hy such a title as Philosophy and Democracy? Why Philosophy and Democracy, any more than Chemistry and Oligarchy, Mathematics and Aristocracy, Astronomy
and Monarchy? Is not the concern of philosophy with truth, and can truth vary with political and social institutions any more than with
degrees of latitude and meridians of longitude? Is there one ultimate reality for men who
live where suffrage is universal and another
and different reality where limited suffrage prevails? If we should become a socialistic republic next week would that modify the nature of
the ultimates and absolutes with which philosophy deals any more than it would affect
the principles of arithmetic or the laws of physiCS?
Such questions, I fancy, lurk in your minds
when they are confronted by a title like that
which is chosen for this evening. It is well that
these questions should not be allowed to lurk
in subconscious recesses, but should be
brought out into the open. For they have to do
with what is the first and last problem for a
student of philosophy: The problem of what
after all is the business and province of philosophy itself. What is it about? What is it
after? What would it have to be possessed of in
order to be satisfied? To such questions as
these must the remarks of the evening be
chiefly addressed, leaving the nominal and explicit subject of the relation of democracy to
philosophy to figure for the most part as a
corollary or even as a postscript.
If then we return to the imaginary interrogations with which we set out we shall find
that a certain assumption underlies them-or
rather two assumptions. One is that philosophy ranks as a science, that its business is with
a certain body of fixed and finished facts and
principles. Philosophy is viewed not as its etymology would lead us to expect as a form of
love or desire, but as a form of knowledge, of
apprehension and acknowledgment of a system of truths comparable in its independence
of human wish and effort with the truths of
physics. Such, I take it, is the first assumption.
The second is that since the realities or truths
to be known must be marked off from those of
physics and mathematics in order that philosophy may be itself a distinctive form of
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knowledge, philosophy somehow knows reality more ultimately than do the other sciences.
It approaches truth with an effort at a more
comprehensive, a more completely total vision, and takes reality at a deeper and more
fundamental level than do those subjects
which orthodox philosophers have loved to
call the special sciences. What they take piecemeal and therefore more or less erroneously
(since a fragment arbitrarily tom from the organic whole is not truly a truth) philosophy
takes teres et rotundus. What they take superficially, in, so to say, its appearance, philosophy
takes at that deeper level where connections
and relations within the whole are found.
Some such suppositions as these have, I
think, been fostered by many philosophers.
They are in the back of the minds of many
students when they come to the study of philosophy. They are equally in the minds of many
foes of philosophy who also compare philosophy with science, but only to contrast themat the expense of philosophy. Philosophy, they
say, is circular and disputatious; it settles nothing, for its schools are still divided much as
they were in the times of the Greeks, engaged
in arguing the same questions. Science is progressive; it settles some things and moves on to
others. Philosophy moreover is sterile. Where
are its works? Where are its concrete applications and living fruits? Hence they conclude
that while philosophy is a form of knowledge
or science, it is a pretentious and pseudo-form,
an effort at a kind of knowledge which is
impossible-impossible at all events to human
minds.
Yet every generation, no matter how great
the advance of positive knowledge, nor how
great the triumphs of the special sciences,
shows in its day discontent with all these
proved and ascertained results and turns afresh
and with infinite hope to philosophy, as to a
deeper, more complete and more final revelation. Something is lacking in even the most
demonstrated of scientific truths which breeds
dissatisfaction, and a yearning for something
more conclusive and more mind-filling.
In the face of such perplexities as these
there is, I think, another alternative, another
way out. Put baldly, it is to deny that philosophy is in any sense whatever a form of knowl72

edge. It is to say that we should return to the
original and etymological sense of the word,
and recognize that philosophy is a form of
desire, of effort at action-a love, namely, of
wisdom; but with the thorough proviso, not
attached to the Platonic use of the word, that
wisdom, whatever it is, is not a mode of science or knowledge. A philosophy which was
conscious of its own business and province
would then perceive that it is an intellectualized wish, an aspiration subjected to rational
discriminations and tests, a social hope reduced to a working program of action, a prophecy of the future, but one disciplined by serious thought and knowledge.
