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ABSTRACT

Certain political issues have persisted throughout 

the history of political thought. One of these issues is 

the question of who should exercise political authority. 

Elitist thinkers have a characteristic response to this 

questions Political authority should be exercised by the 

politically superior. Political superiority is the exclu

sive possession of the few. Hencethis study focuses, upon 

various kinds of elitist claims of political superiority.

In order to add a developmental perspective, each 

elitist claim is critically examined and evaluated in the 

context of an historical period. The historical periods 

represent different eras in the development of American 

political thought. The writings of '.Jonathan Mitchei, 

Jonathan Boucher, Alexander Hamilton, John Adams,

George Fitzhugh, William Graham Sumner, Henry Louis Mencken 

and Walter Lippmann are examined. Each thinker represents 

a different elitist claim.

The elitist claims included in this study are 

categorized thuslys Cl) according to the kind of argument
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employed to. support the claim/ (2) according to the nature 

of the appeal, i.e., religious, natural, or "scientific" 

appeals, and (3) according to the objective or subjective 

classification of the criteria of political superiority.

A major conclusion of this study is that the 

elitist claims of political superiority are not valid.

These claims are not theoretically coherent. Another 

conclusion is that the elitist claim of political . 

superiority does not present a desirable alternative to 

the democratic principle of political equality. Some of 

the major theoretical difficulties which the elitists 

fail to resolve are: (1) The confusion of individual,

group, and cultural differences with.political superiority. 

(2) The elitist criteria of political superiority are 

ambiguous and vague— the criteria provide no operational 

means to recognize members of the elite. (3) The elitists 

considered in this study offer no explanation of instances 

of disagreement among members of the elite.

Another conclusion is that elitists hold a particu

lar conception of political questions and they hold a 

characteristic view of political knowledge. The elitist 

contends that political questions can best be resolved



by the application of "special political knowledge" which 

only members of the elite possess.

A final conclusion reached in this project is that 

the democratic principle of political equality is a more 

desirable value than elitist principles in the process 

of political decision-making. The democrat's argument 

is predicated upon a rejection of the elitist claim of 

political superiority and an affirmative case supporting 

the principle of political equality.



CHAPTER 1

. THE PROBLEM

Political thinkers have long debated the answer to 

the question of who should rule. Each age has participated 

in the debate over who should exercise political authority. 

And, in each historical epoch, political thinkers have 

provided justifications for rule by one man, or a special 

few, or rule by the many.

Plato has presented the classical justification for 
1rule by a few. In the pages of the Republic, one can find 

the premises and arguments which justify the exercise of 

political authority by a few, Plato began with a belief 

in the superior political capabilities of a few men. A 

corollary to this belief is the claim that most men are 

not capable of exercising political authority. The 

conclusion of Plato's argument logically follows; The

1. Plato, The Republic, translated with intro
duction and notes by Francis M. Cornfprd (New York;
Oxford University Press, 1945), Pt. III.

1



politically superior few should rule. Widespread partici

pation in making political decisions is not desirable 

because men are not politically equal.

Throughout history, other political thinkers have 

agreed with the Platonic prescription of rule by the 

politically superior few. In this study, political 

thinkers who agree with the principle of political 

inequality will be called elitists. Quite obviously, not 

all elitist thinkers employ the same justification to 

support their, arguments for rule by an elite. Some 

elitists claim political superiority for an elite by an 

appeal to religious principles. In contrast, other 

elitist thinkers predicate their claims to political 

superiority on an appeal to natural principles. But 

whatever the claimed basis of political superiority, all 

elitists agree that society is composed of the politically 

superior few and the politically incompetent many. This 

claim contradicts an integral principle of democratic 

theory— political equality.2

V 2. For a treatment of the development of the 
democratic, ideal of political equality, see A. D. 
Lindsay, The Modern Democratic State (New York; Oxford 
University Press, 196 2) , especially chapters 5-11.
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At this early stage in the inquiry, several 

legitimate questions beg to be answered: Why is a study

of elitist claims of political superiority important?

