POLITICAL EDUCATION
1951

The expression ‘political education’ has fallen on evil days; in the
wilful and disingenuous corruption of language which is character-
istic of our time it has acquired a sinister meaning. In places other
than this, it is associated with that softening of the mind, by force,
by alarm, or by the hypnotism of the endless repetition of what was
scarcely worth saying once, by means of which whole populations
have been reduced to submission. It is, therefore, an enterprise
worth undertaking to consider again, in a quiet moment, how we
should understand this expression, which joins together two
laudable activitics, and in doing so plays a small part in rescuing it
from abuse.

Politics 1 take to be the activity of attending to the general
arrangements of a sct of people whom chance or choice have
brought together. In this sense, families, clubs, and learned
societies have their ‘politics’. But the communities in which this
manner of activity is pre-eminent are the hereditary co-operative
groups, many of them of ancient lineage, all of them aware of a

Asthor’s mote: First delivered as an Inmauvgural Lecture at the London School of
Economics, this piece wis commented upon from various points of view. The notes | have
now added, and a few changes | have made in the text, are designed to remove some of the
misunderstandings it provoked. But, in gemeral, the reader is advised to remember that it
it concerned with understanding and explaining political activity which, in my view, is the
proper object :‘l"poliﬁcal education, What people project in political activity, and different
styles of political conduct, are considered here, first merely because they sometimes reveal
the way in which political activity is being understood, and secondly because it is
commonly (though 1 think wrongly) supposed that explanations are warrants for conduct.
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past, a present, and a future, which we call ‘states’. For most
people, political activity is a secondary activity - that is to say, they
have something else to do besides attending to these arrangements.
But, as we have come to understand it, the activity is one in which
every member of the group who is neither a child nor a lunatic has
some part and some responsibility, With us it is, at one level or
another, a universal activity.

I speak of this activity as “attending to arrangements’, rather
than as ‘making arrangements’, because in these hereditary co-
operative groups the activity is never offered the blank sheet of
infinite possibility. In any generation, even the most revolutionary,
the arrangements which are enjoved always far exceed those which
are recognized to stand in need of attention, and those which are
being prepared for enjoyment are few in comparison with those
which receive amendment: the new is an insignificant proportion of
the whole. There are some people, of course, who allow themselves
1o speak

As if arrangements were intended
For nothing else but to be mended,

but for most of us, our determination 1o improve our conduct does
not prevent us from recognizing that the greater part of what we
have is not a burden to be carnied or an incubus to be thrown off|
but an inheritance to be enjoyed. And a certain degree of shabbi-
ness is joined with every real convenience,

Now, attending to the arrangements of a society is an activity
which, like every other, has 1o be learned, Politics make a call upon
knowledge. Consequently, it is not irrelevant to inquire into the
kind of knowledge which is involved, and to investigate the nature
of political education. I do not, however, propose o ask what
information we should equip ourselves with before we begin to be
politically active, or what we need 10 know in order to be successful
politicians, but to inquire into the kind of knowledge we unavoid-
ably call upon whenever we are engaged in political activity and to
get from this an understanding of the nature of political education.

Our thoughits on political education, then, might be suppaosed 1o
spring from our understanding of political activity and the kind of
knowledge it involves. And it would appear that what is wanted at
this point is a definition of political activity from which to draw
some conclusions. But this, I think, would be a mistaken way of
going about our business. What we require is not so much a defini-
tion of politics from which to deduce the character of political edu-
cation, as an understanding of political activity which includes a
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recognition of the sort of education it involves. For, to understand
an activity is to know it as a concrete whole; it is to recognize the
activity as having the source of its movement within itself. An
understanding which leaves the activity in debt 10 something out-
side itsell is, for that reason, an inadequate understanding. And if
political activity is impassible without a certain kind of knowledge
and a certain sort of education, then this knowledge and education
are not mere appendages to the activity but are part of the activity
itself and must be incorporated in our understanding of it. We
should not, therefore, seek a definition of politics in order to deduce
from it the character of political knowledge and education, but
rather observe the kind of knowledge and education which is in-
herent in any understanding of political activity, and use this
observation as a means of improving our understanding of politics.

My propasal, then, is to consider the adequacy of two current
understandings of politics, together with the sort of knowledge and
kind of education they imply, and by improving upon them to
reach what may perhaps be a more adequate understanding at
once of political activity itsell and the knowledge and education
which belongs to it.

2

In the understanding of some people, politics is what may be called
an empirical activity. Attending to the arrangements of a society
s waking up cach morming and considering ‘What would I like o
do? or “What would somcbody else (whom 1 desire to please) like
10 see done?” and doing it. This understanding of political activity
may be called politics without a policy. On the briefest inspection
it will appear a concept of politics difficult 1o substantiate; it does
not Jook like a possible manner of activity at all. But a near
approach to it is, perhaps, to be detected in the politics of the pro-
verbial oriental despot, or in the politics of the wall-scribbler and
the vote-catcher. And the result may be supposed to be chaos
modified by whatever consistency is allowed to creep into caprice.
They are the politics attributed to the first Lord Liverpool, of whom
Acton said, “The secret of his policy was that he had none’, and of
whom a Frenchman remarked that if he had been present at the
creation of the world he would have said, ‘Mon Diey, consersons le
chaos”. It seems, then, that a concrete activity, which may be de-
scribed as an approximation to empirical politics, is possible. But it
is clear thay, although knowledge of a sort belongs to this style of
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political activity (knowledge, as the French say, not of ourselves
but only of our appetites), the only kind of education appropriate
to it would be an education in lunacy - leaming to be ruled solely
by passing desires. And this reveals the important point: namely,
that to understand politics as a purcly empirical activity is 1o mis-
understand it, because empiricism by itself is pot a concrete
manner of activity at all, and can become a partner in a concrete
manner of activity only when it is joined with something else - in
science, for example, when it is joined with hypothesis. What is
significant about this understanding of politics is not that some sort
of approach to it can appear, but that it mistakes for a concrete,
self-moved manner of activity what is never more than an abstract
moment in any manner of being active. Of course, politics is the
pursuit of what is desired and of what is desired at the moment; but
precisely because they are this, they can never be the pursuit of
merely what recommends itselfl from moment to moment, The
activity of desiring does not take this course; caprice is never
absolute. From a practical point of view, then, we may decry the
style of politics which approximates to pure empiricism because we
can observe in it an approach to lunacy. But from a theoretical
point of view, purely empirical politics are not something difficult
to achieve or proper to be avoided, they are merely impossible; the
product of a misunderstanding.

