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Chapter I—To What Extent
Forms of Government are a
Matter of Choice.
All speculations concerning forms of government bear the
impress, more or less exclusive, of two conflicting theories
respecting political institutions; or, to speak more properly,
conflicting conceptions of what political institutions are.
By some minds, government is conceived as strictly a
practical art, giving rise to no questions but those of means
and an end. Forms of government are assimilated to any
other expedients for the attainment of human objects. They
are regarded as wholly an affair of invention and
contrivance. Being made by man, it is assumed that man
has the choice either to make them or not, and how or on
what pattern they shall be made. Government, according to
this conception, is a problem, to be worked like any other
question of business. The first step is to define the
purposes which governments are required to promote. The
next, is to inquire what form of government is best fitted to
fulfill those purposes. Having satisfied ourselves on these
two points, and ascertained the form of government which
combines the greatest amount of good with the least of evil,
what further remains is to obtain the concurrence of our
countrymen, or those for whom the institutions are
intended, in the opinion which we have privately arrived at.
To find the best form of government; to persuade others
that it is the best; and, having done so, to stir them up to
insist on having it, is the order of ideas in the minds of
those who adopt this view of political philosophy. They look
upon a constitution in the same light (difference of scale
being allowed for) as they would upon a steam plow, or a
threshing machine.



To these stand opposed another kind of political reasoners,
who are so far from assimilating a form of government to a
machine, that they regard it as a sort of spontaneous
product, and the science of government as a branch (so to
speak) of natural history. According to them, forms of
government are not a matter of choice. We must take them,
in the main, as we find them. Governments can not be
constructed by premeditated design. They "are not made,
but grow." Our business with them, as with the other facts
of the universe, is to acquaint ourselves with their natural
properties, and adapt ourselves to them. The fundamental
political institutions of a people are considered by this
school as a sort of organic growth from the nature and life
of that people; a product of their habits, instincts, and
unconscious wants and desires, scarcely at all of their
deliberate purposes. Their will has had no part in the
matter but that of meeting the necessities of the moment
by the contrivances of the moment, which contrivances, if
in sufficient conformity to the national feelings and
character, commonly last, and, by successive aggregation,
constitute a polity suited to the people who possess it, but
which it would be vain to attempt to superinduce upon any
people whose nature and circumstances had not
spontaneously evolved it.
It is difficult to decide which of these doctrines would be
the most absurd, if we could suppose either of them held as
an exclusive theory. But the principles which men profess,
on any controverted subject, are usually a very incomplete
exponent of the opinions they really hold. No one believes
that every people is capable of working every sort of
institution. Carry the analogy of mechanical contrivances
as far as we will, a man does not choose even an
instrument of timber and iron on the sole ground that it is
in itself the best. He considers whether he possesses the
other requisites which must be combined with it to render
its employment advantageous, and, in particular whether



those by whom it will have to be worked possess the
knowledge and skill necessary for its management. On the
other hand, neither are those who speak of institutions as if
they were a kind of living organisms really the political
fatalists they give themselves out to be. They do not
pretend that mankind have absolutely no range of choice as
to the government they will live under, or that a
consideration of the consequences which flow from
different forms of polity is no element at all in deciding
which of them should be preferred. But, though each side
greatly exaggerates its own theory, out of opposition to the
other, and no one holds without modification to either, the
two doctrines correspond to a deep-seated difference
between two modes of thought; and though it is evident
that neither of these is entirely in the right, yet it being
equally evident that neither is wholly in the wrong, we
must endeavour to get down to what is at the root of each,
and avail ourselves of the amount of truth which exists in
either.
Let us remember, then, in the first place, that political
institutions (however the proposition may be at times
ignored) are the work of men—owe their origin and their
whole existence to human will. Men did not wake on a
summer morning and find them sprung up. Neither do they
resemble trees, which, once planted, "are aye growing"
while men "are sleeping." In every stage of their existence
they are made what they are by human voluntary agency.
Like all things, therefore, which are made by men, they
may be either well or ill made; judgment and skill may have
been exercised in their production, or the reverse of these.
And again, if a people have omitted, or from outward
pressure have not had it in their power to give themselves
a constitution by the tentative process of applying a
corrective to each evil as it arose, or as the sufferers
gained strength to resist it, this retardation of political
progress is no doubt a great disadvantage to them, but it



