-
unes, the thinker sometimes sympathizing with one,
sometimes with the other, and being an individualist
or a socialist accordingly. The doctrines usually un-
derstood in connection with these terms differ, as re-
gards their conception of the nature of life, only in

9
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taking opposite sides of the same questionable an-
tithegis. The socialist holds it desirable that the
general or collective force should win; the individ-
ualist has a contrary opinion. Neither offers any
change of ground, any reconciling and renewing
breadth of view. So far as breadth of view is con-
cerned a man might quite as well be an individualist
as a socialist or collectivist, the two being identical
in philosophy though antagonistic in programme. If
one is inclined to neither party he may take refuge in
the expectation that the controversy, resting, as he
may hold that it does, on a false conception of life,
will presently take its proper place among the for-
gotten débris of speculation.

Thirdly we have primitive individualism. This
expression has been used to describe the view that
sociality follows individuality in time, is a later and
additional product of development. This view is a
variety of the preceding, and is, perhaps, formed by
a mingling of individualistic preconceptions with
a somwewhat crude evolutionary philosophy. Indi-
viduality is usually conceived as lower in moral rank
as well as precedent in time. Man was a mere indi-
vidual, mankind a mere aggregation of such, but he
has gradually become socialized, he is progressively
merging into a social whole. Morally speaking, the
individual is the bad, the social the good, and we
must push on the work of putting down the former
and bringing in the latter.

Of course the view which I regard as sound, is that
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