3

The understanding of politics as an empirical activity is, then,
inadequate because it fails to reveal a concrete manner of activity
at all. And it has the incidental defect of seeming to encourage the
thoughtless to pursue a siyle of anending to the arrangements of
their socicty which is likely to have unfortunate results; to try to do
something which is inherently impossible is always a corrupting
enterprise. We must, if we can, improve upon it. And the impulse
o improve may be given a direction by asking, ‘What is it that
this understanding of politics has neglected 10 observe? What (to
put it crudely) has it left out which, if added in, would compose an
understanding in which politics are revealed as a self-moved (or
concrete) manner of activity? And the answer to the question is, or
seems to be, available as soon as the question is formulated. It
would appear that what this understanding of politics lacks is
something to set empiricism o work, something to correspond with
specific hypothesis in science, an end to be pursued that is more
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extensive than a mercly instant desire. And this, it should be
observed, is not merely a good companion for empincism; it is
something without which empiricism in action is impossible. Let
us explore this suggestion, and in order to bring it to a point | will
state it in the form of a proposition: that politics appear as a
self-moved manner of activity when empiricism is preceded and
guided by an ideological activity, I am not concerned with the so-
called ideological siyle of politics as a desirable or undesirable
manner of attending to the arrangements of a society; 1 am con-
cerned only with the contention that when to the ineluctable
element of empincism (doing what one wants to do) is added a
political ideology, a sell-moved manner ol activity appears, and
that consequently this may be regarded in principle as an adequate
understanding of political activity,

As | understand i1, a political ideology purports to be an ab-
stract principle, or a set of related abstract principles, which has
been independently premeditated. It supplies in advance of the
activity of attending to the arrangements of a society a formulated
end 1o be pursued, and in so doing it provides a means of distin.
guishing between those desires which ought 1o be encouraged and
those which ought to be suppressed or redirected.,

The simplest sort of political ideology is a single abstract idea,
such as Freedom, Equality, Maximum Productivity, Racial Purity,
or Happiness. And in that case political activity is understood as
the enterprise of sceing that the arrangements of a society conform
to or reflect the chosen abstract idea, It is usual, bowever, to re-
cognize the need for a complex scheme of related ideas, rather than
a single idca, and the examples pointed to will be such systems of
ideas as: “the principles of 1789, ‘Liberalism’, ‘Democracy’,
‘Marxism', or the Atantic Charter. These principles need not be
considered absolute or immune from change (though they are
frequently so considered ), but their value lies in their having been
premeditated. They compose an understanding of what is to be
pursued independent of Aow it is to be pursued. A political ideology
purports to supply in advance knowledge of what ‘Freedom® or
’ " or Justice’ is, and in this manner sets empiricism to
work. Such a set of principles is, of course, capable of being argued
about and reflected upon; it is something that men compose for
themselves, and they may later remember it or write it down. But
the condition upon which it can perform the service assigned to it is
that it owes nothing to the activity it controls. “To know the true
good of the community is what constitutes the science of legis-
lation®, said Bentham; ‘the art consists in finding the means to
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realize that good'. The contention that we have before us, then, is
that empiricism can be set to work (and a concrete, self-moved
manncr of activity appear) when there is added to it a guide of this
sort: desire and something not generated by desire.

Now, there is no doubt about the sort of knowledge which
political activity, understood in this manner, calls upon. What is
required, in the first place, is knowledge of the chosen political
wdeology ~ a knowledge of the ends to be pursued, a knowledge of
what we want to do. Of course, if we are to be successful in
pursuing these ends we shall need knowledge of another sort also -
a knowledge, shall we say, of cconomics and psychology. But the
common characteristic of all the kinds of knowledge required is
that they may be, and should be, gathered in advance of the
activity of attending to the arrangements of a society. Morecover,
the appropriate sort of education will be an education in which the
chasen political ideology is taught and learned, in which the tech-
niques necessary for success are acquired, and (if we are so unfor-
wnate as to find oursclves empty-handed in the matter of an
ideology) an education in the skill of abstract thought and pre-
meditation necessary to compose one for ourselves. The education
we shall need is one which enables us to expound, defend, imple-
ment, and possibly invent a political ideology.

In casting around for some convincing demonstration that this
understanding of politics reveals a self-moved manner of activity,
we should no doubt consider ourselves rewarded if we could find
an example of politics being conducted precisely in this manner.
This at least would constitute a sign that we were on the right
track. The defect, it will be remembered, of the understanding of
politics as a purely empirical activity was that it revealed, not a
manner of activity at all, but an abstraction; and this defect made
itsell manifest in our inability to find a style of politics which was
anything more than an approximation to it. How does the under-
standing of politics as empiricism joined with an ideology fare in
this respect? And without being over-confident, we may perhaps
think that this is where we wade ashore. For we would appear to be
in no difficulty whatever in finding an example of political activity
which corresponds to this understanding of it: half the world, at a
conservative estimate, scems to conduct its affairs in precisely this
manner. And further, is it not so manifestly a possible style of pol-
itics that, even if we disagree with a particular ideology, we find
nothing technically absurd in the writings of those who urge it
upon us as an admirable style of politics? At least its advocates
seem to know what they are 1alking about: they understand not
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only the manner of the activity but also the sort of knowledge and
the kind of education it involves, ‘Every schoolboy in Russia’,
wrote Sir Norman Angel, ‘is familiar with the doctrine of Marx and
can write its catechism. How many British schoolboys have any
corresponding knowledge of the principles enunciated by Mill in
his incomparable essay on Liberty?" ‘Few people’, says Mr. E. H.
Carr, “any longer contest the thesis that the child should be
educated i the official ideology of his country.” In short, if we are
looking for a sign to indicate that the understanding of politics as
empirical activity preceded by ideological activity is an adequate
understanding, we can scarcely be mistaken in supposing that we
have it to hand.

