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The moral life of our society discloses a form neither simple nor
homogeneous. Indeed, the form of our morality appears to be a
mixture of two ideal extremes, 2 mixture the character of which
derives from the predominance of one extreme over the other. I am
not convinced of the necessary ideality of the extremes; it is perhaps
possible that one, if not both, could exist as an actual form of the
moral life. But even if this is doubtful, each can certainly exist with
so little modification from the other that it is permissible to begin by
regarding them as possible forms of morality. Let us consider the
two forms which, either separately or in combination, compose the
form of the moral life of the Western world.

2

In the first of these forms, the moral life is a Aabit of affection and
behaviour; not a habit of reflective thoughe, but a habit of affeczion
and conduct. The current situations of a normal life are met, not by
consciously applying to ourselves a rule of behaviour, nor by con-
duct recognized as the expression of a moral ideal, but by acting in
aocordancemdumnhabuofbehaw The moral life in this
form does not spring from the of possible alternative
ways of behaving and a choice, determined by an opinion, a rule or
an ideal, from among these alternatives; conduct is as nearly as pos-
sible without reflection. And consequently, most of the current
situations of life do not appear as occasions calling for judgment, oras
problems requiring solutions; there is no weighing up of alternatives
or reflection on consequences, no uncertainty, no battle of scruples.
There is, on the occasion, nothing more than the unreflective fol-
lowing of a tradition of conduct in which we have been brought up.
And such moral habit will disclose itself as often in not doing, in the
taste which dictates abstention from certain actions, as in perfor-
mances. It should, of course, be understood that I am not here
describing a form of the moral life which assumes the existence of 2
moral sense or of moral intuition, nor a form of the moral life pre-
supposing a moral theory which attributes authority to conscience.
Indeed, no specific theory of the source of authority is involved in
this form of the moral life. Nor am I describing a merely primitive
form of morality, that is, the morality of a society unaccustomed to
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reflective thought. I am describing the form which moral action takes
(because it can take no other) in all the emergencies of life when
time and opportunity for reflection are lacking, and I am supposing
that what is true of the emergencies of life is true of most of the
occasions when human conduct is free from natural necessity.

Every form of the moral life (because it is affection and behaviour
determined by art) depends upon education. And the character of
each form is reflected in the kind of education required to nurture
and maintain it. From what sort of education will this first form of
the moral life spring?

We acquire habits of conduct, not by constructing a way of
living upon rules or precepts learned by heart and subsequently
practised, but by living with people who habitually behave in a
certain manner: we acquire habits of conduct in the same way as we
acquire our native language. There is no point in a child’s life at
which he can be said to begin to learn the language which is
habitually spoken in his hearing; and there is no point in his life at
which he can be said to begin to learn habits of behaviour from the
people constantly about him. No doubst, in both cases, what is learnt
(or some of it) can be formulated in rules and precepts; but in neither
case do we, in this kind of education, learn by leaming rules and
precepts. What we learn here is what may be learned without the
formulation of its rules. And not only may a command of language
and behaviour be achieved without our becoming aware of the rules,
but also, if we have acquired a knowledge of the rules, this sort of
command of language and behaviour is impossible until we have
forgotten them as rules and are no longer tempted to turn speech and
action into the applications of rules to a situation. Further, the edu-
cation by means of which we acquire habits of affection and behavi-
our is not only coeval with conscious life, but it is carried on, in
practice and observation, without pause in every moment of our
waking life, and perhaps even in our dreams; what is begun as
imitation continues as selective conformity to a rich variety of
customary behaviour. This sort of education is not compulsory; it is
inevitable. And lastly (if education in general is making oneself at
home in the natural and civilized worlds), this is not a separable part
of education. One may set apart an hour in which to learn mathe-
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matics and devote another to the Catechism, but it is impossible to
engage in any activity whatever without contributing to this kind
of moral education, and it is impossible to enjoy this kind of moral
education in an hour set aside for its study. There are, of course,
many things which cannot be learned in this sort of education. We
may learn in this manner to play a2 game, and we may learn to play it
without breaking the rules, but we cannot acquire 2 knowledge of
the rules themselves without formulating them or having them
formulated for us. And further, without a knowledge of the rules we
can never know for certain whether or not we are observing them,
nor shall we be able to explain why the referee has blown his whistle.
Or, to change the metaphor, from this sort of education can spring
the ability never to write a false line of poetry, but it will give us
neither the ability to scan nor a knowledge of the names of the vari-
ous metric forms.