These are statements at once sweeping
and vague. Let us recur to the question of
whether there is such a thing as a philosophy
which is distinctively that of a social order, a
distinctive type appropriate to a democracy or
to a feudalism. Let us consider the matter not
theoretically but historically. In point of fact,
nobody would deny that there has been a German, a French, an English philosophy in a
sense in which there have not been national
chemistries or astronomies. Even in science
there is not the complete impersonal detachment which some views of it would lead us to
expect. There is difference in color and temper, in emphasis and preferred method characteristic of each people. But these differences
are inconsiderable in comparison with those
which we find in philosophy. There the differences have been differences in standpoint, outlook and ideal. They manifest not diversities of
intellectual emphasis so much as incompatibilities of temperament and expectation. They
are different ways of construing life. They indicate different practical ethics of life, not mere
variations of intellectual assent. In reading Bacon, Locke, Descartes, Comte, Hegel, Schopenhauer, one says to oneself this could have proceeded only from England, or France, or
Germany, as the case may be. The parallelisms
with political history and social needs are obvious and explicit.
Take the larger divisions of thought. The
conventional main division of philosophy is
into ancient, medieval and modem. We may
make a similar division in the history of science. But there the meaning is very different.
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We either mean merely to refer to the stage of
ignorance and of knowledge found in certain
periods, or we mean not science at all but
certain phases of philosophy. When we take
science proper, astronomy or geometry, we do
not find Euclid especially Greek in his demonstrations. No, ancient, medieval, modem, express in philosophy differences of interest and
of purpose characteristic of great civilizations,
great social epochs, differences of religious and
social desire and belief. They are applicable to
philosophy only because economic, political
and religious differences manifest themselves
in philosophy in fundamentally the same ways
that they are shown in other institutions. The
philosophies embodied not colorless intellectual readings of reality, but men's most passionate desires and hopes, their basic beliefs
about the sort of life to be lived. They started
not from science, not from ascertained knowledge, but from moral convictions, and then
resorted to the best knowledge and the best
intellectual methods available in their day to
give the form of demonstration to what was
essentially an attitude of will, or a moral resolution to prize one mode of life more highly
than another, and the wish to persuade other
men that this was the wise way of living.
And this explains what is meant by saying
that love of wisdom is not after all the same
thing as eagerness for scientific knowledge. By
wisdom we mean not systematic and proved
knowledge of fact and truth, but a conviction
about moral values, a sense for the better kind
of life to be led. Wisdom is a moral term, and
like every moral term refers not to the constitution of things already in existence, not even
if that constitution be magnified into eternity
and absoluteness. As a moral term it refers to a
choice about something to be done, a preference for living this sort of life rather than that.
It refers not to accomplished reality but to a
desired future which our desires, when translated into articulate conviction, may help bring
into existence.
There are those who think that such statements give away the whole case for philosophy. Many critics and foes of philosophy coming from the camp of science would doubtless
claim they were admissions of the claims that
philosophy has always been a false light, a
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pretentious ambition; and that the lesson is
that philosophers should sit down in humility
and accept the ascertainments of the special
sciences, and not go beyond the task of weaving these statements into a more coherent fabric of expression. Others would go further and
find in such statements a virtual confession of
the futility of all philosophizing.
But there is another way of taking the
matter. One might rather say that the fact that
the collective purpose and desire of a given
generation and people dominates its philosophy is evidence of the sincerity and vitality of
that philosophy; that failure to employ the
known facts of the period· in support of a
certain estimate of the proper life to lead would
show lack of any holding and directing force in
the current social ideal. Even wresting facts to
a purpose, obnoxious as it is, testifies to a
certain ardency in the vigor with which a belief
about the right life to be led is held. It argues
moral debility if the slave Epictetus and the
Emperor Aurelius entertain just the same philosophy of life, even though both belong to the
same Stoic school. "A community devoted to
industrial pursuits, active in business and commerce, is not likely to see the needs and possibilities of life in the same way as a country
with high aesthetic culture and little enterprise iIi turning the energies of nature to mechanical account. A social group with a fairly
continuous history will respond mentally to a
crisis in a very different way from one which
has felt the shock of distinct breaks." Different
hues of philosophic thought are bound to result. Women have as yet made little contribution to philosophy. But when women who are
not mere students of other persons' philosophy set out to write it, we cannot conceive that
it will be the same in viewpoint or tenor as that
composed from the standpoint of the different
masculine experience of things. Institutions,
customs oflife, breed certain systematized predilections and aversions. The wise man reads
historic philosophies to detect in them intellectual formulations of men's habitual purposes and cultivated wants, not to gain insight
into the ultimate nature of things or information about the make-up of reality. As far as
what is loosely called reality figures in philosophies, we may be sure that it signifies those
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selected aspects of the world which are chosen
because they lend themselves to the support of
men's judgment of the worth-while life, and
hence are most highly prized. In philosophy,
"reality" is a term of value or choice.
