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NOTE

THE present volume contains the substance of eight
lectures given on the Beer Foundation under the Faculty
of Political Science of Columbia University during April,
1911. The lecture form is preserved, but with additions
which necessitate a division into nine chapters. A por-
tion of the argument of Chapter VI is set out in more
detail in the writer’s “ Morals in Evolution,” and the
subject of Chapter IX is treated under a somewhat differ-
ent aspect in a recent volume on ¢ Liberalism™ in the
“ Home and University Library.”
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TO THE FACULTY OF POLITICAL SCIENCE:

May I take this opportunity of expressing my grati-
tude to the members of the Faculty of Political Sci-
ence of Columbia University, and to the Trustees of
the Beer Foundation for an experience of deep and abid-
ing interest ? I cannot flatter myself that I could teach
your students very much in the brief course of lectures
here reprinted, but I am certain that I, on my side, learned
a great deal. The freshness, the vitality, the largeness
of conception, the intellectual as well as social hospitality
that characterize American academic life, have been to
me stimulating and invigorating beyond all expectation.
I can wish nothing better to those who follow me on the
Beer Foundation than that they should receive an im-
pression as fortunate and profound.

Very sincerely yours,

L. T. HOBHOUSE.
GRINDELWALD, July 26, 1911,
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SOCIAL EVOLUTION AND
POLITICAL THEORY

CHAPTER 1
THE MEANING OF PROGRESS

LigE every age and every state of human society the
period in which we live has its merits and defects, its
elements of success and failure, Contemporary eritics
assuming the part of candid friends are perhaps more
concerned with the failures, and the note of pessimism
sounds clearly enough in much of the literature of the
day. But depreciation of the present, gloomy views
of the future, and idealization of the past are common
characteristies of literary criticism. If literature is evi-
dence, we could construct a chain of testimony proving
the continuous deterioration of humanity from the time
of Hesiod to the present day. The past, when it is
seen at all, appears always in a halo of romance. Just
as in our own personal memory many things which we
should be exceedingly loath to experience anew become
positively enjoyable in the mellowness of retrospect,
as the contrast of some great hardship forms a pleasing
background for present comfort, so in the memory of the
race much that we should be sorry to live through again
in real earnest acquires the tinge of romance when

1



2 SOCIAL EVOLUTION AND POLITICAL THEORY

‘viewed at a safe distance. Whereas the discomforts,
the ugliness, and the squalor of the present afflict us with
all the insistence of grim reality, the corresponding ele-
ments in the past are either forgotten or are softened and
transfigured by the haze of time. Hence it is that our
view of historical change tends to be distorted in the
direction of pessimism, and in any attempt at a scientific
measure of social progress we must be on our guard
against this bias of social memory. Those who are most
zealous for social improvement will indeed be the last
to minimize the evils that exist. But without yielding
to any such temptation there is, I would suggest, one
compensatory element of which the prevalence of a
somewhat pessimistic criticism 1is itself the proof.
There was probably never a time at which among civi-
lized peoples there was so much diffused sensitiveness
+to any form of social ailment. If we were briefed to
defend our own time, the line to take would surely be,
not that its evils are few or small, but rather that every
evil calls forth a strong and persistent effort to cure it.
Such effort is not indeed new, but it may be fairly main-
tained that it persists and grows in volume and serious-
ness, that it enlists an increasing proportion of human
effort and ability, and that as it gathers strength and
substance it is less content to deal with symptoms and
effects, and becomes more intent on the discovery and
‘eradication of causes. In every civilized country there
is an army of men and women at work, some trusting to
voluntary effort and mutual aid, others pinning their
faith to governments and agitating for legislative re-
forms, and yet others content for the time to investigate
facts, examine into causes, and pave the way for a more



THE MEANING OF PROGRESS 3

assured progress in the future. The pessimistic writer
will not deny the existence or the sincerity of these
manifold forms of social effort, but it is open to him
to question their efficiency. On this point a good deal
might be said. I think it would be possible, so far at
least as my own country is concerned, to show by a series
of comparisons of the condition of the people in the
earlier stages of the industrial revolution with their
condition gt the present day that the efforts of the re-
formers have not been wasted. I shall not, however,
attempt this task at present, for I am going instead
to make an admission. If my supposed critic were to
scrutinize the terms in which I deseribed the efforts of
reformers, there is one word on which he might fasten
with some effect. I spoke of “an army of men and
women.” “What army?” he might reply. “I see
clearly enough, great numbers of men and women who
interest themselves in public questions. But an army
means a drilled and organized force, moving towards a
clear objective. This,” he might say, ‘“is precisely

what I do not find among the enthusiasts for social re~

form. What I find is something much more like a mob,
or, if we are to keep to military metaphors, something
like a miscellaneous assortment of guerilla bands, acting
without concert, often at cross purposes, sometimes com-
ing into violent conflict, and at best with no clear sense
of any common cause. There are individuals and or-
ganized bodies, if you will, who concentrate their ener-
gies on temperance, but who concentrate so completely
that they care for nothing else. There are those who
combat pauperism and preach thrift. There are en-
thusiasts who find land questions at the root of all good