Why is it important to study arguments which prescribe 

minimum participation by citizens in political 

decision-making? There are several ways to answer 

these crucial questions. From the standpoint of.demo

cratic theory, claims of political superiority should be 

analyzed and evaluated. If the premise of political 

inequality is not refuted, then logically rule by an elite 

should become an ideal of political communities. If 

the elitist attacks against the principle of political 

equality are valid, students of democratic theory should 

reinvest their time and energy. The principle of political 

equality— the prescription that each member of a political 

community should count as one in decision-making— -has long 

been a major tenet in statements of democratic theory.3 

Hence, if this key principle cannot be justified, students 

of democratic theory should abandon it and focus their 

attention on the justifications and criteria of rule by

3. For. different statements of the principle 
of political equality, see Sanford Lakoff, Equality in 
Politica1 Philosophy (Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 1964).



an elite. Students of democratic theory:have little 

choice in the matter-.-they are compelled to treat the 

challenges contained in the claim that the politically 

superior few should rule.

But what may be an important theoretical challenge 

may hot be of contemporary political significance. The 

claims advanced by elitist political thinkers may have 

no relevance for political issues of our times. Do disa

greements which emanate from the claims of political 

equality, and political inequality have any significance 

for twentieth century Americans? Are the issues involved 

in these conflicting claims merely the ghosts of issues 

debated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries?

The question of who should rule was most certainly 

debated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries> and 

the debate is very much alive in America today. For 

example, the controversy which rages in our society over 

the participation of the poor in political decisions which 

affect their lives is the old debate revisited. Many 

Americans contend that the poor are not competent to make 

political judgments about the complex social and eco

nomic programs which affect them. Others contend that 

the poof should exercise political authority in decisiqns



affecting their destinies„ Thus, the controversy over 

political equality and political inequality continues.4 

There is another justification for studying the 

theoretical attacks on the principle of political equality. 

The justification can be found in the necessity of criti

cally examining what A, D. Lindsay called "operative 

i d e a l s " . 5 Operative ideals are principles which are 

part of the political culture in a given time and place. 

These principles affect the behavior of men; and operative 

ideals are used to justify various political acts within 

a political community. The principle of political equality 

acts as an operative ideal in American society. For 

example, the ideological impetus of the American Negro 

revolution this decade is the operative ideal of political 

equality, as well as the ideals of social and economic 

equality.

4. For a discussion of the desirability of maximum 
decision-making participation of the poor in poverty 
programs, see Daniel. P. Moynih'anMaximum Feasible 
Misunderstanding: Community Action in the War on Poverty 
(New York: The Free Press,11968).



The study of operative ideals implies, the use of

a certain technique of inquiry— the critical examination

of ideas. Studies of elites could begin from two vantage

points: an inquiry into the social, economic, educational,

and political backgrounds and characteristics of various
fiinfluentials and rulers. Or, one can critically analyze 

and evaluate the justifications for rule by an elite.

It is the latter approach which is employed in this study.

The focus of analysis will be various prescriptive claims 

advanced to justify rule by a few.

In this century, standards of validity which do not 

rest upon inductive proof are often called "unscientific”. 

Studies of normative claims are sometimes condemned because 

the generalizations and conclusions reached are not based on 

inductive proof. Admittedly, the major standards, of validity 

in this study are the coherence, compatability, and plausi

bility of various theoretical claims. These standards of 

validity do not rely upon inductive proof. The question 

naturally arises; Should the critical analysis of ideas 

be rejected as a useful and valid technique of inquiry?

6 = For an excellent example of an empirical study 
of elites, see Harold D„ Lasswell and Daniel Lerner, (eds.) 
World Revolutionary Elites (Massachusetts: The M.I.T.
Press, 1965).
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The answer is no. Although the category of reference in 

this study is normative, the validity of the conclusions 

need not suffer. A major assumption in this study is the 

conviction that a "true science" must not arbitrarily 

exclude any particular technique of inquiry or standard 

of validity.  ̂ As concerns the debate over a proper standard 

of validity in political inquiry, Thomas L.Thorson 

maintains that:

It is ho adequate solution to lump together 
all 'ought' Statements in the same category and 
to treat them as equally specious on the grounds 
thht they cannot be resolved by appeal to 
1 Scientific Method.1 It may be that 'We ought 
to adopt democracy1 is on some occasions 
equivalent to 'Democracy, hurrahJ,' but it does 
not follow that it must always be this way—  
that there is no rational justification for 
making the statement. Nor does it follow that 
the only justification is one based on inductive 
proof.8

Thorson contends that a "true science of politics" must not 

exclude any particular technique of political analysis. A 

full understanding of political phenomena necessitates 

the use of many different techniques of political inquiry.