It is not difficult, then, ta understand the sort of moral education
by means of which habits of affection and behaviour may be acquired;
it is the sort of education which gives the power to act appropriately
and without hesitation, doubt or difficulty, but which does not give
the ability to explain our actions in abstract terms, or defend them as
emanations of moral principles. Moreover, this education must be
considered to have failed in its purpose i it provides a range of
behaviour insufficient to meet all situations without the necessity of
calling upon reflection, or if it does not make the habit of behaviour
sufficiently compelling to remove hesitation. But it mast not be
considered to have failed merely because it leaves us ignorant of
moral rules and moral ideals. And 2 man may be said to have
acquired most thoroughly what this kind of moral education can
teach him when his moral dispositions are inseverably connected
with his amour-propre, when the spring of his conduct is not an
attachment to an ideal or a felt duty to obey a rule, but his self-
esteemn, and when to act wrongly is felt as diminution of his self-
esteam.

Now, it will be observed that this is a form of morality which gives
remarkable stability to the moral life from the point of view either of
an individual or of a society; it is not in its nature to countenance
large or sudden changes in the kinds of behaviour it desiderates.



64 RATIONALISM IN POLITICS

Parts of a moral life in this form may collapse, but since the habits
of conduct which compose it are never recognized as a system,
the collapse does not readily spread to the whole. And being without
a perceived rigid framework distinct from the modes of behaviour
themselves (a framework, for example, of abstract moral ideals), it is
not subject to the kind of collapse which springs from the detection
of some flaw or incoherence in a system of moral ideals. Intellectual
error with regard to moral ideas or opinions does not compromise a
moral life which is firmly based upon a habit of conduct. In short, the
stability which belongs to this form of the moral life derives from
its elasticity and its ability to suffer change without disruption.
First, there is in it nothing that is absolutely fixed. Just as in a
language there may be certain constructions which are simply bad
grammar, but in all the important ranges of expression the language
is malleable by the writer who uses it and he cannot go wrong unless
he deserts its genius, so in this form of the moral life, the more
thorough our education the more certain will be our taste and the
more extensive our range of behaviour within the tradition. Custom
is always adaptable and susceptible to the nuance of the situation.
This may appear a paradoxical assertion; custom, we have been
taught, is blind. It is, however, an insidious piece of misobservation;
custom is not blind, it is only ‘blind as a bat’. And anyone who has
studied a tradition of customary behaviour (or a tradition of any
other sort) knows that both rigidity and instability are foreign to its
character. And secondly, this form of the moral life is capable of
change as well as of local variation. Indeed, no traditional way of
behaviour, no traditional skill, ever remains fixed; its history is one
of continuous change. It is true that the change it admits is neither
great nor sudden; but then, revolutionary change is usually the
product of the eventual overthrow of an aversion from change,and is -
characteristic of something that has few internal resources of change.
And the appearance of changelessness in a morality of traditional
behaviour is an illusion which springs from the erroneous belief that
the only significant change is that which is either induced by self-
conscious activity or is, at least, observed on the occasion. The sort
of change which belongs to this form of the moral life is analogous
to the change to which a living language is subject: nothing is more
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habitual or customary than our ways of speech, and nothing is more
continuously invaded by change. Like prices in a free market, habits
of moral conduct show no revolutionary changes because they are
never at rest. But it should be observed, also, that because the
internal movement characteristic of this form of the moral life does
not spring from reflection upon moral principles, and represents only
an unselfconscious exploitation of the genius of the tradition of
moral conduct, it does not amount to moral self-criticism. And,
consequently, a moral life of this kind, if it degenerates into super-
stition, or if crisis supervenes, has little power of recovery. Its
defence is solely its resistance to the conditions productive of
crisis.