.
’
e



4 SOCIAL EVOLUTION AND POLITICAL THEORY

and all evil. There are the apostles of housing and sani-
tary reform. There are Tariff Reformers — an expres-
sion which has, so to say, opposite signs in England and
the United States. There are Trade Unionists, Cooper-
" ators, Socialists, and again there is the insistent school
of Fugenists, who treat all social reforms as mere sub-
sidiary changes of the environment and insist that the
-modification of the race by selection is the only matter
of vital moment. In a word there are thousands and
tens of thousands vaguely interested in social progress,
and keenly interested in some particular question which
has come within the field of their special experience or to
which they have been led to give personal attention.
Here and there is to be found a broader-minded person
who recognizes the wholeness of things, but hig influence
is small. The driving force iz all with the sectional
spirit,” and that is why you. get little or no general
progress.”’

With one part of this indictment I should agree.
Notwithstanding all narrowness and short-sightedness I
think that something has been done, but it has been
done at the expense of a vast and disproportionate waste
of effort. If this waste is to be avoided and the aggre-
gate of social effort is now to have the measure of success
which 1t deserves, it must be through the growth of a
common understanding, through the emergence of clearer
ideas of social progress as a whole, and by consequence
of the mutual relations of its constituent parts. People
are apt to turn from such questions as abstract and aca-
demic, but there are seemingly academic questions
which are charged with very real meaning, and the unity
of social organisms and the interrelation for good and for
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evil of social changes is no mere form of words, but a way
of expressing a deep-seated truth which those who ig-
nore it will in practice strike on sooner or later. You
may remember a certain simile employed by Mr. Her-
bert Spencer in his “ Study on Sociology.” Give 2 man a
“ sheet of metal with a dint in it, he says, and ask him to
flatten it out. What does he do? If he knows nothing
of metal work, he takes a hammer and knocks the dint
flat, only to find that it has reappeared elsewhere. He
applies the hammer again at the new point with the same
result, and so he goes on till he convinces himself that
dints are not to be levelled out by this direct and easy
method. So it is, urges Mr. Spencer, with society. We
find some evil or evils which we seek to prevent by direct
and forcible means, only to find, says this critic of social
effort, that a corresponding evil appears somewhere else.
We put down overt crime only to'find that some form of
secret vice is increasing. A femperance crusade sup-
presses drunkenness, and it is discovered that those who
used to drink now find an outlet for excitement in gam-
bling. Compensation for accidents is secured by law to
workmen, and in consequence it is alleged that elderly
workmen are refused situations. Workmen form trade
unions to maintain and improve the conditions of their
work, and no sooner do they succeed than their em-
ployers imitate them and form federations by which the
unions are overpowered. Strikes are replaced by mu-
tual agreements which are to initiate an era of industrial
peace, and 1t 1s found that the wider the agreement the
less it meets the local difficulties of mine and workshop,
and we see workmen striking substantially against their
own leaders. I need not here inquire whether in all
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these instances the allegation is correct, nor whether
even if that be so there may not be some net gain. I
am concerned only with the simple and preliminary
point, to which Mr. Spencer did well to call attention,
that every change, however good in itself, provokes un-
foreseen reactions, and that if we are to achieve per-
manent and assured good we must as far as possible keep
in view the life of society as a whole and seek not jeal-
ously to magnify our own little sectional interest at the
expense of the others, but rather to correlate it with the
work that others are doing and endeavor to induce
in them the same spirif. In sociology as in all sciences
specialism is a necessity and it is also a danger. It isa
necessity for the simple reason that human capacity is
limited and it is not given to man to acquire sound knowl-
edge and adequate skill in many departments at once.
1t is a danger because social life is no more divisible into
independent sections than the human body is divisible
into independent organisms. Now the belief that
‘““there is nothing like leather” is mutato nomine uni-
versal. To exaggerate the importance of what one is
doing oneself is the necessary human illusion. It is
the stimulant which sustains. Unfortunately it is also
the stimulant which intoxicates, and in sober mood we
may well engage ourselves in the effort to find some
prophylaetic. In the present case the prophylactic that
we need, if I am right, is an articulate social philosophy.
We ought to inguire whether underlying the diffused
mass of social effort there is discoverable any coherent
scheme of social betterment or progress as a whole. If
again we can find any such general conception, we have
to ask whether it will hold water, and this will divide