And yet there is perhaps room for doubt: doube first of all whe-
ther in principle this understanding of politics reveals a self-moved
manner of activity; and doubt, consequentially, whether what
have been identified as examples of a style of politics corresponding
exactly 1o this understanding have been properly identified.

The contention we are investigating is that auending to the
arrangements of a society can begin with a premeditated ideology,
can begin with independently acquired knowledge of the ends 10 be
pursued.' 1t is supposed that a political ideology is the product of
intellectual premeditation and that, because it is a body of prin-
ciples not itsell in debt to the activity of attending to the arrange-
ments of society, it is able to determine and guide the direction of
that activity. If, however, we consider more clasely the character of
a political ideology, we find at once that this supposition is
falsified. So far from a political ideology being the quasi-divine
rarcnl of political activity, it turns out to be its carthly stepchild.

nstead of an independently premeditated scheme of ends 10 be
pursued, it 1s a system of ideas abstracted from the manner in
which people have been accustomed to go about the business of
attending to the arrangements of their socicties. The pedigree of
every political ideology shows it to be the creature, not of pre-
meditation in advance of political activity, but of meditation upon
a manncr of politics. In short, political activity comes first and a
political ideology follows after; and the understanding of politics
we are investigating has the disadvantage of being, in the strict
SCNSC, Preposterous.

Let us consider the martter first in relation to scientific hypothesis,
which 1 have taken to play a role in scientific activity in some re-

" This is the case, for example, with Naseral Law; whether it is taken 10 be an explana-
ton of political acsivity on, improperty, as & gubde 10 poliscal conduoct.
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spects similar 10 that of an ideology in politics. 11 a scientific hypo-
thesis were a sdf-gmmted bngm idea which owed nothing to
scientific activity, then empiricism governed by hypothesis could
be considered to compose a self-contained manner of activity; but
this certainly is not its character. The truth is that only a man who
is already a scientist can formulate a scientific hypothesis; that is,
an hypothesis is not an independent invention capable of guiding
saentific inquiry, but a dependent supposition which arises as an
abstraction from within already existing scientific activity. More-
over, even when the specific hypothesis has in this manner been
formulated, it is inoperative as a guide to research without
constant reference to the traditions of scientific inquiry from which
it was abstracted. The concrete situation does not appear until the
specific hypothesis, which is the occasion of empiricism being set to
work, is recognized as itself the creature of knowing how to conduct
a scientific inquiry.

Or consider the example of cookery. It might be supposed that
an ignorant man, some edible materials, and a cookery book com-
pose together the necessities of a self-moved (or concrete) activity
called cooking. But nothing is further from the truth. The cookery
book is not an independently generated beginning from which
cooking can spring; it is nothing more than an abstract of some-
body’s knowledge of how to cook: it is the stepchild, not the parent
of the activity, The book, in its turn, may help to set a man on to
dressing a dmncr, but if it were his sole guide he could never, in
fact, begin book speaks only to those who know already the
kind ol’ thmg to expect from it and consequently how 1o interpret it

Now, just as a cookery book presupposes somebody who knows
how to cook, and its use presupposes somebody who already knows
how to use it, and just as a scientific hypothesis springs from a know-
ledge of how to conduct a scientific investigation and separated
from that knowledge is powerless to set empiricism profitably to
work, so a pol:ua% ideology must be understood, not as an in-
dependently premeditated beginning for political activity, but as
knowledge (abstract and gencralized) of a concrete manner of
attending to the arrangements of a socicty. The catechism which
sets out the purposes to be pursued merely abridges a concrete
manner of behaviour in which those purposes are already hidden.
It does not exist in advance of political activity, and by itself it is
always an insufficient guide. Political enterprises, the ends 1o be
pursued, the arrangements to be established (all the normal
ingredients of a political ideology), cannot be premeditated in
advance of a manner of attending to the arrangements of a society;
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what we do, and morcover what we want to do, is the creature of
Aow we are accustomed to conduct our affairs. Indeed, it often
reflects no more than a discovered ability to do something which is
then translated into an authority to do it

On 4 August 1789, for the complex and bankrupt social and
political system of France was substituted the Rights of Man.
Reading this document we come 10 the conclusion that somebody
has done some thinking. Here, displayed in a few sentences, is a
political ideology: a system of rights and dutics, a scheme of ends -
justice, freedom, equality, securnity, rropeny and the rest ~ ready
and waiting to be put into practice for the first time. ‘For the first
time?' Not a bit of it. This deology no more existed in advance of
political practice than a cookery book exists in advance of know-
ing how to cook, Certainly it was the product of somebody's re-
flection, but it was not the product of reflection in advance of
political activity. For here, in fact, are disclosed, abstracted and
abridged, the common law rights of Englishmen, the gift not of
independent premeditation or divine munificence, but of centuries
of the day-to-day autending to the arrangements of an historic
society. Or consider Locke's Second Treatise of Civil Government, read
in America and in France in the eighteenth century as a statement
of abstract principles to be put into practice, regarded there as a
preface to political activity. But so far from being a preface, it has
all the marks of a postscript, and its power to guide derived from its
roots in actual political experience. Here, set down in abstract
terms, is a brief conspectus of the manner in which Englishmen
were accustomed to go about the business of attending to their
arrangements — a brilliant abridgement of the political habits of
Englishmen. Or consider this passage from a contemporary
continental writer: ‘Freedom keeps Europeans in unrest and
movement. They wish 1o have freedom, and at the same time they
know they have not got it." And having established the end to be
pursued, political activity is represented as the realization of this
end. But the ‘freedom’ which can be pursued is not an indepen-
dently premeditated ‘ideal’ or a dream; like scientific hypothesis, it
is something which is already intimated in a concrete manner of
behaving. Freedom, like a recipe for game pic, is not a bright idea;
it is not a *human right” to be deduced from some speculative
concept of human nature. The freedom which we enjoy is nothing
more than arrangements, procedures of a certain kind: the freedom
of an Englishman is not something exemplified in the procedure of
habeas corpus, it is, at that point, the availability of that procedure.
And the freedom which we wish to enjoy is not an ‘ideal’ which we
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premeditate independently of our political experience; it is what is
already intimated in that experience.?

