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The Crisis in Liberalism 
 
The net effect of the struggle of early liberals to emancipate individuals from restriction 
imposed upon them by the inherited type of social organization was to pose a problem, 
that of a new social organization. The ideas of liberals set forth in the first third of the 
nineteenth century were potent in criticism and in analysis. They released forces that had 
been held in check. But analysis is not construction, and release of force does not of itself 
give direction to the force that is set free. Victorian optimism concealed for a time the 
crisis at which liberalism had arrived. But when that optimism vanished amid the conflict 
of nations, classes and races characteristic of the latter part of the nineteenth century—a 
conflict that has grown more intense with the passing years—the crisis could no longer be 
covered up. The beliefs and methods of earlier liberalism were ineffective when faced 
with the problems of social organization and integration. Their inadequacy is a large part 
of the belief, now so current, that all liberalism is an outmoded doctrine. At the same 
time, insecurity and uncertainty in belief and purpose are powerful factors in generating 
dogmatic faiths that are profoundly hostile to everything to which liberalism, in any 
possible formulation, is devoted. 
 
In a longer treatment, the crisis could be depicted in terms of the career of John Stuart 
Mill, during a period when the full force of the crisis was not yet clearly manifest. He 
records in his Autobiography that, as early as 1826, he asked himself this question: 
"Suppose that all your objects in life were realized: that all the changes in institutions and 
opinions which you are looking forward to, could be completely effected at this very 
instant: would this be a great joy and happiness to you?" His answer was negative. The 
struggle for liberation had given him the satisfaction that comes from active struggle. But 
the prospect of the goal attained presented him with a scene in which something 
unqualifiedly necessary for the good life was lacking. He found something profoundly 
empty in the spectacle he imaginatively faced. Doubtless physical causes had something 
to do with his growing doubt as to whether life would be worth living were the goal of his 
ambitions realized; sensitive youth often undergoes such crises. But he also felt that there 
was something inherently superficial in the philosophy of Bentham and his father. This 
philosophy now seemed to him to touch only the externals of life, but not its inner springs 
of personal sustenance and growth. I think it a fair paraphrase to say that he found 
himself faced with only intellectual abstractions. Criticism has made us familiar with the 
abstraction known as the economic man. The utilitarians added the abstraction of the 
legal and political man. But somehow they had failed to touch man himself. Mill first 
found relief in the fine arts, especially poetry, as a medium for the cultivation of the 
feelings, and reacted against Benthamism as exclusively intellectualistic, a theory that 
identified man with a reckoning machine. Then under the influence of Coleridge and his 
disciples he learned that institutions and traditions are indispensable to the nurture of 
what is deepest and most worthy in human life. Acquaintance with Comte’s philosophy 



of a future society based on the organization of science gave him a new end for which to 
strive, the institution of a kind of social organization in which there should be some 
central spiritual authority.  
 
The life-long struggle of Mill to reconcile these ideas with those which were deeply 
graven in his being by his earlier Benthamism, concern us here only as a symbol of the 
enduring crisis of belief and action brought about in liberalism itself when the need arose 
for uniting earlier ideas of freedom with an insistent demand for social organization, that 
is, for constructive synthesis in the realm of thought and social institutions. The problem 
of achieving freedom was immeasurably widened and deepened. It did not now present 
itself as a conflict between government and the liberty of individuals in matters of 
conscience and economic action, but as a problem of establishing an entire social order, 
possessed of a spiritual authority, that would nurture and direct the inner as well as the 
outer life of individuals. The problem of science was no longer merely technological 
applications for increase of material productivity, but imbuing the minds of individuals 
with the spirit of reasonableness, fostered by social organization and contributing to its 
development. The problem of democracy was seen to be not solved, hardly more than 
externally touched, by the establishment of universal suffrage and representative 
government. As Havelock Ellis has said, "We see now that the vote and the ballot-box do 
not make the voter free from even external pressure; and, which is of much more 
consequence, they do not necessarily free him from his own slavish instincts." The 
problem of democracy becomes the problem of that form of social organization, 
extending to all the areas and ways of living, in which the powers of individuals shall not 
be merely released from mechanical external constraint but shall be fed, sustained and 
directed. Such an organization demands much more of education than general school, 
which without a renewal of the springs of purpose and desire becomes a new mode of 
mechanization and formalization, as hostile to liberty as ever was governmental 
constraint. It demands of science much more than external technical application—which 
again leads to mechanization of life and results in a new kind of enslavement. It demands 
that the method of inquiry, of discrimination, of test by verifiable consequences, be 
naturalized in all the matters, of large and of detailed scope, that arise for judgment.  
 