THE MEANING OF PROGRESS 7

itself into two main questions. Before we can decide
whether any purpose which men may propound to them-
selves is valid and reasonable we must determine, first,
whether it is self-consistent, or whether if thought out
it would evolve any contradictions which would reduce
it tomeaningless confusion ; and secondly, whether it lies
within the limits of practical possibility. The first of
these questions is the subject-matter of social philoso-
phy, the second belongs to the theory of soeial evolution.
I shall not be able within the compass of these lectures to
deal with either question with the fullness which it de-
serves, but for reasons which will appear as we proceed
I cannot limit myself to one alone, I shall therefore
(1) attempt a summary definition of the nature and
conditions of progress, and shall proceed (2) to consider
how far progress as defined has actually been realized in
history, and how far it is capable of further and future
realization. In place of an attempt to cover the whole
ground in a summary which would necessarily be vague
and thin, I shall, both in dealing with past and present,
confine myself in the main to one side of social life,
merely glancing at others when the progress of the argu-
ment makes it necessary to do so.

There are, however, certain difficulties which the con-
ception of progress meets at the outset, and it will be
better to deal with these before proceeding to our con-
structive argument.

For this purpose I will ask you to be content with a
rough preliminary definition of progress, and let me do
what I can within my limits to make it a little more pre-
cise at a later stage. Now you will have noticed that 1
haveused theterm “evolution” in regard to human soci-
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ety and also the term ““progress.”” Thisshould imply that
there is some difference between them, and in point of
fact, to grasp this difference is in my view the beginning
of understanding in these matters. By evolution I
‘mean any sort of growth ; by social progress, the growth
“of social life in respect of those qualities to which human
beings attach or can rationally attach value. Social
progress, then, is only one among many possibilities of
social evolution. At least it is not to be assumed that
any and every form of social evolution is also a form or a
stage in social progress. For example, a caste system
is a product of social evolution, and the more rigid and
narrow the caste, the more complex the hierarchy, the
more completely has the caste system evolved. In
proportion, that is, as a loose and incipient caste system
hardens into an extreme and rigid caste system, there is
a distinct process of social evolution going forward ;
but most of us would question very strongly whether it
could be consideredin any sense as a phase of social prog-
ress. Judged from the standpoint of human values,
it looks more like retrogression, or perhaps still more
like divergence into a side track, from which there is no
exit save by going back over a good deal of the ground
travelled. So again there is at the present day a vig-
orous evolution of cartels, monopolies, rings, and trusts ;
there is an evolution of imperialism, of socialism, of
nationalism, of militarism, in a word, of a hundred
tendencies as to the good or evil of which people differ.
The fact that a thing is evolving is no proof that it is
good, the fact that society has evolved is no proof that
it has progressed. The point is important because
under the influence of biological conceptions the two
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ideas are often confused, and the fact that human beings
have evolved under certain conditions is treated as evi-
dence of the value of those conditions, or perhaps as
proving the futility of ethical ideas which run counter to
evolutionary processes. Thus in an article by a clever
exponent of eugenic principles I find a contemptuous
reference to ‘‘ the childlike desire to make things ‘fair,’
which is so clearly contrary to the order of a universe
which progresses by natural selection.””? In this brief
remark you will observe two immense assumptions, and
one stark contradiction. The first assumption is that
the universe progresses — not humanity, observe, nor
the mass of organic beings, nor even the earth, but the
universe. The second assumption is that it progresses
by natural selection, a hypothesis which has not yet ade-
quately explained the bare fact of the variation of or-
ganic forms on the surface of this earth. The contradic-
tlon i1s that progress is incompatible with fairness, the
basic element in all judgments of value, so that we are
called upon to recognize as valuable that by which our
fundamental notions of value are set at naught. It may
be replied that the process of things has nothing to do
with human ideas of value. That of course is perfectly
possible, and is the point we shall have to examine. But
in that case no one has a right to speak of progress, a
term which connotes value, in relation to the process
of things. If there exist laws of mechanical necessity
which involve the defeat of human effort based on
human judgments of value, then it is true that hu-
man effort must be forever frustrate, but it is untrue
that human effort must seek to ally itself with its en-
tMr, W. C. D, Whetham in the Eugenic Review, Nov. 1910.
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emy. If the process of the universe is inherently
opposed to the ethical order, 1t follows that the ethical
order is inherently opposed to the process of the uni-
verse. In this state of things the position of human-
ity would be very unfortunate. It could not hope to
achieve any permanent good. But it would still be the
height, of unreason for humanity to throw its efforts for
whatever they may be worth on the side of those forces
which by hypothesis are working against the best ele-
ments in its life. The only rational course in so bad a
situation would be first to see what could be saved from
the wreck, or, if nothing could be done, then to remain
passive and endure with what patience we could com-
mand. Why we should take active pains to forward a
process which conflicts with our fundamentak concep-
tions of what is valuable is a question which answers
itself.