does not prove that what has been found good for others
would not have been good also for them, and will not be so
still when they think fit to adopt it.
On the other hand, it is also to be borne in mind that
political machinery does not act of itself. As it is first made,
so it has to be worked, by men, and even by ordinary men.
It needs, not their simple acquiescence, but their active
participation; and must be adjusted to the capacities and
qualities of such men as are available. This implies three
conditions. The people for whom the form of government is
intended must be willing to accept it, or, at least not so
unwilling as to oppose an insurmountable obstacle to its
establishment. They must be willing and able to do what is
necessary to keep it standing. And they must be willing and
able to do what it requires of them to enable it to fulfill its
purposes. The word "do" is to be understood as including
forbearances as well as acts. They must be capable of
fulfilling the conditions of action and the conditions of self-
restraint, which are necessary either for keeping the
established polity in existence, or for enabling it to achieve
the ends, its conduciveness to which forms its
recommendation.
The failure of any of these conditions renders a form of
government, whatever favorable promise it may otherwise
hold out, unsuitable to the particular case.
The first obstacle, the repugnance of the people to the
particular form of government, needs little illustration,
because it never can in theory have been overlooked. The
case is of perpetual occurrence. Nothing but foreign force
would induce a tribe of North American Indians to submit
to the restraints of a regular and civilized government. The
same might have been said, though somewhat less
absolutely, of the barbarians who overran the Roman
Empire. It required centuries of time, and an entire change
of circumstances, to discipline them into regular obedience
even to their own leaders, when not actually serving under



their banner. There are nations who will not voluntarily
submit to any government but that of certain families,
which have from time immemorial had the privilege of
supplying them with chiefs. Some nations could not, except
by foreign conquest, be made to endure a monarchy; others
are equally averse to a republic. The hindrance often
amounts, for the time being, to impracticability.
But there are also cases in which, though not averse to a
form of government—possibly even desiring it—a people
may be unwilling or unable to fulfill its conditions. They
may be incapable of fulfilling such of them as are necessary
to keep the government even in nominal existence. Thus a
people may prefer a free government; but if, from
indolence, or carelessness, or cowardice, or want of public
spirit, they are unequal to the exertions necessary for
preserving it; if they will not fight for it when it is directly
attacked; if they can be deluded by the artifices used to
cheat them out of it; if, by momentary discouragement, or
temporary panic, or a fit of enthusiasm for an individual,
they can be induced to lay their liberties at the feet even of
a great man, or trust him with powers which enable him to
subvert their institutions—in all these cases they are more
or less unfit for liberty; and though it may be for their good
to have had it even for a short time, they are unlikely long
to enjoy it. Again, a people may be unwilling or unable to
fulfill the duties which a particular form of government
requires of them. A rude people, though in some degree
alive to the benefits of civilized society, may be unable to
practice the forbearances which it demands; their passions
may be too violent, or their personal pride too exacting, to
forego private conflict, and leave to the laws the avenging
of their real or supposed wrongs. In such a case, a civilized
government, to be really advantageous to them, will
require to be in a considerable degree despotic; one over
which they do not themselves exercise control, and which
imposes a great amount of forcible restraint upon their



actions. Again, a people must be considered unfit for more
than a limited and qualified freedom who will not co-
operate actively with the law and the public authorities in
the repression of evil-doers. A people who are more
disposed to shelter a criminal than to apprehend him; who,
like the Hindoos, will perjure themselves to screen the man
who has robbed them, rather than take trouble or expose
themselves to vindictiveness by giving evidence against
him; who, like some nations of Europe down to a recent
date, if a man poniards another in the public street, pass by
on the other side, because it is the business of the police to
look to the matter, and it is safer not to interfere in what
does not concern them; a people who are revolted by an
execution, but not shocked at an assassination—require
that the public authorities should be armed with much
sterner powers of repression than elsewhere, since the first
indispensable requisites of civilized life have nothing else
to rest on. These deplorable states of feeling, in any people
who have emerged from savage life, are, no doubt, usually
the consequence of previous bad government, which has
taught them to regard the law as made for other ends than
their good, and its administrators as worse enemies than
those who openly violate it. But, however little blame may
be due to those in whom these mental habits have grown
up, and however the habits may be ultimately conquerable
by better government, yet, while they exist, a people so
disposed can not be governed with as little power exercised
over them as a people whose sympathies are on the side of
the law, and who are willing to give active assistance in its
enforcement. Again, representative institutions are of little
value, and may be a mere instrument of tyranny or intrigue,
when the generality of electors are not sufficiently
interested in their own government to give their vote, or, if
they vote at all, do not bestow their suffrages on public
grounds, but sell them for money, or vote at the beck of
some one who has control over them, or whom for private