The demand for a form of social organization that should include economic activities but 
yet should convert them into servants of the development of the higher capacities of 
individuals, is one that earlier liberalism did not meet. If we strip its creed from 
adventitious elements, there are, however, enduring values for which earlier liberalism 
stood. These values are liberty, the development of the inherent capacities of individuals 
made possible through liberty, and the central role of free intelligence in inquiry, 
discussion and expression. But elements that were adventitious to these values colored 
every one of these ideals in ways that rendered them either impotent or perverse when the 
new problem of social organization arose.  
 
Before considering the three values, it is advisable to note one adventitious idea that 
played a large role in the later incapacitation of liberalism. The earlier liberals lacked 
historic sense and interest. For a while this lack had an immediate pragmatic value. It 
gave liberals a powerful weapon in their fight with reactionaries. For it enabled them to 



undercut the appeal to origin, precedent and past history by which the opponents of social 
change gave sacrosanct quality to existing inequities and abuses. But disregard of history 
took its revenge. It blinded the eyes of liberals to the fact that their own special 
interpretations of liberty, individuality and intelligence were themselves historically 
conditioned, and were relevant only to their own time. They put forward their ideas as 
immutable truths, good at all times and places; they had no idea of historic relativity, 
either in general or in its application to themselves.  
 
When their ideas and plans were projected, they were an attack upon the interests that 
were vested in established institutions and that had the sanction of custom. The new 
forces for which liberals sought an entrance were incipient; the status quo was arrayed 
against their release. By the middle of the nineteenth century the contemporary scene had 
radically altered. The economic and political changes for which they strove were so 
largely accomplished that they had become in turn the vested interest, and their doctrines, 
especially in the form of laissez faire liberalism, now provided the intellectual 
justification of the status quo. This creed is still powerful in this country. The earlier 
doctrine of "natural rights," superior to legislative action, has been given a definitely 
economic meaning by the courts, and used by judges to destroy social legislation passed 
in the interest of a real, instead of purely formal, liberty of contract. Under the caption of 
"rugged individualism" it inveighs against all new social policies. Beneficiaries of the 
established economic regime band themselves together in what they call Liberty Leagues 
to perpetuate the harsh regimentation of millions of their fellows. I do not imply that 
resistance to change would not have appeared if it had not been for the doctrines of 
earlier liberals. But had the early liberals appreciated the historic relativity of their own 
interpretation of the meaning of liberty, the later resistance would certainly have been 
deprived of its chief intellectual and moral support. The tragedy is that although these 
liberals were the sworn foes of political absolutism, they were themselves absolutists in 
the social creed they formulated.  
 
This statement does not mean, of course, that they were opposed to social change; the 
opposite is evidently the case. But it does mean they held that beneficial social change 
can come about in but one way, the way of private economic enterprise, socially 
undirected, based upon and resulting in the sanctity of private property—that is to say, 
freedom from social control. So today those who profess the earlier type of liberalism 
ascribe to this one factor all social betterment that has occurred, such as the increase in 
productivity and improved standards of living. The liberals did not try to prevent change, 
but they did try to limit its course to a single channel and to immobilize the channel. 
 
If the early liberals had put forth their special interpretation of liberty as something 
subject to historic relativity they would not have frozen it into a doctrine to be applied at 
all times under all social circumstances. Specifically, they would have recognized that 
effective liberty is a function of the social conditions existing at any time. If they had 
done this, they would have known that as economic relations became dominantly 
controlling forces in setting the pattern of human relations, the necessity of liberty for 
individuals which they proclaimed will require social control of economic forces in the 
interest of the great mass of individuals. Because the liberals failed to make a distinction 



between purely formal or legal liberty and effective liberty of thought and action, the 
history of the last one hundred years is the history of non-fulfillment of their predictions. 
It was prophesied that a regime of economic liberty would bring about interdependence 
among nations and consequently peace. The actual scene has been marked by wars of 
increasing scope and destructiveness. Even Karl Marx shared the idea that the new 
economic forces would destroy economic nationalism and usher in an era of 
internationalism. The display of exacerbated nationalism now characterizing the world is 
a sufficient comment. Struggle for raw materials and markets in backward countries, 
combined with foreign financial control of their domestic industrial development, has 
been accompanied by all kinds of devices to prevent access of other advanced nations to 
the national market-place.  
 