Of course this is not the way in which the question or-
dinarily presents itself. By studying certain sides of
organic evolution people arrive at a particular hypothe-
sis of the nature of the process. They erect this hy-
pothesis into an universal and necessary law, and
stralghtway call upon every one else to acknowledge the
law and conform to it in action. Unaccustomed to
philosophical analysis, and contemptuous of that to
which they are unaccustomed, they do not see that they
have passed from one sense of law to another, that they
have confused a generalization with a command, and a
statement of facts with a principle of action. They
accordingly miss the starting-point from which a distinet
conception of progress and its relation to human effort
becomes possible. But for any useful theory of the
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bearing of evolution on social effort this conception is
vital. We can get no light upon the subject unless we
begin with the clear perception that the object of social
effort 1s the realization of ends to which human beings
‘can reasonably attach value, that is to say, the realiza-
tion of ethical ends ; and this being understood, we may
suitably use the term ‘‘progress’ of any steps leading
towards such realization. Now it may be said that
human valuations are themselves often obscure, con-
fused, and contradictory. That is, in fact, the reason
why we need a social philosophy to reduce them to a
rational order. But we are not asking for the moment
what the rational judgment of man would approve. We
are contending for the preliminary point, that without
its approval there can be no talk of progress, that to
hold up a process to admiration, to praise it as good,
to accept and forward it, is, in fact, to pass on it a judg-
ment of approval, and that to do these things and in the
same breath to scorn the principle which is the pivot of
any ethical approval is a contradiction. If this and
allied principles are false and meaningless, that requires
independent proof. If justice, fairness, mutual aid,
benevolence, pity, are inherently confused and contra-
dictory ideas, they cannot serve as bases of rational ap-
proval or disapproval. But this has to be demon-
strated, and there is no beginning of demonstration in
the mere fact that such qualities as these are opposed to
the naked struggle for existence.

Our conclusion so far is that the nature of social
progress cannot be determined by barely examining
the actual conditions of social evolution. Evolution
and progress are not the same thing. They may be
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opposed. They might even be so fundamentally op-
posed that progress would be impossible, and whether
this is s0 is one of the two questions which we distin-
guished above, and which I shall proceed to discuss. I
take occasion only to remind you that the other ques-
tion was — In what does progress consist 7 and to this
we have given the preliminary answer that it means
the realization of an ethical order; and we have now
further seen that the nature of this order is not to be
determined by asking whether it conforms to natural
processes, but by asking whether it yields rational and
coherent guidance to human effort. To this question
we ghall come in due course. We have now to deal
with the preliminary question whether in the light of the
facts of life the idea of progress as an advaneing realiza-
tion of an ethical order can be regarded as a valid idea.
That is to say, is progress possible ?  If so, social effort
has an intelligible and self consistent goal. If not, it is
doomed to self-defeat.

The optimistic view encounters many objections.
One is founded on history, or more widely on a com-
parative survey of human society, which suggests the
doubt whether for the mass of mankind any substantial
progress has as yet been realized. Comparing the life
of the savagewith that of the eivilized man, it maintains
that the advantages are by no means all on one side,
and, to put the view moderately, it urges that if all the
centuries of effort that part the civilized man from his
rude ancestors have produced such dubious results, we
can hope very little from continuance on the same path.
Unless we have some new fact to produce which is to
initiate some wonder-working change, the lower we fix
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our expectations the less disappointed we shall be. A
variant of this view founds itself more particularly on
the history of civilization. It calls attention to the ups
and downs of humanity. It points to the flower of
Greek, of Roman, of medieval civilization, and to their
subsequent decay. It questions whether we have ad-
vanced beyond them, or have built on firmer founda-
tions, and it bids us prepare for a similar dissolution.
These are questions of social evolution which require
very careful examination. 1 shall endeavor in a later
lecture to indicate the lines upon which I think they
may be profitably discussed. But there is another and
more fundamental objection to which I will first call
your attention. Thisis derived from the biological con-
ditions of human society.

The biological argument has taken more than one
shape and may best be treated here by a brief historical
retrospect. Its appearance in the arena of controversy
was announced by the terrible douche of cold water
thrown by Malthus on the speculative optimism of the
eighteenth century. The generation preceding the
French Revolution was a time of buoyant and sanguine
outlook. There floated before men the idea of an Age
of Reason that was near at hand, when mankind should
throw off the incubus of the past and resume a life in
accordance with nature in a social order founded on a
rational consideration of natural rights. Nature both
in the politics and the economics of the time assumes a,
half personal and wholly benevolent character, while
human restrictions, human conventions, play the part of
the villain in the piece. At this point Malthus inter-
vened by calling attention to a “natural” law of great