On this reading, then, the systems of abstract ideas we call
‘ideologics” are abstracts of some kind of concrete activity. Most
political ideologies, and certainly the mast useful of them (because
they unquestionably have their use), are abstracts of the political
traditions of some socicty. But it sometimes happens that an
ideology is offered as a guide to politics which is an abstract, not of
political experience, but of some other manner of activity - war,
religion, or the conduct of industry, for example. And here the
model we are shown is not only abstract, but is also inappropriate
on account of the irrelevance of the activity from which it has been
abstracted. This, I think, is one of the defects of the model provided
by the Marxist ideology. But the important point is that, at most,
an ideology is an abbreviation of some manner of concrete activity.

We are now, perhaps, in a position to perceive more accurately
the character of what may be called the ideological syle of politics,
and 1o observe that its existence offers no ground for supposing
that the understanding of political activity as empiricism guided
solely by an ideology is an adequate understanding. The ideological
style of politics is a confused style. Properly speaking, it is a wradi-
tional manner of attending to the arrangements of a society which
has been abridged into a doctrine of ends to be pursued, the
abridgement (together with the necessary technical knowledge)
being erroncously regarded as the sole guide relied upon. In
certain  circumstances an abridgement of this kind may be
valuable; it gives sharpness of outline and precision to a political
tradition which the occasion may make seem appropriate. When a
manner of attending 1o arrangements is to be transplanted from
the society in which it has grown up into another society (always a
questionable enterprisc), the simplification of an ideology may
appear as an asset. If, for example, the English manner of politics
is to be planted elsewhere in the world, it is perhaps appropriate
that it should first be abridged into something called ‘democracy’
before it is packed up and shipped abroad. There is, of course, an
alternative method: the method by which what is exported is the
detail and not the abridgement of the tradition, and the workmen
travel with the tools ~ the method which made the British Empire,
But it is a show and costly method, And, particularly with men in a

! O ‘Substaative law has e fiest book of being secreeed in the isterstioes of
procedure.” Sir Heary Maine, Divsertativons s Early Low ond [London: Jobn Murray,
Legs)
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hurry, {homme @ programme with his abridgement wins every time;
his slogans enchant, while the resident magistrate is seen only as a
sign of servility. But whatever the apparent appropriateness on
occasion of the ideological style of politics, the defect of the
explanation of political activity connected with it becomes ap-
parent when we consider the sort of knowledge and the kind of
education it encourages us to believe is sufficient for understanding
the activity of attending to the arrangements of a socicty. For it
suggests that a knowledge of the chosen political ideology can take
the place of understanding a tradition of political behaviour. The
wand and the book come to be regarded as themselves potent, and
not merely the symbols of potency. The arrangements of a society
are made to appear, not as manners of behaviour, but as pieces of
machinery to be transported about the world indiscriminately, The
complexities of the tradition which have been squeezed out in the
process of abridgement are taken to be unimportant: “the rights of
man' are understood to exist insulated from a manner of attending
to arrangements. And because, in practice, the abridgement is
never by itsell a suficient guide, we are encouraged to All it out,
not with our suspect political experience, but with experience
drawn from other (often irrelevant) concretely understood activi-
ties, such as war, the conduct of industry, or Trade Union
negotiation.

4

The understanding of politics as the activity of attending to the
arrangements of a society under the guidance of an independently
premeditated ideology is, then, no less a misunderstanding than
the understanding of it as a purely empirical activity. Wherever
else politics may begin, they cannot begin in ideological activity.
And in an attempt to improve upon this understanding of politics,
we have already observed in principle what needs to be recognized
in order to have an intelligible concept. Just as scientific hypothesis
cannot appear, and is impossible 1o operate, except within an
already existing tradition of scientific investigation, so a scheme of
ends for political activity appears within, and can be evaluated
only when it is related 1o an already existing tradition of how 10
attend to our arrangements. In politics, the only concrete manner
of activity detectable is one in which empiricism and the ends to be
pursued are recognized as dependent, alike for their existence and
their operation, upon a traditional manner of behaviour.
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Politics is the activity of antending to the general arrangements
of a collection of people who, in respect of their common recogni-
tion of a manner of attending to its arrangements, compose a single
community. To suppose a collection of people without recognized
traditions of behaviour, or one which enjoyed arrangements which
intimated no direction for change and needed no attention,” is 1o
su a people incapable of politics.

is activity, then, springs neither from instant desires, nor from
general principles, but from the existing traditions of behaviour
themselves. And the form it takes, because it can take no other, is
the amendment of existing arrangements by exploring and pursuing
what is intimated in them. The arrangements which constitute a
socicty capable of political activity, whether they are customs or
institutions or laws or diplomatic decisions, are at once coherent
and incoherent; they compose a pattern and at the same time they
intimate a sympathy for what does not fully appear. Political
activity is the exploration of that sympathy; and consequently,
redevant political reasoning will be the convincing exposure of a
sympathy, present but not yet followed up, and the convincing
demonstration that now is the appropriate moment for recognizing
it. For example, the legal status of women in our society was for a
long time (and perhaps still is) in comparative confusion, because
the rights and duties which composed it intimated rights and
duties which were nevertheless not recognized. And, on the view
of things | am suggesting, the only cogent reason to be advanced
for the technical ‘enfranchisement’ of women was that in all or
most other important respects they had already been enfranchised.
Arguments drawn from abstract natural right, from ‘justice’, or
from some general concept of feminine personality, must be re-
garded as cither irrelevant, or as unfortunately disguised forms
of the one valid argument: namely, that there was an incoherence
in the arrangements of the society which pressed convincingly for
remedy. In politics, then, every enterprise is a consequential
enterprise, the pursuit, not of a dream, nor of a general principle,
but of an intimation.* What we have to make do with is something
less imposing than logical implications or necessary consequences,
but if the intimations of a tradition of behaviour are less dignified
or more clusive than these, they are not on that account less
important. Of course, there is no picce of mistake-proof apparatus
by means of which we can clicit the intimation most worthwhile