The basic doctrine of early economic liberals was that the regime of economic liberty as 
they conceived it, would almost automatically direct production through competition into 
channels that would provide, as effectively as possible, socially needed commodities and 
services. Desire for personal gain early learned that it could better further the satisfaction 
of that desire by stifling competition and substituting great combinations of non-
competing capital. The liberals supposed the motive of individual self-interest would so 
release productive energies as to produce ever-increasing abundance. They overlooked 
the fact that in many cases personal profit can be better served by maintaining artificial 
scarcity and by, what Veblen called, systematic sabotage of production. Above all, in 
identifying the extension of liberty in all of its modes with extension of their particular 
brand of economic liberty, they completely failed to anticipate the bearing of private 
control of the means of production and distribution upon the effective liberty of the 
masses in industry as well as in cultural goods. An era of power possessed by the few 
took the place of the era of liberty for all envisaged by the liberals of the early nineteenth 
century.  
 
These statements do not imply that these liberals should or could have foreseen the 
changes that would occur, due to the impact of new forces of production. The point is that 
their failure to grasp the historic position of the interpretation of liberty they put forth 
served later to solidify a social regime that was a chief obstacle to attainment of the ends 
they professed. One aspect of this failure is worth especial mention. No one has ever seen 
more clearly than the Benthamites that the political self-interest of rulers, if not socially 
checked and controlled, leads to actions that destroy liberty for the mass of people. Their 
perception of this fact was a chief ground for their advocacy of representative 
government, for they saw in this measure a means by which the self-interest of the rulers 
would be forced into conformity with the interests of their subjects. But they had no 
glimpse of the fact that private control of the new forces of production, forces which 
affect the life of every one, would operate in the same way as private unchecked control 
of political liberty. But they failed to perceive that social control of economic forces is 
equally necessary if anything approaching economic equality and liberty is to be realized. 
 
Bentham did believe that increasing equalization of economic fortunes was desirable. He 
justified his opinion of its desirability on the ground of the greater happiness of the 
greater number: to put the matter crudely, the possession of ten thousand dollars by a 



thousand persons would generate a greater sum of happiness than the possession of ten 
million dollars by one person. But he believed that the regime of economic liberty would 
of itself tend in the direction of greater equalization. Meantime, he held that "time is the 
only mediator," and he opposed the use of organized social power to promote 
equalization on the ground that such action would disturb the "security" that is even a 
greater condition of happiness than is equality.  
 
When it became evident that disparity, not equality, was the actual consequence of laissez 
faire liberalism, defenders of the latter developed a double system of justifying 
apologetics. Upon one front, they fell back upon the natural inequalities of individuals in 
psychological and moral make-up, asserting that inequality of fortune and economic 
status is the "natural" and justifiable consequence of the free play of these inherent 
differences. Herbert Spencer even erected this idea into a principle of cosmic justice, 
based upon the idea of the proportionate relation existing between cause and effect. I 
fancy that today there are but few who are hardy enough, even admitting the principle of 
natural inequalities, to assert that the disparities of property and income bear any 
commensurate ratio to inequalities in the native constitution of individuals. If we suppose 
that there is in fact such a ratio, the consequences are so intolerable that the practical 
inference to be drawn is that organized social effort should intervene to prevent the 
alleged natural law from taking full effect.  
 