7. Thomas Landon Thorson, The Logic of Democracy 
(Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1962), pp. 93-124.

8. Ibid., p. 110.
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Recall that the major focus in this study is elitist 

claims of political superiority. If claims of political 

superiority become plausible to a political community, the 

legitimacy of the democratic principle of political equality 

will be seriously jeoparidized. Therefore, the major 

theoretical problem in this study is the relationship 

between elitist claims of political superiority and the 

exercise of political authority.

Elitist thinkers predicate their claims of political 

superiority on various grounds. For example, Plato claimed 

that a certain kind of intelligence was an imperative to: 

"correct" political judgments and that only a talented few 

could develop this intelligence. This study contains 

selected elitist arguments which attempt to justify various 

claims of political superiority. Further, the elitist 

claims contained in this study are selected from certain 

periods of the history of American political thought.

The selection attempts to represent the different kinds 

of antir-egalitarian arguments employed throughout the 

development of American political thought. In sum, this 

study includes different elitist claims and different 

American historical eras.
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Elitists who were thought to symbolize anti- 

egalitarian claims in their historical period have been 

chosen. The writings of Jonathan Mitchel, Jonathan Boucher, 

Alexander Hamilton, John Adams, George Fitzhugh, William 

Graham Sumner, Henry Louis Mencken, and Walter Lippmann 

will be examined. Each chapter will include a brief 

introduction to the historical period and the elitist 

thinker's place in that era. Quite obviously, the major, 

emphasis in this study is the examination and evaluation 

of the arguments offered in support of rule by the few.

In analyzing the ideas of each elitist thinker, 

certain questions logically follow. The arguments of each 

thinker will be subjected to the following questionss Who 

constitutes the elite? What are the criteria for becoming 

a member of the elite? How are members of the elite select

ed? Is the elitist claim of political superiority derived 

from an appeal to religious or natural principles? Finally, 

the question which strikes at the crux of the justification 

of elite rule: Why does the political superiority assumed

by each elite entitle them to rule?

In evaluating the elitist arguments, a second line 

of questions naturally follows. Has the elite been clearly 

delineated by each theorist? Are differences in social and
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economic status, in intellectual achievement or moral 

persuasion, reliable guides to "political intelligence"?

A more general question is: Are there any means by which

an elite may be recognized as politically superior?

Granting the assumption of political superiority of the few, 

is there any proof that the political decisions reached by 

the elite are the "best"?

In the concluding chapter of this study, a taxonomy 

of elitist claims is presented. In addition, the elitist 

doctrines of political superiority are contrasted to the 

democratic principle of political equality. There is an 

attempt to.answer the questions of whether democratic 

theorists have a tenable alternative to the elitist 

doctrines of political superiority. Hence, this study 

hopes to determine: (1) the validity of elitist claims of

political superiority, (2) the validity of the elitist 

contention that the politically superior make the "best" 

political judgments, and (3) the validity and desirability 

of employing the democratic principle of political equality 

in the decision-making process, ,



CHAPTER 2

JONATHAN MITCHEL: RULE BY THE ELECT

The early seventeenth century was a time of conflict 

and persecution in England, under the dynastic system, the 

king was head of the national church. In England the monarch 

was given the title "Defender of the Faith." The Stuart 

monarchs, James I and Charles I, attempted to enforce 

uniformity in the national church— the Church of England. 

Bishop Laud, elevated to the position of Archbishop of 

Canterbury by Charles I, was coldly intolerant of 

dissenting religious sects. Bishop Laud insisted upon 

orthodoxy in church dogma, set prayers, and uniformity 

in ritual. Dissenters and nonconformists such as the 

Separatists and the Puritans were punished for their 

disobedience. Thus, religious persecution was one 

reason for the Puritan migration to North America.

The Puritans represented an emerging middle class 

in England. Neither the nobles nor the peasants socially 

accepted these religious nonconformists. To add to the

11
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Puritan plight, James I granted monopolies which were 

unfavorable to Puritan merchants in the eastern shires 

of England.1 Hence, some Puritans left these unfavorable 

conditions in order to seek religious freedom and an 

improved social and economic status.