To deny however that philosophy is in any
essential sense a form of science or of knowledge, is not to say that philosophy is a mere
arbitrary expression of wish or feeling or a
vague suspiration after something, nobody
knows what. All philosophy bears an intellectual impress because it is an effort to convince
some one, perhaps the writer himself, of the
reasonableness of some course of life which
has been adopted from custom or instinct.
Since it is addressed to man's intelligence, it
must employ knowledge and established beliefs, and it must proceed in an orderly way,
lOgically. The art of literature catches men unaware and employs a charm to bring them to a
spot whence they see vividly and intimately
some picture which embodies life in a meaning. But magic and immediate vision are denied the philosopher. He proceeds prosaically
along the highway, pointing out recognizable
landmarks, mapping the course, and labeling
with explicit lOgiC the stations reached. This
means of course that philosophy must depend
upon the best science of its day. It can intellectually recommend its judgments of value only
as it can select relevant material from that
which is recognized to be established truth,
and can persuasively use current knowledge to
drive home the reasonableness of its conception of life. It is this dependence upon the
method of logical presentation and upon scientific subject matter which confers upon philosophy the garb, though not the form, of
knowledge.
Scientific form is a vehicle for conveying a
non-scientific conviction, but the carriage is
necessary, for philosophy is not mere passion
but a passion that would exhibit itself as a
reasonable persuasion. Philosophy is therefore
always in a delicate position, and gives the
heathen and Philistine an opportunity to rage.
It is always balancing between sophiStry, or
pretended and illegitimate knowledge, and
vague, incoherent mysticism-not of necessity mysticism in its technical definition, but
in that sense of the mysterious and misty which
74

affects the popular meaning of the word. When
the stress is too much on intellectual form,
when the original moral purpose has lost its
vitality, philosophy becomes learned and dialectical. When there is cloudy desire, unclarified and unsustained by the logical exhibition
of attained science, philosophy becomes hortatory, edifying, sentimental, or fantastic and
semi-magical. The perfect balance may hardly
be attained by man, and there are few indeed
who can even like Plato rhythmically alternate
with artistic grace from one emphasis to the
other. But what makes philosophy hard work
and also makes its cultivation worth while, is
precisely the fact that it assumes the responsibility for setting forth some ideal of a collective
good life by the methods which the best science of the day employs in its quite different
task, and with the use of the characteristic
knowledge of its day. The philosopher fails
when he avoids sophistry, or the conceit of
knowledge, only to pose as a prophet of miraculous intuition or mystic revelation or a
preacher of pious nobilities of sentiment.
Perhaps we can now see why it is that
philosophers have so often been led astray into
making claims for philosophy which when
taken literally are practically insane in their
inordinate scope, such as the claim that philosophy deals with some supreme and total
reality beyond that with which the special sciences and arts have to do. Stated sincerely and
moderately, the claim would take the form of
pointing out that no knowledge as long as it
remains just knowledge, just apprehension of
fact and truth, is complete or satisfying. Human nature is such that it is impossible that
merely finding out that things are thus and so
can long content it. There is an instinctive
uneasiness which forces men to go beyond any
intellectual grasp or recognition, no matter
how extensive. Even if a man had seen the
whole existent world and gained insight into
its hidden and complicated structure, he would
after a few moments of ecstacy at the marvel
thus revealed to him become dissatisfied to
remain at that point. He would begin to ask
himself what of it? What is it all about? What
does it all mean? And by these questions he
would not signify the absurd search for a
knowledge greater than all knowledge, but
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would indicate the need for projecting even
the completest knowledge upon a realm of
another dimension-namely; the dimension of
action. He would mean: What am I to do about
it? What course of activity does this state of
things require of me? What possibilities to be
achieved by my own thought turned over into
deed does it open up to me? What new responsibilities does this knowledge impose? To what
new adventures does it invite? All knowledge
in short makes a difference. It opens new perspectives and releases energy to new tasks.