The other line of defense is unceasing glorification of the virtues of initiative, 
independence, choice and responsibility, virtues that centre in and proceed from 
individuals as such. I am one who believes that we need more, not fewer, "rugged 
individuals" and it is in the name of rugged individualism that I challenge the argument. 
Instead of independence, there exists parasitical dependence on a wide scale—witness the 
present need for the exercise of charity, private and public, on a vast scale. The current 
argument against the public dole on the ground that it pauperizes and demoralizes those 
who receive it has an ironical sound when it comes from those who would leave intact the 
conditions that cause the necessity for recourse to the method of support of millions at 
public expense. Servility and regimentation are the result of control by the few of access 
to means of productive labor on the part of the many. An even more serious objection to 
the argument is that it conceives of initiative, vigor, and independence exclusively in 
terms of their least significant manifestation. They are limited to exercise in the economic 
area. The meaning of their exercise in connection with the cultural resources of 
civilization, in such matters as companionship, science and art, is all but ignored. It is at 
this last point in particular that the crisis of liberalism and the need for a reconsideration 
of it in terms of the genuine liberation of individuals are most evident. The enormous 
exaggeration of material and materialistic economics that now prevails at the expense of 
cultural values, is not itself the result of earlier liberalism. But, as was illustrated in the 
personal crisis through which Mill passed, it is an exaggeration which is favored, both 
intellectually and morally, by fixation of the early creed.  
 
This fact induces a natural transition from the concept of liberty to that of the individual. 
The underlying philosophy and psychology of earlier liberalism led to a conception of 
individuality as something ready-made, already possessed, and needing only the removal 



of certain legal restrictions to come into full play. It was not conceived as a moving thing, 
something that is attained only by continuous growth. Because of this failure, the 
dependence in fact of individuals upon social conditions was made little of. It is true that 
some of the early liberals, like John Stuart Mill, made much of the effect of 
"circumstances" in producing differences among individuals. But the use of the word and 
idea of "circumstances" is significant. It suggests—and the context bears out the 
suggestion—that social arrangements and institutions were thought of as things that 
operate from without, not entering in any significant way into the internal make-up and 
growth of individuals. Social arrangements were treated not as positive forces but as 
external limitations. Some passages in Mill’s discussion of the logic of the social sciences 
are pertinent. "Men in a state of society are still men; their actions and passions are 
obedient to the laws of individual human nature. Men are not, when brought together, 
converted into a different kind of substance, as hydrogen and oxygen differ from water . . 
. Human beings in society have no properties but those which are derived from, and may 
be resolved into, the laws of individual men." And again he says: "The actions and 
feelings of men in the social state are entirely governed by psychological laws."*

 
 

There is an implication in these passages that liberals will be the last to deny. This 
implication is directly in line with Mill’s own revolt against the creed in which he was 
educated. As far as the statements are a warning against attaching undue importance to 
merely external institutional changes, to changes that do not enter into the desires, 
purposes and beliefs of the very constitution of individuals, they express an idea to which 
liberalism is committed by its own nature. But Mill means something at once less and 
more than this. While he would probably have denied that he held to the notion of a state 
of nature in which individuals exist prior to entering into a social state, he is in fact giving 
a psychological version of that doctrine. Individuals, it is implied, have a full-blown 
psychological and moral nature, having its own set laws, independently of their 
association with one another. It is the psychological laws of this isolated human nature 
from which social laws are derived and into which they may be resolved. His own 
illustration of water in its difference from hydrogen and oxygen on separation might have 
taught him better, if it had not been for the influence of a prior dogma. That the human 
infant is modified in mind and character by his connection with others in family life and 
that the modification continues throughout life as his connections with others broaden, is 
as true as that hydrogen is modified when it combines with oxygen. If we generalize the 
meaning of this fact, it is evident that while there are native organic or biological 
structures that remain fairly constant, the actual "laws" of human nature are laws of 
individuals in association, not of beings in a mythical condition apart from association. In 
other words, liberalism that takes its profession of the importance of individuality with 
sincerity, must be deeply concerned about the structure of human association. For the 
latter operates to affect negatively and positively, the development of individuals. 
Because a wholly unjustified idea of opposition between individuals and society has 
become current, and because its currency has been furthered by the underlying 
philosophy of individualistic liberalism, there are many who in fact are working for social 
changes such that rugged individuals may exist in reality, that have become 
contemptuous of the very idea of individuality, while others support in the name of 
                                                 
* Quotations from Mill’s Logic, Book VI, Chs. vii and ix. 



individualism institutions that militate powerfully against the emergence and growth of 
beings possessed of genuine individuality.  
 