By the year .1640, Puritan settlements dotted North 

America's Atlantic seaboard. The Massachusetts Bay Colony, 

was foremost of these settlements. The Bay Colony was 

founded in 1630 when a group of leading Puritans obtained 

a royal charter from Charles I. This colony typifies the 

pattern of migration and settlement in the new world. As 

was customary in that day, trading companies obtained 

charters from the ruling monarch authorizing the company 

to establish settlements for economic gain. After 

obtaining the charter, the stockholders of the 

Massachusetts Bay Company voted to transfer charter, 

government, and members to New England.

1. For a .thorough discussion of the background of 
the Puritan migration, see the following books; James T.:; 
Adams, The Founding of New England (4 vols.; Boston: 
Little, Brown, and. Company, 1927) , I, chapter .4; Thomas J. 
Wertenbakerj, The Puritan Oligarchy (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1947).., chapter 1.



The distance across the Atlantic separated the Bay. 

Colony arid other Puritan settlements from the religious

animosity and social discrimination in England. The
■ • , ' - '

Puritans in New England were free to practice their

nonconformist religious convictions; in addition, these

early American settlers developed their church state— the

Puritan theocracy. When disagreements within a colony

could not be compromised, the dissenting minority would

leave and form, another small settlement along the New.

England seacoast and along the inland rivers. Hence,

the Puritan experience was unique in that religious and

governmental practices developed freely because of the

vast amount of available land in America.

Before treating the Puritan claim of rule by a

religious elite, a general discussion of Puritan religious

and political beliefs would be helpful. One of the Puritan

theocrats1 best representatives is Jonathan Mitchel, a

seventeenth century Puritan minister (1624-1668). In

Magnalia Christi Americana, Cotton Mather describes Mitchel

as a minister whdse "sermons . . . were admirably
2

well-studied. . .. ." Educated at Harvard, Mitchel

2. (2 vols.; Hartford: Silas Andrus, 1820), I,
p. 161.
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was a vivacious personality and a persuasive Speaker. He 

served as minister of a church located in Cambridge from 

the time of his ordination until his death.

Mitchel was an active and an influential member 

of the Puritan Elect. His participation in the Boston 

Synod of 1662 made him weiHcrtown throughout New England. 

Certain problems concerning the relationship between 

church membership and church discipline were settled at 

the Synod. The compromise— called the: Half-Way Convenant— - 

was in great part due to Mitchel's efforts.3

The Puritan theocrats were greatly influenced by John 

Calvin, the sixteenth century Protestant reformer. Jonathan 

Mitchel was no exception. Mitchel shared with Calvin the 

basic proposition that the Christian- religion should 

pervade every aspect of man’s life. In his case for elite 

rule, Mitchel distinguished between the needs of the soul 

and the needs of the body. The need of the soul is 

salvation? the need of the body is material well-being. 

Further, Mitchel assumed that there exist supreme and

3. For an exceilenh^disoussion of this; comprbmise , 
see Perry Miller, "The Half-Way Covenant," New England 
Quarteriyi^Vol; VI (1933) , pp. 676-715.



unchanging laws which are evidence of God's will working 

in the universe. God’s supreme and immutable laws control 

the physical world. And, Mitehel argued, men should live 

according to the moral prescriptions of God.^ How can men 

learn what the will of God is? Man's guide to moral 

Christian conduct is revealed in the Scriptures. Mitehel's 

answer to this question is that the Scriptures contain a 

complete guide to Christian living.

The religious and political doctrines of the 

Puritans are predicated upon a Calvinist view pf human 

nature. Calvinists believe that man is tainted by 

original sin. In his fallen state, man cannot be saved. 

Only through the gift of grace can man attain salvation.

The gift of grace enables man to comprehend the word 

of God and to perform good works. However, there is a 

qualification to the gift of graca^-the Puritan doctrine 

of predestination.

According to this doctrine, God does not endow 

everyone with His saving grace. In fact. He endows

4. "Nehemiah on the: Wall in Troublesome Times," 
(1667)The Puritans, eds. Perry Miller and Thomas H.
Johnson (2 vols.; New York: Harper and Row, Publishers,
1938), I, p. 237,
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relatively few men with grace. Who are those fortunate 

enough to receive this gift? Both the pious and the 

wicked are eligible for regeneration; there is no design 

to salvation that men can understand. A man may 

experience regeneration at any time during his life. As 

will be shown, the concept of grace has special relevance 

in the Puritan doctrine of elite rule.5

The concept of grace in Puritan thought is a notion 

of candidacy; whether or not one actually is endowed with 

grace will not be revealed until the Day of Judgment, Men 

have no control over God's decision. Therefore, a Christian 

man's obligation in life is clear— he must live a life 

which will make him the best possible candidate in the eyes 

of God. In Puritan thought,, the possibility of. obtaining 

grace is a crucial consideration in determining membership 

in the church.