reasons they desire to propitiate. Popular election thus
practiced, instead of a security against misgovernment, is
but an additional wheel in its machinery.
Besides these moral hindrances, mechanical difficulties are
often an insuperable impediment to forms of government.
In the ancient world, though there might be, and often was,
great individual or local independence, there could be
nothing like a regulated popular government beyond the
bounds of a single city-community; because there did not
exist the physical conditions for the formation and
propagation of a public opinion, except among those who
could be brought together to discuss public matters in the
same agora. This obstacle is generally thought to have
ceased by the adoption of the representative system. But to
surmount it completely, required the press, and even the
newspaper press, the real equivalent, though not in all
respects an adequate one, of the Pnyx and the Forum.
There have been states of society in which even a
monarchy of any great territorial extent could not subsist,
but unavoidably broke up into petty principalities, either
mutually independent, or held together by a loose tie like
the feudal: because the machinery of authority was not
perfect enough to carry orders into effect at a great
distance from the person of the ruler. He depended mainly
upon voluntary fidelity for the obedience even of his army,
nor did there exist the means of making the people pay an
amount of taxes sufficient for keeping up the force
necessary to compel obedience throughout a large
territory. In these and all similar cases, it must be
understood that the amount of the hindrance may be either
greater or less. It may be so great as to make the form of
government work very ill, without absolutely precluding its
existence, or hindering it from being practically preferable
to any other which can be had. This last question mainly
depends upon a consideration which we have not yet
arrived at—the tendencies of different forms of government



to promote Progress.
We have now examined the three fundamental conditions of
the adaptation of forms of government to the people who
are to be governed by them. If the supporters of what may
be termed the naturalistic theory of politics, mean but to
insist on the necessity of these three conditions; if they only
mean that no government can permanently exist which
does not fulfill the first and second conditions, and, in some
considerable measure, the third; their doctrine, thus
limited, is incontestable. Whatever they mean more than
this appears to me untenable. All that we are told about the
necessity of an historical basis for institutions, of their
being in harmony with the national usages and character,
and the like, means either this, or nothing to the purpose.
There is a great quantity of mere sentimentality connected
with these and similar phrases, over and above the amount
of rational meaning contained in them. But, considered
practically, these alleged requisites of political institutions
are merely so many facilities for realising the three
conditions. When an institution, or a set of institutions, has
the way prepared for it by the opinions, tastes, and habits
of the people, they are not only more easily induced to
accept it, but will more easily learn, and will be, from the
beginning, better disposed, to do what is required of them
both for the preservation of the institutions, and for
bringing them into such action as enables them to produce
their best results. It would be a great mistake in any
legislator not to shape his measures so as to take
advantage of such pre-existing habits and feelings when
available. On the other hand, it is an exaggeration to
elevate these mere aids and facilities into necessary
conditions. People are more easily induced to do, and do
more easily, what they are already used to; but people also
learn to do things new to them. Familiarity is a great help;
but much dwelling on an idea will make it familiar, even
when strange at first. There are abundant instances in



which a whole people have been eager for untried things.
The amount of capacity which a people possess for doing
new things, and adapting themselves to new
circumstances; is itself one of the elements of the question.
It is a quality in which different nations, and different
stages of civilization, differ much from one another. The
capability of any given people for fulfilling the conditions of
a given form of government can not be pronounced on by
any sweeping rule. Knowledge of the particular people, and
general practical judgment and sagacity, must be the
guides.
There is also another consideration not to be lost sight of. A
people may be unprepared for good institutions; but to
kindle a desire for them is a necessary part of the
preparation. To recommend and advocate a particular
institution or form of government, and set its advantages in
the strongest light, is one of the modes, often the only
mode within reach, of educating the mind of the nation not
only for accepting or claiming, but also for working, the
institution. What means had Italian patriots, during the last
and present generation, of preparing the Italian people for
freedom in unity, but by inciting them to demand it? Those,
however, who undertake such a task, need to be duly
impressed, not solely with the benefits of the institution or
polity which they recommend, but also with the capacities,
moral, intellectual, and active, required for working it; that
they may avoid, if possible, stirring up a desire too much in
advance of the capacity.
The result of what has been said is, that, within the limits
set by the three conditions so often adverted to, institutions
and forms of government are a matter of choice. To inquire
into the best form of government in the abstract (as it is
called) is not a chimerical, but a highly practical
employment of scientific intellect; and to introduce into any
country the best institutions which, in the existing state of
that country, are capable of, in any tolerable degree,