It remains to say something of the third enduring value in the liberal creed:—Intelligence. 
Grateful recognition is due early liberals for their valiant battle in behalf of freedom of 
thought, conscience, expression and communication. The civil liberties we possess, 
however precariously today, are in large measure the fruit of their efforts and those of the 
French liberals who engaged in the same battle. But their basic theory as to the nature of 
intelligence is such as to offer no sure foundation for the permanent victory of the cause 
they espoused. They resolved mind into a complex of external associations among atomic 
elements, just as they resolved society itself into a similar compound of external 
associations among individuals, each of whom has his own independently fixed nature. 
Their psychology was not in fact the product of impartial inquiry into human nature. It 
was rather a political weapon devised in the interest of breaking down the rigidity of 
dogmas and of institutions that had lost their relevancy. Mill’s own contention that 
psychological laws of the kind he laid down were prior to the laws of men living and 
communicating together, acting and reacting upon one another, was itself a political 
instrument forged in the interest of criticism of beliefs and institutions that he believed 
should be displaced. The doctrine was potent in exposure of abuses; it was weak for 
constructive purposes. Bentham’s assertion that he introduced the method of experiment 
into the social sciences held good as far as resolution into atoms acting externally upon 
one another, after the Newtonian model, was concerned. It did not recognize the place in 
experiment of comprehensive social ideas as working hypotheses in direction of action.  
 
The practical consequence was also the logical one. When conditions had changed and 
the problem was one of constructing social organization from individual units that had 
been released from old social ties, liberalism fell upon evil times. The conception of 
intelligence as something that arose from the association of isolated elements, sensations 
and feelings, left no room for far-reaching experiments in construction of a new social 
order. It was definitely hostile to everything like collective social planning. The doctrine 
of laissez faire was applied to intelligence as well as to economic action, although the 
conception of experimental method in science demands a control by comprehensive 
ideas, projected in possibilities to be realized by action. Scientific method is as much 
opposed to go-as-you-please in intellectual matters as it is to reliance upon habits of mind 
whose sanction is that they were formed by "experience" in the past. The theory of mind 
held by the early liberals advanced beyond dependence upon the past, but it did not arrive 
at the idea of experimental and constructive intelligence.  
 
The dissolving atomistic individualism of the liberal school evoked, by way of reaction, 
the theory of the organic objective mind. But the effect of the latter theory embodied in 
idealistic metaphysics was also hostile to intentional social planning. The historical 
march of mind, embodied in institutions, was believed to account for social changes—all 
in its own good time. A similar conception was fortified by the interest in history and in 
evolution so characteristic of the later nineteenth century. The materialistic philosophy of 
Spencer joined hands with the idealistic doctrine of Hegel in throwing the burden of 
social direction upon powers that are beyond deliberate social foresight and planning. 



The economic dialectic of ideas, as interpreted by the social-democratic party in Europe, 
was taken to signify an equally inevitable movement toward a predestined goal. 
Moreover, the idealistic theory of objective spirit provided an intellectual justification for 
the nationalisms that were rising. Concrete manifestation of absolute mind was said to be 
provided through national states. Today, this philosophy is readily turned to the support 
of the totalitarian state.  
 
The crisis in liberalism is connected with failure to develop and lay hold of an adequate 
conception of intelligence integrated with social movements and a factor in giving them 
direction. We cannot mete out harsh blame to the early liberals for failure to attain such a 
conception. The first scientific society for the study of anthropology was founded the 
year in which Darwin’s Origin of Species saw the light of day. I cite this particular fact to 
typify the larger fact that the sciences of society, the controlled study of man in his 
relationships, are the product of the later nineteenth century. Moreover, these disciplines 
not only came into being too late to influence the formulation of liberal social theory, but 
they themselves were so much under the influence of the more advanced physical 
sciences, that it was supposed that their findings were of merely theoretic import. By this 
statement, I mean that although the conclusions of the social disciplines were about man, 
they were treated as if they were of the same nature as the conclusions of physical science 
about remote galaxies of stars. Social and historical inquiry is in fact a part of the social 
process itself, not something outside of it. The consequence of not perceiving this fact 
was that the conclusions of the social sciences were not made (and still are not made in 
any large measure) integral members of a program of social action. When the conclusions 
of inquiries that deal with man are left outside the program of social action, social 
policies are necessarily left without the guidance that knowledge of man can provide and 
that it must provide, if social action is not to be directed either by mere precedent and 
custom or else by the happy intuitions of individual minds. The social conception of the 
nature and work of intelligence is still immature; in consequence, its use as a director of 
social action is inchoate and sporadic. It is the tragedy of earlier liberalism that just at the 
time when the problem of social organization was most urgent, liberals could bring to us 
as a solution nothing but the conception that intelligence is an individual possession.  
 