* For example, a wociety in which hew was believed 10 be a divine gin,
¥ See vorminal nose, p. 155,

"W



THE VOICE OF LIBERAL LEARNING

pursuing; and not only do we often make gross errors of judgement
in this matter, but also the total effect of a desire satisfied is so little
to be forecast that our activity of amendment is often found 10
lead us where we would not go. Moreover, the whole enterprise is
able at any moment to be perverted by the incursion of an ap-
proximation to empiricism in the pursuit of power. These are fea-
tures which can never be climinated; they belong to the character
of political activity. But it may be believed that our mistakes of
understanding will be less frequent and less disastrous if we escape
the illusion that politics is ever anything more than the pursuit of
intimations; a conversation, not an argument,

Now, every society which is intellectually alive is liable, from
time to time, to abridge its tradition of behaviour into a scheme of
abstract ideas; and on occasion political discussion will be con-
cerned, not (like the debates in the fliad) with isolated transactions,
nor (like the speeches in Thucydides) with policies and traditions
of activity, but with gencral principles. And in this there is no
harm; perhaps even some positive benehit. It is possible that the
distorting mirror of an ideology will reveal important hidden pass-
ages in the tradition, as a caricature reveals the potentialities of a
face; and if this is so, the intellectual enterprise of secing what a
tradition looks like when it is reduced to an ideology will be a use-
ful part of political education. But to make use of abridgement as a
technique for exploring the intimations of a political tradition, to
use it, that is, as a scientist uses hypothesis, is one thing; it is some-
thing different, and something inappropriate, 1o understand polit-
ical activity itself as the activity of amending the arrangements of a
society to make them agree with the provisions of an ideology. For
then a character has been attributed to an ideology which it is
unable to sustain, and we may find ourselves, in practice, directed
by a false and a misleading guide: false, because in the abridge-
ment, however skillfully it has been performed, a single intimation
is apt to be exaggerated and proposed for unconditional pursuit,
and the benefit to be had from observing what the distortion
reveals is lost when the distortion itself is given the office of a cri-
terion; misleading, because the abridgement itself never, in fact,
provides the whole of the knowledge used in political activity,

There will be some people who, though in general agreement
with this understanding of political activity, will suspect that it
confuses what is, perhaps, normal with what is necessary, and that
important exceptions (of great contemporary relevance) have been
lost in a hazy generality. It is all very well, it may be said, 10
obscrve in politics the activity of exploring and pursuing the
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intimations of a tradition of behaviour, but what light does this
throw upon a political crisis such as the Norman Conquest of
England, or the establishment of the Soviet regime in Russia? It
would be foolish, of course, to deny the possibility of serious
political crisis. But if we exclude (as we must) a genuine cataclysm
which for the time being made an end of politics by altogether
obliterating a current tradition of behaviour (which is net what
happened in Anglo-Saxon England or in Russia),” there is littke to
support the view that even the most serious political upheaval
carries us outside this understanding of politics. A tradition of
behaviour is not a fixed and inflexible manner of doing things; it is
a flow of sympathy. It may be temporarily disrupted by the
incursion of a foreign influence, it may be diverted, restnicted,
arrested, or become dried up, and it may reveal so deep-seated an
incoherence that (even without foreign assistance) a crisis appears.
And if, in order to meet these crises, there were some steady,
unchanging, independent guide to which a society might resort, it
would no doubt be well advised to do so. But no such guide exists;
we have no resources outside the fragments, the vestiges, the relics
of its own tradition of behaviour which the crisis has left
untouched. For even the help we may get from the traditions of
another society (or from a tradition of a vaguer sort which is shared
by a number of socicties) is conditional upon our being able 1o
assimilate them to our own arrangements and our own manner of
attending to our arrangements. The hungry and helpless man is
mistaken il he supposes that he overcomes the crisis by means of a
tin-opener: what saves him is somebody clse’s knowledge of how to
cook, which he can make use of only because he is not himself
entirely ignorant. In short, political crisis (even when it seems to be
imposed upon a socicty by changes beyond its control) always
appears within a tradition of political activity; and ‘salvation’
comes from the unimpaired resources of the tradition itself. Those
societies which retain, in changing circumstances, a lively sense of
their own identity and continuity (which are without that hatred of
their own experiences which makes them desire to efface it) are to
be counted fortunate, not because they possess what others lack,
but because they have already mobilized what none is without and

all, in fact, rely upon.
In political activity, then, men sail a boundless and bottomless

* The Rumian Revodanion {what actually happened i Reasin] was not the impletoenta:
tiom of 2n abstract design worked oet by Lenin and others in Swateerland: i€ was a modili-
cation of Runce GeCumsmanoes. the French Revolution was far moee cloacly
comnected with the anciee wigise than with Locke or Amersca.
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sea; there is neither harbour for shelter nor floor for anchorage,
neither starting-place nor appointed destination. The enterprise is
to keep afloat on an even keel; the sea is both friend and enemy;
and the seamanship consists in using the resources of a traditional
manner of behaviour in order to make a friend of every hostile
occasion.®

Ade ing doctrine, it will be said - even by those who do not
make the mistake of adding in an element of crude determinism
which, in facy, it has no place for. A tradition of behaviour is not a
groove within which we are destined 10 grind out our helpless and
unsatisfying lives: mactus e5; hane exerna. But in the main the
depression springs from the exclusion of hopes that were false and
the discovery that guides, reputed o be of superhuman wisdom
and skill are, in fact, of & somewhat different character. If the doc-
trine deprives us of a model laid up in heaven o which we should
approximate our behaviour, at least it does not lead us into a morass
where every choice is equally good or equally to be deplored. And
if it suggests that politics are nur fir die Schoeindelfreie, that should
depress only those who have lost their nerve.