fulfilling the conditions, is one of the most rational objects
to which practical effort can address itself. Every thing
which can be said by way of disparaging the efficacy of
human will and purpose in matters of government might be
said of it in every other of its applications. In all things
there are very strict limits to human power. It can only act
by wielding some one or more of the forces of nature.
Forces, therefore, that can be applied to the desired use
must exist; and will only act according to their own laws.
We can not make the river run backwards; but we do not
therefore say that watermills "are not made, but grow." In
politics, as in mechanics, the power which is to keep the
engine going must be sought for outside the machinery;
and if it is not forthcoming, or is insufficient to surmount
the obstacles which may reasonably be expected, the
contrivance will fail. This is no peculiarity of the political
art; and amounts only to saying that it is subject to the
same limitations and conditions as all other arts.
At this point we are met by another objection, or the same
objection in a different form. The forces, it is contended, on
which the greater political phenomena depend, are not
amenable to the direction of politicians or philosophers.
The government of a country, it is affirmed, is, in all
substantial respects, fixed and determined beforehand by
the state of the country in regard to the distribution of the
elements of social power. Whatever is the strongest power
in society will obtain the governing authority; and a change
in the political constitution can not be durable unless
preceded or accompanied by an altered distribution of
power in society itself. A nation, therefore, can not choose
its form of government. The mere details, and practical
organization, it may choose; but the essence of the whole,
the seat of the supreme power, is determined for it by
social circumstances.
That there is a portion of truth in this doctrine I at once
admit; but to make it of any use, it must be reduced to a



distinct expression and proper limits. When it is said that
the strongest power in society will make itself strongest in
the government, what is meant by power? Not thews and
sinews; otherwise pure democracy would be the only form
of polity that could exist. To mere muscular strength, add
two other elements, property and intelligence, and we are
nearer the truth, but far from having yet reached it. Not
only is a greater number often kept down by a less, but the
greater number may have a preponderance in property, and
individually in intelligence, and may yet be held in
subjection, forcibly or otherwise, by a minority in both
respects inferior to it. To make these various elements of
power politically influential they must be organized; and
the advantage in organization is necessarily with those who
are in possession of the government. A much weaker party
in all other elements of power may greatly preponderate
when the powers of government are thrown into the scale;
and may long retain its predominance through this alone:
though, no doubt, a government so situated is in the
condition called in mechanics unstable equilibrium, like a
thing balanced on its smaller end, which, if once disturbed,
tends more and more to depart from, instead of reverting
to, its previous state.
But there are still stronger objections to this theory of
government in the terms in which it is usually stated. The
power in society which has any tendency to convert itself
into political power is not power quiescent, power merely
passive, but active power; in other words, power actually
exerted; that is to say, a very small portion of all the power
in existence. Politically speaking, a great part of all power
consists in will. How is it possible, then, to compute the
elements of political power, while we omit from the
computation any thing which acts on the will? To think that,
because those who wield the power in society wield in the
end that of government, therefore it is of no use to attempt
to influence the constitution of the government by acting



on opinion, is to forget that opinion is itself one of the
greatest active social forces. One person with a belief is a
social power equal to ninety-nine who have only interests.
They who can succeed in creating a general persuasion
that a certain form of government, or social fact of any
kind, deserves to be preferred, have made nearly the most
important step which can possibly be taken toward ranging
the powers of society on its side. On the day when the
protomartyr was stoned to death at Jerusalem, while he
who was to be the Apostle of the Gentiles stood by
"consenting unto his death," would any one have supposed
that the party of that stoned man were then and there the
strongest power in society? And has not the event proved
that they were so? Because theirs was the most powerful of
then existing beliefs. The same element made a monk of
Wittenberg, at the meeting of the Diet of Worms, a more
powerful social force than the Emperor Charles the Fifth,
and all the princes there assembled. But these, it may be
said, are cases in which religion was concerned, and
religious convictions are something peculiar in their
strength. Then let us take a case purely political, where
religion, if concerned at all, was chiefly on the losing side.
If any one requires to be convinced that speculative
thought is one of the chief elements of social power, let him
bethink himself of the age in which there was scarcely a
throne in Europe which was not filled by a liberal and
reforming king, a liberal and reforming emperor, or,
strangest of all, a liberal and reforming pope; the age of
Frederic the Great, of Catherine the Second, of Joseph the
Second, of Peter Leopold, of Benedict XIV., of Ganganelli, of
Pombal, of D'Aranda; when the very Bourbons of Naples
were liberals and reformers, and all the active minds
among the noblesse of France were filled with the ideas
which were soon after to cost them so dear. Surely a
conclusive example how far mere physical and economic
power is from being the whole of social power. It was not



by any change in the distribution of material interests, but
by the spread of moral convictions, that negro slavery has
been put an end to in the British Empire and elsewhere.
The serfs in Russia owe their emancipation, if not to a
sentiment of duty, at least to the growth of a more
enlightened opinion respecting the true interest of the
state. It is what men think that determines how they act;
and though the persuasions and convictions of average men
are in a much greater degree determined by their personal
position than by reason, no little power is exercised over
them by the persuasions and convictions of those whose
personal position is different, and by the united authority of
the instructed. When, therefore, the instructed in general
can be brought to recognize one social arrangement, or
political or other institution, as good, and another as bad—
one as desirable, another as condemnable, very much has
been done towards giving to the one, or withdrawing from
the other, that preponderance of social force which enables
it to subsist. And the maxim, that the government of a
country is what the social forces in existence compel it to
be, is true only in the sense in which it favors, instead of
discouraging, the attempt to exercise, among all forms of
government practicable in the existing condition of society,
a rational choice.