One further point should, perhaps, be noticed: the place and
character of the moral eccentric in this form of the moral life, when
it is considered as the form of the moral life of a society. The moral
eccentric is not, of course, excluded by this form of morality. (The
want of moral sensibility, the hollowness of moral character, which
seems often to inhere in peoples whose morality is predominantly
one of custom, is improperly attributed to the customary form of
their morality; its cause lies elsewhere.) We sometimes think that
deviation from a customary morality must always take place under
the direction of a formulated moral ideal. But this is not so. There is
a freedom and inventiveness at the heart of every traditional way of
life, and deviation may be an expression of that freedom, springing
from a sensitiveness to the tradition itself and remaining faith-
ful to the traditional form. Generally speaking, no doubt, the inspir-
ation of deviation from moral habit is perfectionist, but it is not
necessarily consciously perfectionist. It is not, in essence, rebellious,
and may be likened to the sort of innovation introduced into a
plastic art by the fortuitous appearance in an individual of a spedially
high degree of manual skill, or to the sort of change a great stylist
may make in a language. Although in any particular instance
deviation may lead the individual eccentric astray, and although it is
not something that can profitably be imitated, moral eccentricity is
of value to a society whose morality is one of habit of behaviour
(regardless of the direction it may take) so long as it remains the
activity of the individual and is not permitted to disrupt the



66 RATIONALISM IN POLITICS

communal life. In a2 morality of an habitual way of behaviour, then,
the influence of the moral eccentric may be powerful butis necessarily
oblique, and the attitude of society towards him is necessarily
ambivalent. He is admired but not copied, reverenced but not
followed, welcomed but ostracized.

3

The second form of the moral life we are to consider may be regarded
as in many respects the opposite of the first. In it activity is deter-
mined, not by a habit of behaviour, but by the reflective application
of @ moral criterion. It appears in two common varieties: as the self~
conscious pursuit of moral ideals, and as the reflective observance of
moral rules. But it is what these varieties have in common that is
important, because it is this, and not what distinguishes them
from one another, which divides them from the first form of
morality.

This is a form of the moral life in which a special value is attrib-
uted to self-consciousness, individual or social; not only is the rule
or the ideal the product of reflective thought, but the application of
the rule or the ideal to the situation is also a reflective activity.
Normally the rule or the ideal is determined first and in the abstract;
that is, the first task in constructing an art of behaviour in this form
is to express moral aspirations in words — in a rule of life or in 2
system of abstract ideals. This task of verbal expression need not
begin with a moral de omnibus dubitandum; but its aim is not only to
set out the desirable ends of conduct, but also to set them out clearly
and unambiguously and to reveal their relations to one another.
Secondly, a man who would enjoy this form of the moral life must
be certain of his ability to defend these formulated aspirations
against criticism. For, having been brought into the open, they will
henceforth be liable to attack. His third task will be to translate them
into behaviour, to apply them to the current situations of life as they
arise. In this form of the moral life, then, action will spring from a
judgment concerning the rule or end to be applied and the deter-
mination to apply it. The situations of living should, ideally, appear
as problems to be solved, for it is only in this form that they will
receive the attention they call for. And there will be a resistance to
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the urgency of action; it will appear more important to have the
right moral ideal, than to act. The application of a rule or an ideal
to a situation can never be easy; both ideal and situation will usually
require interpretation, and a rule of life (unless the life has been
simplified by the drastic reduction of the variety of situations which
are allowed to appear) will always be found wanting unless it is
supplemented with an elaborate casuistry or hermeneutic. It is true
that moral ideals and moral rules may become so familiar that they
take on the character of an habitual or traditional way of thinking
about behaviour. It is true also that long familiarity with our ideals
may have enabled us to express them more concretely in a system
of specific rights and duties, handy in application. And further, a
moral ideal may find its expression in a type of human character —
such as the character of the gentleman — and conduct become the
imaginative application of the ideal character to the situation. But
these qualifications carry us only part of the way: they may remove
the necessity for ad hoc reflection on the rules and ideals themselves,
but they leave us still with the problem of interpreting the situation
and the task of translating the ideal, the right or the duty into behavi-
our. For the right or the duty is always to observe a rule or realize
an end, and not to behave in a certain concrete manner. Indeed, it is
not desired, in this form of the moral life, that tradition should
carry us all the way; its distinctive virtue is to be subjecting
behaviour to a continuous corrective analysis and criticism.