It is all but a commonplace that today physical knowledge and its technical applications 
have far outrun our knowledge of man and its application in social invention and 
engineering. What I have just said indicates a deep source of the trouble. After all, our 
accumulated knowledge of man and his ways, furnished by anthropology, history, 
sociology and psychology, is vast, even thought it be sparse in comparison with our 
knowledge of physical nature. But it is still treated as so much merely theoretic 
knowledge amassed by specialists, and at most communicated by them in books and 
articles to the general public. We are habituated to the idea that every discovery in 
physical knowledge signifies, sooner or later, a change in the processes of production; 
there are countless persons whose business it is to see that these discoveries take effect 
through invention in improved operations in practice. There is next to nothing of the 
same sort with respect to knowledge of man and human affairs. Although the latter is 
recognized to concern man in the sense of being about him, it is of less practical effect 
than are the much more remote findings of physical science.  



 
The inchoate state of social knowledge is reflected in the two fields where intelligence 
might be supposed to be most alert and most continuously active, education and the 
formation of social policies in legislation. Science is taught in our schools. But very 
largely it appears in schools simply as another study, to be acquired by much the same 
methods as are employed in "learning" the older studies that are part of the curriculum. If 
it were treated as what it is, the method of intelligence itself in action, then the method of 
science would be incarnate in every branch of study and every detail of learning. Thought 
would be connected with the possibility of action, and every mode of action would be 
reviewed to see its bearing upon the habits and ideas from which it sprang. Until science 
is treated educationally in this way, the introduction of what is called science into the 
schools signifies one more opportunity for the mechanization of the material and methods 
of study. When "learning" is treated not as an expansion of the understanding and 
judgment of meanings but as an acquisition of information, the method of cooperative 
experimental intelligence finds its way into the working structure of the individual only 
incidentally and by devious paths.  
 
Of the place and use of socially organized intelligence in the conduct of public affairs, 
through legislation and administration, I shall have something to say in the next chapter. 
At this point of the discussion, I am content to ask the reader to compare the force it now 
exerts in politics with that of the interest of individuals and parties in capturing and 
retaining office and power, with that exercised by the propaganda of publicity agents and 
that of organized pressure groups.  
 
Humanly speaking, the crisis in liberalism was a product of particular historical events. 
Soon after liberal tenets were formulated as eternal truths, it became an instrument of 
vested interests in opposition to further social change, a ritual of lip-service, or else was 
shattered by new forces that came in. Nevertheless, the ideas of liberty, of individuality 
and of freed intelligence have an enduring value, a value never more needed than now. It 
is the business of liberalism to state these values in ways, intellectual and practical, that 
are relevant to present needs and forces. If we employ the conception of historic 
relativity, nothing is clearer than that the conception of historic relativity, nothing is 
clearer than that the conception of liberty is always relative to forces that at a given time 
and place are increasingly felt to be oppressive. Liberty in the concrete signifies release 
from the impact of particular oppressive forces; emancipation from something once taken 
as a normal part of human life but now experienced as bondage. At one time, liberty 
signified liberation from chattel slavery; at another time, release of a class from serfdom. 
During the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries it meant liberation from 
despotic dynastic rule. A century later it meant release of industrialists from inherited 
legal customs that hampered the rise of new forces of production. Today, it signifies 
liberation from material insecurity and from the coercions and repressions that prevent 
multitudes from participation in the vast cultural resources that are at hand. The direct 
impact of liberty always has to do with some class or group that is suffering in a special 
way from some form of constraint exercised by the distribution of powers that exists in 
contemporary society. Should a classless society ever come into being, the formal 



concept of liberty would lose its significance because the fact for which it stands would 
have become an integral part of the established relations of human beings to one another.  
 