Chapter II—The Criterion of a
Good Form of Government.
The form of government for any given country being
(within certain definite conditions) amenable to choice, it is
now to be considered by what test the choice should be
directed; what are the distinctive characteristics of the
form of government best fitted to promote the interests of
any given society.
Before entering into this inquiry, it may seem necessary to
decide what are the proper functions of government; for,
government altogether being only a means, the eligibility of
the means must depend on their adaptation to the end. But
this mode of stating the problem gives less aid to its
investigation than might be supposed, and does not even
bring the whole of the question into view. For, in the first
place, the proper functions of a government are not a fixed
thing, but different in different states of society; much more
extensive in a backward than in an advanced state. And,
secondly, the character of a government or set of political
institutions can not be sufficiently estimated while we
confine our attention to the legitimate sphere of
governmental functions; for, though the goodness of a
government is necessarily circumscribed within that
sphere, its badness unhappily is not. Every kind and degree
of evil of which mankind are susceptible may be inflicted on
them by their government, and none of the good which
social existence is capable of can be any further realized
than as the constitution of the government is compatible
with, and allows scope for, its attainment. Not to speak of
indirect effects, the direct meddling of the public
authorities has no necessary limits but those of human life,
and the influence of government on the well-being of



society can be considered or estimated in reference to
nothing less than the whole of the interests of humanity.
Being thus obliged to place before ourselves, as the test of
good and bad government, so complex an object as the
aggregate interests of society, we would willingly attempt
some kind of classification of those interests, which,
bringing them before the mind in definite groups, might
give indication of the qualities by which a form of
government is fitted to promote those various interests
respectively. It would be a great facility if we could say the
good of society consists of such and such elements; one of
these elements requires such conditions, another such
others; the government, then, which unites in the greatest
degree all these conditions, must be the best. The theory of
government would thus be built up from the separate
theorems of the elements which compose a good state of
society.
Unfortunately, to enumerate and classify the constituents of
social well-being, so as to admit of the formation of such
theorems is no easy task. Most of those who, in the last or
present generation, have applied themselves to the
philosophy of politics in any comprehensive spirit, have felt
the importance of such a classification, but the attempts
which have been made toward it are as yet limited, so far
as I am aware, to a single step. The classification begins
and ends with a partition of the exigencies of society
between the two heads of Order and Progress (in the
phraseology of French thinkers); Permanence and
Progression, in the words of Coleridge. This division is
plausible and seductive, from the apparently clean-cut
opposition between its two members, and the remarkable
difference between the sentiments to which they appeal.
But I apprehend that (however admissible for purposes of
popular discourse) the distinction between Order, or
Permanence and Progress, employed to define the qualities
necessary in a government, is unscientific and incorrect.



For, first, what are Order and Progress? Concerning
Progress there is no difficulty, or none which is apparent at
first sight. When Progress is spoken of as one of the wants
of human society, it may be supposed to mean
Improvement. That is a tolerably distinct idea. But what is
Order? Sometimes it means more, sometimes less, but
hardly ever the whole of what human society needs except
improvement.
In its narrowest acceptation, Order means Obedience. A
government is said to preserve order if it succeeds in
getting itself obeyed. But there are different degrees of
obedience, and it is not every degree that is commendable.
Only an unmitigated despotism demands that the individual
citizen shall obey unconditionally every mandate of persons
in authority. We must at least limit the definition to such
mandates as are general, and issued in the deliberate form
of laws. Order, thus understood, expresses, doubtless, an
indispensable attribute of government. Those who are
unable to make their ordinances obeyed, can not be said to
govern. But, though a necessary condition, this is not the
object of government. That it should make itself obeyed is
requisite, in order that it may accomplish some other
purpose. We are still to seek what is this other purpose,
which government ought to fulfill abstractedly from the
idea of improvement, and which has to be fulfilled in every
society, whether stationary or progressive.
In a sense somewhat more enlarged, Order means the
preservation of peace by the cessation of private violence.
Order is said to exist where the people of the country have,
as a general rule, ceased to prosecute their quarrels by
private force, and acquired the habit of referring the
decision of their disputes and the redress of their injuries
to the public authorities. But in this larger use of the term,
as well as in the former narrow one, Order expresses
rather one of the conditions of government, than either its
purpose or the criterion of its excellence; for the habit may