This form of the moral life, not less than the other, depends upon
education, but upon an education of an appropriately different sort.
In order to acquire the necessary knowledge of moral ideals or of a
rule of life, we need something more than the observation and
practice of behaviour itself. We require, first, an intellectual training
in the detection and appreciation of the moral ideals themselves, a
training in which the ideals are separated and detached from the
necessarily imperfect expression they find in particular actions. We
require, secondly, training in the art of the intellectual management
of these ideals. And thirdly, we require training in the application of
ideals to concrete situations, in the art of translation and in the art of
selecting appropriate means for achieving the ends which our
education hasinculcated. Such an education may be made compulsory
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in a society, but if so it is only because it is not inevitable. It is
true that, as Spinoza says,! a substitute for a perfectly trained moral
judgment may be found in committing a rule of life to memory and
following it implicitly. But, though this is as far as some pupils will
get, it cannot be considered to be the aim of this moral education. If
it is to achieve its purpose, this education must carry us far beyond
the acquisition of a moral technique; and it must be considered to
have failed in its purpose if it has not given both ability to determine
behaviour by a self-conscious choice and an understanding of the
ideal grounds of the choice made. Nobody can fully share this
form of the moral life who is not something of a philosopher and
something of a self-analyst: its aim is moral behaviour springing
from the communally cultivated reflective capacities of each
individual.

Now, a moral life in which everyone who shares it knows at each
moment exactly what he is doing and why, should be well protected
against degeneration into superstition and should, moreover, give
remarkable confidence to those who practise it. Nevertheless, it has
its dangers, both from the point of view of an individual and from
that of a society. The confidence which belongs to it is mainly 2
confidence in respect of the moral ideals themselves, or of the moral
rule. The education in the ideals or in the rule must be expected to be
the most successful part of this moral education; the art of applying
the ideals is more difficult both to teach and to learn. And together
with the certainty about how to think about moral ideals, must be
expected to go a proportionate uncertainty about how to act. The
constant analysis of behaviour tends to undermine, not only pre-
judice in moral habit, but moral habit itself, and moral reflection may
come to inhibit moral sensibility.

Further, a morality which takes the form of the self-conscious
pursuit of moral ideals is one which, at every moment, calls upon
those who practise it to determine their behaviour by reference to a
vision of perfection. This is not so much the case when the guideisa
moral rule, because the rule is not represented as perfection and con-
stitutes a mediation, a cushion, between the behaviour it demands on
each occasion and the complete moral response to the situation. But

! Ethica, V, x.
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when the guide of conduct is 2 moral ideal we are never suffered to
escape from perfection. Constantly, indeed on all occasions, the
sodiety is called upon to seek virtue as the crow flies. It may even be
said that the moral life, in this form, demands an hyperoptic moral
vision and encourages intense moral emulation among those who
enjoy it, the moral eccentric being recognized, not as a vicarious
sufferer for the stability of a society, but as a leader and a guide. And
the unhappy society, with an ear for every call, certain always about
what it ought to think (though it will never for long be the same
thing), in action shies and plunges like a distracted animal.
Again, a morality of ideals has little power of self-modification;
its stability springs from its inelastidity and its imperviousness to
change. It will, of course, respond to interpretation, but the limits of
that response are close and severe. It has a great capacity to resist
change, but when that resistance is broken down, what takes place is
not change but revolution — rejection and replacement. Moreover,
every moral ideal is potentially an obsession; the pursuit of moral
ideals is an idolatry in which particular objects are recognized as
‘gods’. This potentiality may be held in check by more profound
reflection, by an intellectual grasp of the whole system which gives
place and proportion to each moral ideal; but such a grasp is rarely
achieved. Too often the excessive pursuit of one ideal leads to the
exclusion of others, perhaps all others; in our cagerness to realize
justice we come to forget charity, and a passion for righteousness has
made many a man hard and merciless. There is, indeed, no ideal the
pursuit of which will not lead to disillusion; chagrin waits at the end
for all who take this path. Every admirable ideal hax its opposite, no
less admirable. Liberty or order, justice or charity, spontaneity or
deliberateness, principle or circumstance, self or others, these are the
kinds of dilemma with which this form of the moral life is always
confronting us, making us see double by directing our attention
always to abstract extremes, none of which is wholly desirable. It is
a form of the moral life which puts upon those who share it, not only
the task of translating moral ideals into appropriate forms of con-
duct, but also the distracting intellectual burden of removing the
verbal conflict of ideals before moral behaviour is possible. These
conflicting ideals are, of course, reconciled in all amisble characters
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(that is, when they no longer appear as ideals), but that is not
enough; a verbal and theoretical reconciliation is required. In short,
this is a form of the moral life which is dangerous in an individual
and disastrous in a society. For an individual it is a gamble which
may have its reward when undertaken within the limits of a society
which is not itself engaged in the gamble; for a society it is mere
folly.