This happens anyway and continuously; philosophy or no philosophy. But philosophy tries
to gather up the threads into a central stream
of tendency; to inquire what more fundamental and general attitudes of response the trend
of knowledge exacts of us, to what new fields
of action it calls us. It is in this sense, a practical and moral sense, that philosophy can lay
claim to the epithets of universal, basic and
superior. Knowledge is partial and incomplete,
any and all knowledge, till we have placed it in
the context of a future which cannot be known,
but only speculated about and resolved upon.
It is, to use in another sense a favorite philosophical term, a matter of appearance, for it is
not self-enclosed, but an indication of something to be done.
As was intimated at the outset, considerable has been said about philosophy; but nothing as yet about democracy. Yet, I hope, certain
implications are fairly obvious. There has been,
roughly speaking, a coincidence in the development of modem experimental science and
of democracy. Philosophy has no more important question than a consideration of how far
this may be mere coincidence, and how far it
marks a genuine correspondence. Is democracy a comparatively superficial human expedient, a device of petty manipulation, or does
nature itself, as that is uncovered and understood by our best contemporaneous knowledge, sustain and support our democratic
hopes and aspirations? Or, if we choose to
begin arbitrarily at the other end, if to construct democratic institutions is our aim, how
then shall we construe and interpret the natural environment and natural history of humanity in order to get an intellectual warrant for
OUr endeavors, a reasonable persuasion that
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our undertaking is not contradicted by what
science authorizes us to say about the structure of the world? How shall we read what we
call reality (that is to say the world of existence
accessible to verifiable inquiry) so that we may
essay our deepest political and social problems
with a conviction that they are to a reasonable
extent sanctioned and sustained by the nature
of things? Is the world as an object of knowledge at odds with our purposes and efforts? Is
it merely neutral and indifferent? Does it lend
itself equally to all our social ideals, which
means that it gives itself to none, but stays
aloof, ridiculing as it were the ardor and earnestness with which we take our trivial and
transitory hopes and plans? Or is its nature
such that it is at least willing to cooperate, that
it not only does not say us nay; but gives us an
encouraging nod?
Is not this, you may ask, taking democracy too seriously? Why not ask the question
about say presbyterianism or free verse? Well,
I would not wholly deny the pertinency of
similar questions about such movements. All
deliberate action of mind is in a wayan experiment with the world to see what it will stand
for, what it will promote and what frustrate.
The world is tolerant and fairly hospitable. It
permits and even encourages all sorts of experiments. But in the long run some are more
welcomed and assimilated than others. Hence
there can be no difference save one of depth
and scope between the questions of the relation of the world to a scheme of conduct in the
form of church government or a form of art
and that of its relation to democracy. If there be
a difference, it is only because democracy is a
form of desire and endeavor which reaches
further and condenses into itself more issues.
This statement implies a matter of definition. What is meant by democracy? It can
certainly be defined in a way which limits the
issue to matters which if they bear upon philosophy at all affect it only in limited and
technical aspects. Anything that can be said in
the way of definition in the remaining moments must be, and confessedly is, arbitrary.
The arbitrariness may however, be mitigated
by linking up the conception with the historic
formula of the greatest liberal movement of
history-the formula of liberty; equality and
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fraternity. In referring to this, we only exchange arbitrariness for vagueness. It would
be hard indeed to arrive at any consensus of
judgment about the meaning of anyone of the
three terms inscribed on the democratic banner. Men did not agree in the eighteenth century and subsequent events have done much
to accentuate their differences. Do they apply
purely politically, or do they have an economic
meaning?-to refer to one great cleavage
which in the nineteenth century broke the
liberal movement into two factions, now opposed to one another as liberal and conservative were once opposed.