be well established of submitting to the government, and
referring all disputed matters to its authority, and yet the
manner in which the government deals with those disputed
matters, and with the other things about which it concerns
itself, may differ by the whole interval which divides the
best from the worst possible.
If we intend to comprise in the idea of Order all that society
requires from its government which is not included in the
idea of Progress, we must define Order as the preservation
of all kinds and amounts of good which already exist, and
Progress as consisting in the increase of them. This
distinction does comprehend in one or the other section
every thing which a government can be required to
promote. But, thus understood, it affords no basis for a
philosophy of government. We can not say that, in
constituting a polity, certain provisions ought to be made
for Order and certain others for Progress, since the
conditions of Order, in the sense now indicated, and those
of Progress, are not opposite, but the same. The agencies
which tend to preserve the social good which already exists
are the very same which promote the increase of it, and
vice versâ , the sole difference being, that a greater degree
of those agencies is required for the latter purpose than for
the former.
What, for example, are the qualities in the citizens
individually which conduce most to keep up the amount of
good conduct, of good management, of success and
prosperity, which already exist in society? Every body will
agree that those qualities are industry, integrity, justice,
and prudence. But are not these, of all qualities, the most
conducive to improvement? and is not any growth of these
virtues in the community in itself the greatest of
improvements? If so, whatever qualities in the government
are promotive of industry, integrity, justice, and prudence,
conduce alike to permanence and to progression, only



there is needed more of those qualities to make the society
decidedly progressive than merely to keep it permanent.
What, again, are the particular attributes in human beings
which seem to have a more especial reference to Progress,
and do not so directly suggest the ideas of Order and
Preservation? They are chiefly the qualities of mental
activity, enterprise, and courage. But are not all these
qualities fully as much required for preserving the good we
have as for adding to it? If there is any thing certain in
human affairs, it is that valuable acquisitions are only to be
retained by the continuation of the same energies which
gained them. Things left to take care of themselves
inevitably decay. Those whom success induces to relax their
habits of care and thoughtfulness, and their willingness to
encounter disagreeables, seldom long retain their good
fortune at its height. The mental attribute which seems
exclusively dedicated to Progress, and is the culmination of
the tendencies to it, is Originality, or Invention. Yet this is
no less necessary for Permanence, since, in the inevitable
changes of human affairs, new inconveniences and dangers
continually grow up, which must be encountered by new
resources and contrivances, in order to keep things going
on even only as well as they did before. Whatever qualities,
therefore, in a government, tend to encourage activity,
energy, courage, originality, are requisites of Permanence
as well as of Progress, only a somewhat less degree of them
will, on the average, suffice for the former purpose than for
the latter.
To pass now from the mental to the outward and objective
requisites of society: it is impossible to point out any
contrivance in politics, or arrangement of social affairs,
which conduces to Order only, or to Progress only;
whatever tends to either promotes both. Take, for instance,
the common institution of a police. Order is the object
which seems most immediately interested in the efficiency
of this part of the social organization. Yet, if it is effectual



to promote Order, that is, if it represses crime, and enables
every one to feel his person and property secure, can any
state of things be more conducive to Progress? The greater
security of property is one of the main conditions and
causes of greater production, which is Progress in its most
familiar and vulgarest aspect. The better repression of
crime represses the dispositions which tend to crime, and
this is Progress in a somewhat higher sense. The release of
the individual from the cares and anxieties of a state of
imperfect protection sets his faculties free to be employed
in any new effort for improving his own state and that of
others, while the same cause, by attaching him to social
existence, and making him no longer see present or
prospective enemies in his fellow creatures, fosters all
those feelings of kindness and fellowship towards others,
and interest in the general well-being of the community,
which are such important parts of social improvement.
Take, again, such a familiar case as that of a good system of
taxation and finance. This would generally be classed as
belonging to the province of Order. Yet what can be more
conducive to Progress? A financial system which promotes
the one, conduces, by the very same excellences, to the
other. Economy, for example, equally preserves the existing
stock of national wealth, and favors the creation of more. A
just distribution of burdens, by holding up to every citizen
an example of morality and good conscience applied to
difficult adjustments, and an evidence of the value which
the highest authorities attach to them, tends in an eminent
degree to educate the moral sentiments of the community,
both in respect of strength and of discrimination. Such a
mode of levying the taxes as does not impede the industry,
or unnecessarily interfere with the liberty of the citizen,
promotes, not the preservation only, but the increase of the
national wealth, and encourages a more active use of the
individual faculties. And vice versâ , all errors in finance
and taxation which obstruct the improvement of the people