5

The sin of the academic is that he takes so long in coming to the
point, Nevertheless, there is some virtue in his dilatoriness; what
he has to offer may, in the end, be no great matter, but at least it is
not unripe fruit, and to pluck it is the work of a moment. We set out
1o consider the kind of knowledge involved in political activity and
the appropriate sort of education. And if the understanding of poli-
tics I have recommended is not a misunderstanding, there is little
doubt about the kind of knowledge and the sort of education which
belongs toit. It is knowledge, as profound as we can make it, of our
tradition of political behaviour, Other knowledge, certainly, is

* To theoe who seem 10 themucives 10 have a cleas view of an immediate destination
(hat s, of & condition of human circumatance 10 be achieved), and whe are confiden that
this conditson i 10 be imponed spom everybody, this will seem an weduly sceptical
endentanding wcal activity: bes they may be asked where have gor it from, and
whether they mmagine that ‘political acowity’ will come 10 an end with the acksevessent of
tha condicion? And if they agree (han some more distant destination may then be expeceed
1o daclose (o, does mot this sitsason enail an usderstanding of its & an open-
ended activity sech as | have described? Or do they sadeniand iy xx making the
necessary arrangements for a set of castaways whe have always in reserve the thought that
they are golng 10 be ‘rescued™
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desirable in addition; but this is the knowledge without which we
cannot make use of whatever else we may have learned.

A tradition of behaviour is a tricky thing to get to know. Indeed,
it may cven appear to be essentially unintelligible. It is neither
fixed nor finished; it has no changeless centre 1o which understand-
ing can anchor itself; there is no sovereign purpose 1o be perceived
or invariable direction to be detected; there i1s no model to be copied,
idea to be realized, or rule 1o be followed. Some parts of it may
change more slowly than others, but none is immune from change.
Everything is temporary. Nevertheless, though a tradition of be-
haviour is flimsy and elusive, it is not without identity, and what
makes it a possible object of knowledge is the fact that all its parts
do not change at the same time and that the changes it undergoes
are potential within it. lts principle is a principle of continwily:
authority is diffused between past, present, and future; between the
old, the new, and what is 10 come. It is steady because, though it
moves, it is never wholly in motion; and though it is tranquil, it is
never wholly at rest.” Nothing that ever belonged to it is
completely lost; we are always swerving back 1o recover and to
make something topical out of even its remotest moments; and
nothing for long remains unmodified. Everything is temporary, but
nothing is arbitrary. Everything figures by comparison, not with
what stands next to it, but with the whole. And since a tradition of
behaviour is not susceptible of the distinction between essence and
accident, knowledge of it is unavoidably knowledge of its detail: 10
know only the gist is to know nothing. What has o be leamed is
not an abstract idea, or a set of tricks, not even a ritual, but a
concrete, coherent manner of living in all its intricacy.

It is dear, then, that we must not entertain the hope of acquinng
this difficult understanding by easy methods. Though the knowl-
edge we seck is municipal, not universal, there i no short cut 10 it
Moreover, political education is not merely a matter of coming to
understand a tradition, it is learning how to participate in a con-
versation: it is at once initiation into an inheritance in which we
have a life interest, and the exploration of its intimations. There
will always remain somcthing of a mystery about how a tradition of
political behaviour is learned, and perhaps the only certainly is
that there is no point at which learning it can properly be said w
begin. The politics of a community are not less individual (and not

" The critic who found ‘seme mystical gealain’ in this panage leaves me puaaled: it
scems 1o me am exceedingly matterof fact descripeion of the characierintios of any sradition
~ the Common Law of England, for example, the so-calied Hricah Constnssion, the Chiai
ian religion, modern physics, the game of cricker, diptulidng.
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more s0) than its language, and they are learned and practised in
the same manner. We do not begin to learn our native language by
learning the alphabet, or by learning its grammar; we do not begin
by learning words, but words in use; we do not begin (as we begin
in reading) with what is easy and go on to what is more dificult;
we do not begin at school, but in the cradle; and what we say
springs always from our manner of speaking. And this is true also
of our political education: it begins in the enjoyment of a tradition,
in the observation and imitation of the behaviour of our clders, and
there is litthe or nothing in the world which comes before us as we
open our eyes which does not contribute to it. We are aware of a
past and a future as soon as we are aware of a present. Long before
we are of an age 1o 1ake interest in a book about our politics we are
acquiring that complex and intricate knowledge of our political
tradition without which we could not make sense of a book when
we come 1o open it. And the projects we entertain are the creatures
of our wradition. The greater part, then — perhaps the important
part = of our political education we acquire haphazardly in finding
our way about the natural-artificial world into which we are born,
and there is no other way of acquiring it. There will, of course, be
more to acquire, and it will be more readily acquired if we have the
good fortune 1o be born into a rich and lively political tradition and
among those who are well educated politically; the lincaments of
political activity will carlicr become distinct: but even the most
needy society and the most cramped surroundings have some
political education to offer, and we take what we can get,