Until such a time arrives, liberalism will continue to have a necessary social office to 
perform. Its task is the mediation of social transitions. This phrase may seem to some to 
be a virtual admission that liberalism is a colorless "middle of the road" doctrine. Not so, 
even though liberalism has sometimes taken that form in practice. We are always 
dependent upon the experience that has accumulated in the past and yet there are always 
new forces to operate and the new needs to be satisfied, a reconstruction of the patterns of 
old experience. The old and the new have forever to be integrated with each other, so that 
the values of old experience may become the servants and instruments of new desires and 
aims. We are always possessed by habits and customs, and this fact signifies that we are 
always influenced by the inertia and the momentum of forces temporally outgrown but 
nevertheless still present with us as a part of our being. Human life gets set in patterns, 
institutional and moral. But change is also with us and demands the constant remaking of 
old habits and old ways of thinking, desiring and acting. The effective ration between the 
old and the stabilizing and the new and disturbing is very different at different times. 
Sometimes whole communities seem to be dominated by custom, and changes are 
produced only by irruptions and invasions from outside. Sometimes, as at present, change 
is so varied and accelerated that customs seem to be dissolving before our very eyes. But 
be the ratio little or great, there is always an adjustment to be made, and as soon as the 
need for it becomes conscious, liberalism has a function and a meaning. It is not that 
liberalism creates the need, but that the necessity for adjustment defines the office of 
liberalism.  
 
For the only adjustment that does not have to be made over again, and perhaps even 
under more unfavorable circumstances than when it was first attempted, is that effected 
through intelligence as a method. In its large sense, this remaking of the old through 
union with the new is precisely what intelligence is. It is conversion of past experience 
into knowledge and projection of that knowledge in ideas and purposes that anticipate 
what may come to be in the future and that indicate how to realize what is desired. Every 
problem that arises, personal or collective, simple or complex, is solved only by selecting 
material from the store of knowledge amassed in past experience and by bringing into 
play habits already formed. But the knowledge and the habits have to be modified to meet 
the new conditions that have arisen. In collective problems, the habits that are involved 
are traditions and institutions. The standing danger is either that they will be acted upon 
implicitly, without reconstruction to meet new conditions, or else that there will be an 
impatient and blind rush forward, directed only by some dogma rigidly adhered to. The 
office of intelligence in every problem that either a person or a community meets is to 
effect a working connection between old habits, customs, institutions, beliefs, and new 
conditions. What I have called the mediating function of liberalism is all one with the 
work of intelligence. This fact is the root, whether it be consciously realized or not, of the 
emphasis placed by liberalism upon the role of freed intelligence as the method of 
directing social action.  
 



Objections that are brought against liberalism ignore the fact that the only alternatives to 
dependence upon intelligence are either drift and casual improvisation, or the use of 
coercive force stimulated by unintelligent emotion and fanatical dogmatism—the latter 
being intolerant by its very constitution. The objection that the method of intelligence has 
been tried and failed is wholly aside from the point, since the crux of the present situation 
is that it has not been tried under such conditions as now exist. It has not been tried at any 
time with use of all the resources that scientific material and the experimental method 
now put at our disposal. It is also said that intelligence is cold and that persons are moved 
to new ways of acting only by emotion, just as habit makes them adhere to old ways. Of 
course, intelligence does not generate action except as it is enkindled by feeling. But the 
notion that there is some inherent opposition between emotion and intelligence is a relic 
of the notion of mind that grew up before the experimental method of science had 
emerged. For the latter method signifies the union of ideas with action, a union that is 
intimate; and action generates and supports emotion. Ideas that are framed to be put into 
operation for the sake of guiding action are imbued with all the emotional force that 
attaches to the ends proposed for action, and are accompanied with all the excitement and 
inspiration that attends the struggle to realize the ends proposed for action, and are 
accompanied with all the excitement and inspiration that attends the struggle to realize 
the ends. Since the ends of liberalism are liberty and the opportunity of individuals to 
secure full realization of their potentialities, all of the emotional intensity that belongs to 
these ends gathers about the ideas and acts that are necessary to make them real.  
 