Let us then take frank advantage of the
vagueness and employ the terms with a certain
generosity and breadth. What does the demand for liberty imply for philosophy, when
we take the idea of liberty as conveying something of decided moral significance? Roughly
speaking, there are two typical ideas of liberty.
One of them says that freedom is action in
accord with the consciousness of fixed law;
that men are free when they are rational, and
they are rational when they recognize and consciously conform to the necessities which the
universe exemplified. As Tolstoi says, even the
ox would be free if it recognized the yoke
about its neck and took the yoke for the law of
its own action instead of engaging in a vain
task of revolt which escapes no necessity but
only turns it in the direction of misery and
destruction. This is a noble idea of freedom
embodied, both openly and disguisedly, in classic philosophies. It is the only view consistent
with any form of absolutism whether materialistic or idealistic, whether it considers the necessary relations which form the universe to be
physical in character or spiritual. It holds of
any view which says that reality exists under
the form of eternity; that it is, to use a technical
term, a simul tatum, an all at once and forever
affair, no matter whether the all at once be of
mathematical-physical laws and structures, or
a comprehensive and exhaustive divine consciousness. Of such a conception one can only
say that however noble, it is not one which is
spontaneously congenial to the idea of liberty
in a society which has set its heart on democracy.
A philosophy animated, be it uncon76

sciously or consCiously, by the strivings of men
to achieve democracy will construe liberty as
meaning a universe in which there is real uncertainty and contingency, a world which is
not all in, and never will be, a world which in
some respect is incomplete and in the making,
and which in these respects may be made this
way or that according as men judge, prize, love
and labor. To such a philosophy any notion of
a perfect or complete reality, finished, existing
always the same without regard to the vicissitudes of time, will be abhorrent. It will think of
time not as that part of reality which for some
strange reason has not yet been traversed, but
as a genuine field of novelty, of real and unpredictable increments to existence, a field for
experimentation and invention. It will indeed
recognize that there is in things a grain against
which we cannot successfully go, but it will
also insist that we cannot even discover what
that grain is except as we make this new experiment and that fresh effort, and that consequently the mistake, the effort which is frustrated in direct execution, is as true a
constituent of the world as is the act which
most carefully observes law. For it is the grain
which is rubbed the wrong way which more
clearly stands out. It will recognize that in a
world where discovery is genuine, error is an
inevitable ingredient of reality, and that man's
business is not to avoid it-or to cultivate the
illusion that it is mere appearance-but to
turn it to account, to make it fruitful. Nor will
such a philosophy be mealy-mouthed in admitting that where contingency is real and
experiment is required, good fortune and bad
fortune are facts. It will not construe all accomplishment in terms of merit and virtue,
and all loss and frustration in terms of demerit
and just punishment. Because it recognizes
that contingency cooperates with intelligence
in the realization of every plan, even the one
most carefully and wisely thought out, it will
avoid conceit and intellectual arrogance. It will
not fall into the delusion that consciousness is
or can be everything as a determiner of events.
Hence it will be humbly grateful that a world
in which the most extensive and accurate
thought and reason can only take advantage of
events is also a world which gives room to·
move about in, and which offers the delights of
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consummations that are new revelations, as
well as those defeats that are admonishments
to conceit.
The evident contrast of equality is inequality. Perhaps it is not so evident that inequality
means practically inferiority and superiority.
And that this relation works out practically in
support of a regime of authority or feudal
hierarchy in which each lower or inferior element depends upon, holds from, one superior
from which it gets direction and to which it is
responsible. Let one bear this idea fully in
mind and he will see how largely philosophy
has been committed to a metaphysics of feudalism. By this I mean it has thought of things
in the world as occupying certain grades of
value, or as having fixed degrees of truth, ranks
of reality. The traditional conception of philosophy to which I referred at the outset, which
identifies it with insight into supreme reality
or ultimate and comprehensive truth, shows
how thoroughly philosophy has been committed to a notion that inherently some realities
are superior to others, are better than others.