But if this is the manner of our beginning, there are decper re-
cesses to explore, Politics is a proper subject for academic study;
there is something to think about and it is important that we should
think about the appropriate things. Here also, and everywhere, the
governing consideration is that what we are learning to understand
is a political tradition, a concrete manner of behaviour., And for
this reason it is proper that, at the academic level, the study of
politics should be an historical study — not, in the first place,
because it is proper to be concerned with the past, but because we
need to be concerned with the detail of the concrete. It is true that
nothing appears on the present surface of a tradition of political
activity which has not its roots deep in the past, and that not 10
observe it coming into being is often to be denied the clue to its
significance; and for this reason genuine historical study is an
indispensable part of a political education. But what is equally
important is not what happened, here or there, but what people
have thought and said about what happened: the history, not of
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political ideas, but of the manner of our political thinking. Every
society, by the underlinings it makes in the book of its history,
constructs a legend of its own fortunes which it keeps up to date
and in which is hidden its own understanding of its politics; and
the historical investigation of this legend - not 1o expose its errors
but to understand its prejudices ~ must be a pre-eminent part of a
political education. It is, then, in the study of genuine history, and
of this quasi-history which reveals in its backward glances the
tendencies which are afoot, that we may hope to escape one of
the most insidious current misunderstandings of political activity -
the misunderstanding in which institutions and procedures appear
as picces of machinery designed to achieve a purpose seutled in
advance, instead of as manners of behaviour which are meaning-
less when separated from their context: the misunderstanding, for
example, in which Mill convinced himself that something called
‘Representative Government” was a ‘form” of politics which could
be regarded as proper to any society which had reached a certain
level of what is called ‘civilization®; in short, the misunderstanding
in which we regard our arrangements and institutions as something
more significant than the footprints of thinkers and statesmen who
knew which way to turn their feet without knowing anything about
a final destination.

Nevertheless, to be concerned only with one’s own tradition of
political activity is not enough. A political education worth the
name must embrace, also, knowledge of the politics of other con-
temporary socicties. [t must do this because some at least of our
political activity is related to that of other people’s, and not to
know how they go about attending to their own arrangements is
not to know the course they will pursue and not to know what
resources 1o call upon in our own tradition; and because to know
only one’s own tradition is not 1o know even that. But here again
two observations must be made. We did not begin yesterday to
have relations with our neighbours; and we do not require con-
stantly to be hunting outside the tradition of our politics to find
some special formula or some merely ad hec expedient to direct
those relations, It is only when wilfully or negligently we forget the
resources of understanding and initiative which belong to our
wadition that, like actors who have forgotten their part, we are
obliged to gag. And secondly, the only knowledge worth having
about the politics of another socicty is the same kind of knowledge
as we seek of our own tradition. Here also, la veritd reste dans les
nuances; and a comparative study of institutions, for example, which
obscured this would provide only an illusory sense of having under-
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stood what nevertheless remains a secret. The study of another
people’s politics, like a study of our own, should be an ecological
study of a tradition of behaviour, not an anatomical study of me-
chanical devices or the investigation of an ideology. And only when
our study is of this sort shall we find ourselves in the way of being
stimulated, but not intoxicated, by the manners of others. To range
the world in order to select the ‘best’ of the practices and purposes
of others (as the eclectic Zeuxis is said to have tried to compose a
figure more beautiful than Helen's by putting together features
each notable for its perfection) is a corrupting enterprise and one of
the surest ways of losing one’s political balance; but 1o investigate
the concrete manner in which another people goes about the busi-
ness of attending 1o its arrangements may reveal significant pass-
ages in our own tradition which might otherwise remain hidden.

There is a third department in the academic study of politics
which must be considered — what, for want of a better name, 1 shall
call a philosophical study. Reflection on political activity may take
place at various levels: we may consider what resources our
political tradition offers for dealing with a certain situation, or we
may abndge our politica.l experience into a doctrine, which may be
used, as a scientist uses a hypothesis, to explore its intimations,
But beyond these, and other manners of political thinking, there
is a range of reflection, the object of which is to consider the place
of political activity itsell on the map of our to1al experience.
Reflection of this sort has gone on in every socicty which is politi-
cally conscious and intellectually alive; and so far as European
societics are concerned, the inquiry has uncovered a variety of
intellectual problems which each generation has formulated in
its own way and has tackled with the technical resources at its
disposal. And because political philosophy is not what may be
called a ‘progressive’ science, accumulating solid results and
reaching conclusions upon which further investigation may be
based with confidence, its history is especially important: indeed,
in a sensc, it has nothing but a history, which is a history of the
incohercncies ﬁnilowphcu have detected in common ways of
thinking and manner of solution they have proposed, rather
than a history of doctrines and systems. The study of this history
may be supposed to have a considerable place in a political edu-
cation, and the enterprise of understanding the turn which contem-
porary reflection has given 10 it, an even more considerable place.
Political philosophy cannot be expected 10 increase our ability to
be successful in political activity, It will not help us to distinguish
between good and bad political projects; it has no power 10 guide
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or 10 direct us in the enterprise of pursuing the intimations of our
tradition. But the patient analysis of the genceral ideas which have
come to be connected with political activity - ideas such as nawre,
artifice, reason, will, law, authority and obligation — in 5o far as it
succeeds in removing some of the crookedness from our thinking
and leads to a more economical use of concepts, is an activity
neither 1o be overrated nor despised. But it must be understood as
an explanatory, not a practical, activity, and if we pursue it, we
may hope only to be less often cheated by ambiguous statement
and irrelevant argument,

Abeunt studia in mores. The fruits of a political education will
in the manner in which we think and speak about politics

and perhaps in the manner in which we conduct our politcal ac-
tivity. To select items from this prospective harvest must always be
hazardous, and opinions will differ about what is most important.
But for myself 1 should hope for two things. The more profound
our understanding of political activity, the less we shall be at the
mercy of a plausible but mistaken analogy, the less we shall be
tempted by a false or irrelevant model. And the more thoroughly
we understand our own political tradition, the more readily its
whole resources are available to us, the less likely we shall be to
embrace the illusions which wait for the ignorant and the unwary:
the illusion that in politics we can get on without a tradition of
behaviour, the illusion that the abridgement of a tradition is itsell a
sufficient guide, and the illusion that in politics there is anywhere a
safe harbour, a destination to be reached or even a detectable
strand of progress. “The world is the best of all possible worlds, and

coerything in it is a necessary evil.’