Again, it is said that the average citizen is not endowed with the degree of intelligence 
that the use of it as a method demands. This objection, supported by alleged scientific 
findings about heredity and by impressive statistics concerning the intelligence quotient 
of the average citizen, rests wholly upon the old notion that intelligence is a ready-made 
possession of individuals. The last stand of oligarchical and anti-social seclusion is 
perpetuation of this purely individualistic notion of intelligence. The reliance of 
liberalism is not upon the mere abstraction of a native endowment unaffected by social 
relationships, but upon the fact that native capacity is sufficient to enable the average 
individual to respond to and to use the knowledge and the skill that are embodied in the 
social conditions in which he lives, moves and has his being. There are few individuals 
who have the native capacity that was required to invent the stationary steam-engine, 
locomotive, dynamo or telephone. But there are none so mean that they cannot 
intelligently utilize these embodiments of intelligence once they are a part of the 
organized means of associated living.  
 
The indictments that are drawn against the intelligence of individuals are in truth 
indictments of a social order that does not permit the average individual to have access to 
the rich store of the accumulated wealth of mankind in knowledge, ideas and purposes. 
There does not now exist the kind of social organization that even permits the average 
human being to share the potentially available social intelligence. Still less is there a 
social order that has for one of its chief purposes the establishment of conditions that will 
move the mass of individuals to appropriate and use what is at hand. Back of the 
appropriation by the few of the material resources of society, lies the appropriation by the 
few in behalf of their own ends of the cultural, the spiritual, resources that are the 



product, not of the individuals who have taken possession, but of the cooperative work of 
humanity. It is useless to talk about the failure of democracy until the source of its failure 
has been grasped and steps are taken to bring about that type of social organization that 
will encourage the socialized extension of intelligence.  
 
The crisis in liberalism, as I said at the outset, proceeds from the fact that after early 
liberalism had done its work, society faced a new problem, that of social organization. Its 
work was to liberate a group of individuals, representing the new science and the new 
forces of productivity, from customs, ways of thinking, institutions, that were oppressive 
of the new modes of social action, however useful they may have been in their day. The 
instruments of analysis, of criticism, of dissolution, that were employed were effective 
for the work of release. But when it came to the problem of organizing the new forces 
and the individuals whose modes of life they radically altered into a coherent social 
organization, possessed of intellectual and moral directive power, liberalism was well-
nigh impotent. The rise of national polities that pretend to represent the order, discipline 
and spiritual authority that will counteract social disintegration is a tragic comment upon 
the unpreparedness of older liberalism to deal with the new problem, which its very 
success precipitated.  
 
But the values of freed intelligence, of liberty, of opportunity for every individual to 
realize the potentialities of which he is possessed, are too precious to be sacrificed to a 
regime of despotism, especially when the regime is in such large measure merely the 
agent of a dominant economic class in its struggle to keep and extend the gains it has 
amassed at the expense of genuine social order, unity, and development. Liberalism has 
to gather itself together to formulate the ends to which it is devoted in terms of means 
that are relevant to the contemporary situation. The only form of enduring social 
organization that is now possible is one in which the new forces of productivity are 
cooperatively controlled and used in the interest of the effect liberty and the cultural 
development of the individuals that constitute society. Such a social order cannot be 
established by an unplanned and external convergence of the actions of separate 
individuals, each of whom is bent on personal private advantage. This idea is the Achilles 
heel of early liberalism. The idea that liberalism cannot maintain its ends and, at the same 
time, reverse its conception of the means by which they are to be attained is folly. The 
ends can now be achieved only by reversal of the means to which early liberalism was 
committed. Organized social planning, put into effect for the creation of an order in 
which industry and finance are socially directed in behalf of institutions that provide the 
material basis for the cultural liberation and growth of individuals, is now the sole 
method of social action by which liberalism can realize its professed aims. Such planning 
demands in turn a new conception and logic of freed intelligence as a social force. To 
these phases of a renascent liberalism, I turn in the chapter that follows.  
 
 