Now any such philosophy inevitably works in
behalf of a regime of authority, for it is only
right that the superior should lord it over the
inferior. The result is that much of philosophy
has gone to justifying the particular scheme of
authority in religion or social order which happened to exist at a given time. It has become
unconsciously an apologetic for the established order, because it has tried to show the
rationality of this or that existent hierarchical
grading of values and schemes of life. Or when
it has questioned the established order it has
been a revolutionary search for some rival principle of authority. How largely indeed has historic philosophy been a search for an indefeasible seat of authority. Greek philosophy began
when men doubted the authority of custom as
a regulator of life; it sought in universal reason
or in the immediate particular, in being or in
flux, a rival source of authority, but one which
as a rival was to be as certain and definite as
ever custom had been. Medieval philosophy
Was frankly an attempt to reconcile authority
With reason, and modern philosophy began
When man doubting the authority of revelation began a search for some authority which
should have all the weight, certainty and inerPhilosophy and Democracy

rancy previously ascribed to the will of God
embodied in the divinely instituted church.
Thus for the most part the democratic
practice of life has been at an immense intellectual disadvantage. Prevailing philosophies _
have unconsciously discountenanced it. They
have failed to furnish it with articulation, with
reasonableness, for they have at bottom been
committed to the principle of a single, final
and unalterable authority from which all lesser
authorities are derived. The men who questioned the divine right of kings did so in the
name of another absolute. The voice of the
people was mythologized into the voice of
God. Now a halo may be preserved about the
monarch. Because of his distance, he can be
rendered transcendentally without easy detection. But the people are too close at hand, too
obviously empirical, to be lent to deification.
Hence democracy has ranked for the most part
as an intellectual anomaly; lacking philosophical basis and logical coherency, but upon the
whole to be accepted because somehow or
other it works better than other schemes and
seems to develop a more kindly and humane
set of social institutions. For when it has tried
to achieve a philosophy it has clothed itself in
an atomistic individualism, as full of defects
and inconsistencies in theory as it was charged
with obnoxious consequences when an attempt was made to act upon it.
Now whatever the idea of equality means
for democracy, it means, I take it, that the
world is not to be construed as a fixed order of
species, grades or degrees. It means that every
existence deserving the name of existence has
something unique and irreplaceable about it,
that it does not exist to illustrate a principle, to
realize a universal or to embody a kind or
class. As philosophy it denies the basic prinCiple of atomistic individualism as truly as that
of rigid feudalism. For the individualism traditionally associated with democracy makes
equality quantitative, and hence individuality
something external and mechanical rather
than qualitative and unique. In social and
moral matters, equality does not mean mathematical equivalence. It means rather the inapplicability of considerations of greater and less,
superior and inferior. It means that no matter
how great the quantitative differences of abil77

ity, strength, position, wealth, such differences
are negligible in comparison with something
else-the fact of individuality, the manifestation of something irreplaceable. It means, in
short, a world in which an existence must be
reckoned with on its own account, not as
something capable of equation with and transformation into something else. It implies, so to
speak, a metaphysical mathematics of the incommensurable in which each speaks for itself
and demands consideration on its own behalf.
If democratic equality may be construed
as individuality; there is nothing forced in understanding fraternity as continuity, that is to
say, as association and interaction without
limit. Equality; individuality; tends to isolation
and independence. It is centrifugal. To say that
what is specific and unique can be exhibited
and become forceful or actual only in relationship with other like beings is merely, I take it,
to give a metaphYSical version to the fact that
democracy is concerned not with freaks or
geniuses or heroes or divine leaders but with
associated individuals in which each by intercourse with others somehow makes the life of
each more distinctive.
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All this, of course, is but by way of intimation. In spite of its form it is not really a plea for
a certain kind of philosophizing. For if democracy be a serious, important choice and predilection it must in time justify itself by generating its own child of wisdom, to be justified in
tum by its children, better institu tions oflife. It
is not so much a question as to whether there
will be a philosophy of this kind as it is of just
who will be the philosophers associated with
it. And I cannot conclude without mentioning
the name of one through whom this vision of a
new mode of life has already spoken with
beauty and power-William James.
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