in wealth and morals, tend also, if of sufficiently serious
amount, positively to impoverish and demoralize them. It
holds, in short, universally, that when Order and
Permanence are taken in their widest sense for the stability
of existing advantages, the requisites of Progress are but
the requisites of Order in a greater degree; those of
Permanence merely those of Progress in a somewhat
smaller measure.
In support of the position that Order is intrinsically
different from Progress, and that preservation of existing
and acquisition of additional good are sufficiently distinct
to afford the basis of a fundamental classification, we shall
perhaps be reminded that Progress may be at the expense
of Order; that while we are acquiring, or striving to
acquire, good of one kind, we may be losing ground in
respect to others; thus there may be progress in wealth,
while there is deterioration in virtue. Granting this, what it
proves is, not that Progress is generically a different thing
from Permanence, but that wealth is a different thing from
virtue. Progress is permanence and something more; and it
is no answer to this to say that Progress in one thing does
not imply Permanence in every thing. No more does
Progress in one thing imply Progress in every thing.
Progress of any kind includes Permanence in that same
kind: whenever Permanence is sacrificed to some particular
kind of Progress, other Progress is still more sacrificed to
it; and if it be not worth the sacrifice, not the interest of
Permanence alone has been disregarded, but the general
interest of Progress has been mistaken.
If these improperly contrasted ideas are to be used at all in
the attempt to give a first commencement of scientific
precision to the notion of good government, it would be
more philosophically correct to leave out of the definition
the word Order, and to say that the best government is that
which is most conducive to Progress. For Progress includes
Order, but Order does not include Progress. Progress is a



greater degree of that of which Order is a less. Order, in
any other sense, stands only for a part of the prerequisites
of good government, not for its idea and essence. Order
would find a more suitable place among the conditions of
Progress, since, if we would increase our sum of good,
nothing is more indispensable than to take due care of
what we already have. If we are endeavouring after more
riches, our very first rule should be, not to squander
uselessly our existing means. Order, thus considered, is not
an additional end to be reconciled with Progress, but a part
and means of Progress itself. If a gain in one respect is
purchased by a more than equivalent loss in the same or in
any other, there is not Progress. Conduciveness to
Progress, thus understood, includes the whole excellence of
a government.
But, though metaphysically defensible, this definition of the
criterion of good government is not appropriate, because,
though it contains the whole of the truth, it recalls only a
part. What is suggested by the term Progress is the idea of
moving onward, whereas the meaning of it here is quite as
much the prevention of falling back. The very same social
causes—the same beliefs, feelings, institutions, and
practices—are as much required to prevent society from
retrograding as to produce a further advance. Were there
no improvement to be hoped for, life would not be the less
an unceasing struggle against causes of deterioration, as it
even now is. Politics, as conceived by the ancients,
consisted wholly in this. The natural tendency of men and
their works was to degenerate, which tendency, however,
by good institutions virtuously administered, it might be
possible for an indefinite length of time to counteract.
Though we no longer hold this opinion; though most men in
the present age profess the contrary creed, believing that
the tendency of things, on the whole, is toward
improvement, we ought not to forget that there is an
incessant and ever-flowing current of human affairs toward



the worse, consisting of all the follies, all the vices, all the
negligences, indolences, and supinenesses of mankind,
which is only controlled, and kept from sweeping all before
it, by the exertions which some persons constantly, and
others by fits, put forth in the direction of good and worthy
objects. It gives a very insufficient idea of the importance of
the strivings which take place to improve and elevate
human nature and life to suppose that their chief value
consists in the amount of actual improvement realized by
their means, and that the consequence of their cessation
would merely be that we should remain as we are. A very
small diminution of those exertions would not only put a
stop to improvement, but would turn the general tendency
of things toward deterioration, which, once begun, would
proceed with increasingly rapidity, and become more and
more difficult to check, until it reached a state often seen in
history, and in which many large portions of mankind even
now grovel; when hardly any thing short of superhuman
power seems sufficient to turn the tide, and give a fresh
commencement to the upward movement.
These reasons make the word Progress as unapt as the
terms Order and Permanence to become the basis for a
classification of the requisites of a form of government. The
fundamental antithesis which these words express does not
lie in the things themselves, so much as in the types of
human character which answer to them. There are, we
know, some minds in which caution, and others in which
boldness, predominates; in some, the desire to avoid
imperilling what is already possessed is a stronger
sentiment than that which prompts to improve the old and
acquire new advantages; while there are others who lean
the contrary way, and are more eager for future than
careful of present good. The road to the ends of both is the
same; but they are liable to wander from it in opposite
directions. This consideration is of importance in
composing the personnel of any political body: persons of