The Pursuit of Intimations

L. This expression, as | hoped 1 had made cear, was intended
as a description of what political activity actually is in the circum-
stances indicated, namely, in the *hereditary, co-operative groups,
many of them of ancient lincage, all of them aware of a past, a
present, and a future, which we call “'states™". Critics who find this
to be 50 specialized a description that it fails altogether 10 account
for some of the most significant passages in modern political
history are, or course, making a relevant comment. But those who
find this expression to be meaningless in respect of every so-called
‘revolutionary’ situation and every essay in so-called “idealistic’
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politics may be asked to think again, remembering that it is neither
intended as a description of the motives of politicians nor of what
they believe themselves to be doing, but of what they actually
succeed in doing.

I connected with this understanding of political activity two
further propositions: first, that if true, it must be supposed to have
some bearing upon how we study politics, that is, upon political
education; secondly, that if true, it may be supposed 1o have some
bearing upon how we conduct ourselves in political activity - there
being, perhaps, some advantage in thinking and speaking and

ing in a manner consonant with what we are really doing. The
second of these propositions | do not think to be very important.

2. It has been conduded that this understanding of political
activity reduces it to “acting on hu ', 'following intuitions’ and
that it ‘discourages argument of any sort’, Nothing | have said
warrants this conclusion. The conclusion | myself drew in this
connection was that, if this understanding of political activity were
true, certain forms of argument (for example, arguments designed
to determine the correspondence of a political proposal with Nat-
ural Law or with abstract ‘justice’) must be considered either
irrclevant or as clumsy formulations of other and relevam
inquiries, and must be understood to have a merely rhetorical or
persuasive value.

3. It has been suggested that this understanding of political
activity provides no standard or criterion for distinguishing be-
tween good and bad political projects or for deciding 1o do one
thing rather than another. This, again, is an unfortunate misread-
ing of what | said: ‘everything figures, not with what stands next to
it, but with the whole'. Those who are accustomed to judge every-
thing in relation to ‘justice', or ‘solidarity’, or ‘welfare’ or some
other abstract ‘principle’, and know no other way of thinking and
speaking, may perhaps be asked to consider bow, in fact, a barrister
in a Court of Appeal argues the inadequacy of the damages awarded
to his client. Does he say, “This is a glaring injustice’, and leave it
at that? Or may he be expected to say that the damages awarded
are ‘out of line with the general level of damages currently being
awarded in libel actions' And if he says this, or something like it,
is he to be properly accused of not engaging in argument of any
sort, or of having no standard or criterion, or of merely referring to
‘what was done last time'? (Cf. Aristotle, Analytica Priora, n 23)
Again, is Mr. N. A. Swanson all at sea when he argues in this
fashion about the revolutionary proposal that the bowler in cricket
should be allowed to ‘throw” the ball: ‘the present bowling action
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has evolved as a sequence, from under-arm by way of round-arm 1o
over-arm, by successive legislation of unorthodox actions. Now, |
maintain that the “throw™ has no place in this sequence. . ."? Or,
is Mr. G. H. Fender arguing without a standard or criterion, or is
he merely expressing a *hunch’, when he contends that the ‘throw'
Ass a place in this sequence and should be permitted? And is it 50
far-fetched to describe what is being done here and elsewhere as
‘exploring the intimations' of the total situation? And, whatever we
like to say in order to bolster up our self-esteem, is not this the
manner in which changes take place in the design of anything:
furniture, clothes, motor cars and societies capable of political
activity? Does it all become much more intelligible if we exclude
arcumstance and translate it into idiom of “principles’, the bowler,
perhaps, arguing his ‘natural right’ to throw? And, even then, can
we exclude circumstance: would there ever be a question of the
right to throw if the right to bowl over-arm had not already been
conceded? At all events, 1 may perhaps be allowed to reiterate my
view that moral and political ‘principles” are abridgements of
traditional manners of behaviour, and to refer specific conduct w0
‘principles’ is not what it is made to appear (viz. referring it to a
criterion which is reliable because it is devoid of contingency, like a
so~called ‘just price’).

4. It has been asserted that in politics there is no ‘total situa-
tion': ‘why should we presuppose that, inside the territory we call
Britain. . .there is only one society, with one tradition? Why
should not there be two societies. . .each with its own way of life”
In the understanding of a more profound critic this might be a
philosophical question which would require something more than
a short answer. But in the circumstances perhaps it is enough to
say: first, that the absence of homogeneity does not necessarily
destroy singleness; secondly, what we arc considering here is a
legally organized socicty and we are considering the manner in
which its legal structure (which in spite of its incoherencies cannot
be supposed to have a competitor) is reformed and amended; and
thirdly, I stated (on p. 147) what I meant by a “single community’
and my reasons for making this my starting-place. :

5. Lastly, it has been said that, since | rgject ‘general prin-
ciples’, 1 provide no means for detecting incoherencies and for
determining what shall be on the agenda of reform. 'How do we
discover what a society [sic] intimates? But to this | can only
reply: ‘Do you want to be told that in politics there is, what cer-
tainly exists nowhere else, a mistake-proof manner of deciding
what should be done?” How does a scientist, with the current con-
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dition of physics before him, decide upon a direction of profitable
advance? What considerations passed through the minds of me-
dieval builders when they detected the inappropriateness of
building in stones as if they were building in wood? How does a
critic arrive at the judgement that a picture is incoherent, that the
artist’s treatment of some passages is inconsistent with his
treatment of others?

Mill,* when he abandoned reference 10 general principle either
as a reliable guide in political activity or as a satisfactory explana-
tory device, put in its place a ‘theory of human progress” and what
he called a “philosophy of history'. The view | have expressed in
this cssay may be taken to represent a further stage in this intel
lectual pilgnimage, a stage reached when neither ‘principle’ (on
account of what it turns out to be: a mere index of concrete
behaviour) nor any general theory about the character and direc-
tion of social change scems to supply an adequate reference for
explanation or for practical conduct.

* 1.5 Mill, Astebingraphy (Onford: Ondord University Press, 1971), pp. 1367, 144-5.
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