both types ought to be included in it, that the tendencies of
each may be tempered, in so far as they are excessive, by a
due proportion of the other. There needs no express
provision to insure this object, provided care is taken to
admit nothing inconsistent with it. The natural and
spontaneous admixture of the old and the young, of those
whose position and reputation are made and those who
have them still to make, will in general sufficiently answer
the purpose, if only this natural balance is not disturbed by
artificial regulation.
Since the distinction most commonly adopted for the
classification of social exigencies does not possess the
properties needful for that use, we have to seek for some
other leading distinction better adapted to the purpose.
Such a distinction would seem to be indicated by the
considerations to which I now proceed.
If we ask ourselves on what causes and conditions good
government in all its senses, from the humblest to the most
exalted, depends, we find that the principal of them, the
one which transcends all others, is the qualities of the
human beings composing the society over which the
government is exercised.
We may take, as a first instance, the administration of
justice; with the more propriety, since there is no part of
public business in which the mere machinery, the rules and
contrivances for conducting the details of the operation,
are of such vital consequence. Yet even these yield in
importance to the qualities of the human agents employed.
Of what efficacy are rules of procedure in securing the
ends of justice if the moral condition of the people is such
that the witnesses generally lie, and the judges and their
subordinates take bribes? Again, how can institutions
provide a good municipal administration if there exists
such indifference to the subject that those who would
administer honestly and capably can not be induced to
serve, and the duties are left to those who undertake them



because they have some private interest to be promoted?
Of what avail is the most broadly popular representative
system if the electors do not care to choose the best
member of Parliament, but choose him who will spend most
money to be elected? How can a representative assembly
work for good if its members can be bought, or if their
excitability of temperament, uncorrected by public
discipline or private self-control, makes them incapable of
calm deliberation, and they resort to manual violence on
the floor of the House, or shoot at one another with rifles?
How, again, can government, or any joint concern, be
carried on in a tolerable manner by people so envious that,
if one among them seems likely to succeed in any thing,
those who ought to cooperate with him form a tacit
combination to make him fail? Whenever the general
disposition of the people is such that each individual
regards those only of his interests which are selfish, and
does not dwell on, or concern himself for, his share of the
general interest, in such a state of things good government
is impossible. The influence of defects of intelligence in
obstructing all the elements of good government requires
no illustration. Government consists of acts done by human
beings; and if the agents, or those who choose the agents,
or those to whom the agents are responsible, or the
lookers-on whose opinion ought to influence and check all
these, are mere masses of ignorance, stupidity, and baleful
prejudice, every operation of government will go wrong;
while, in proportion as the men rise above this standard, so
will the government improve in quality up to the point of
excellence, attainable but nowhere attained, where the
officers of government, themselves persons of superior
virtue and intellect, are surrounded by the atmosphere of a
virtuous and enlightened public opinion.
The first element of good government, therefore, being the
virtue and intelligence of the human beings composing the
community, the most important point of excellence which



any form of government can possess is to promote the
virtue and intelligence of the people themselves. The first
question in respect to any political institutions is how far
they tend to foster in the members of the community the
various desirable qualities, moral and intellectual, or rather
(following Bentham's more complete classification) moral,
intellectual, and active. The government which does this
the best has every likelihood of being the best in all other
respects, since it is on these qualities, so far as they exist in
the people, that all possibility of goodness in the practical
operations of the government depends.
We may consider, then, as one criterion of the goodness of
a government, the degree in which it tends to increase the
sum of good qualities in the governed, collectively and
individually, since, besides that their well-being is the sole
object of government, their good qualities supply the
moving force which works the machinery. This leaves, as
the other constituent element of the merit of a government,
the quality of the machinery itself; that is, the degree in
which it is adapted to take advantage of the amount of
good qualities which may at any time exist, and make them
instrumental to the right purposes. Let us again take the
subject of judicature as an example and illustration. The
judicial system being given, the goodness of the
administration of justice is in the compound ratio of the
worth of the men composing the tribunals, and the worth of
the public opinion which influences or controls them. But
all the difference between a good and a bad system of
judicature lies in the contrivances adopted for bringing
whatever moral and intellectual worth exists in the
community to bear upon the administration of justice, and
making it duly operative on the result. The arrangements
for rendering the choice of the judges such as to obtain the
highest average of virtue and intelligence; the salutary
forms of procedure; the publicity which allows observation
and criticism of whatever is amiss; the liberty of discussion