The church is composed of candidates who presumably 

are endowed with the possibility of obtaining grace.

However, notice that God elects to save some, but not 

others. The church: is a "visible Kingdom" wherein the

5. For a clear statement of the Puritan doctrine 
of predestination, see Increase Mather,"Predestination 
and Human Exertions," eds. Miller and Johnson, op. cit.,
I, pp. 334-40.



candidates for grace openly and publicly worship God 

according to His will. God has willed that the Puritans 

erect "Christ's Kingdom in whole Societies. Hence, 

establishing their church in the wilderness of New England 

is the purpose of God's chosen people. But what is the 

relationship between church and state authority in 

Puritan political thought?

Mitchel and other Puritan ministers distinguished 

between civil and ecclesiastical authority. The church 

promotes the spiritual welfare of man's soul, while man's 

material needs are met by a civil government, the 

"commonwealth". As taught in Puritan theology, man's 

spiritual needs are more important than his material needs; 

therefore, the civil government is subordinate to God's 

instrument of religion— the church.

According to the Puritan theocrats, the church is

composed of the "elders" and the "brotherhood of true
7 , .believers." The Scriptures reveal that the church is

6. Jonathan Mitchel, "The Great End and Interest 
of New(England," (1662) Elijah's Mantle, preface by Increase 
Mather (Boston: S. Kreeland, 1722);, p. 4.

. 7. Jonathan Mitchel, A Discourse of the Glory To 
Which God Hath called Believers By Jesus Christ (2d ed.;
Boston: E. Green, 1721), p. 59.
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composed of those who govern and those, who are governed. 

Divine mandate dictates that there be a distinction between 

the rulers and the ruled. Thus, according to Jonathan 

Mitchel, God accepts a major premise of elite thinkers—  

a distinction between the rulers and the ruled. The 

elders are armed with authority to maintain religious 

conformity among church members. For example, the 

elders exercise the all important authority of interpreting 

the Scriptures. New members can be admitted to the church 

only upon the approval of the religious elite. In addition, 

they can demand public repentance or wield the sword of 

excommunication. The duty of the true believers is to 

obey the elders. Hence, the elders should exercise 

extensive authority over the other church members because 

religion pervades man's every act.

The Puritan theocrats made the same distinction 

between the rulers and the ruled in the commonwealth.

The magistrates are responsible for the temporal welfare 

of the people. However, civil laws and administration must 

conform to the dictates of the "true" religion. Therefore, 

magietra.tes are also responsible ifor the spiritual welfare 

of the people. The task of the:-magistrate is to compel the



19

congregation to conform outwardly to the will of God. In 

Mitchel's words:

In the Commonwealth Christ's Kingdom is set 
up, when all things therein are. so ordered (Laws 
and all Civil Administrations) as doth most fitly 
and effectually tend to advance, promote, and 
maintain Religion and Reformation.

To perform this task, the magistrates are to work hand in 

hand with the religious rulers, the elders. The spiritual 

always takes precedence over the temporal in Puritan 

teachings.

There is yet another aspect of the church-state 

relationship in Puritan political theory. Membership in 

the church conferred citizenship in the commonwealth. 

Political privileges such as voting were contingent upon 

one's religious standing. Notice some of the implications 

involved in requiring citizens to be church members. The 

elders could confer the privileges of citizenship by 

admitting a person to church membership. Political 

criticism could easily be silenced? the unruly citizen 

must live according to the principles of the "true" 

religion, as interpreted by the elders. Everything man

8. "The;Great End and Interest Of New England," 
Elijah' s Mantle; r op - pit., p. 5.
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does can be.construed in a moral sense. How easy it was 

for the elders to construe, political criticism as ungodly 

heresy.9

The Puritan theocrats designed a church-state 

wherein the governors were to rule, the governed to obey^ 

That is God's will. Faithful to his Calvinist tradition, 

Jonathan Mitchel posited that God is the sole source of 

authority«, Political stability and order were the bedrocks 

of the Puritan church-state. God delegates authority to 

the Elect for the spiritual and temporal welfare of the 

people. The guidance and discipline of the religious and 

civil rulers is needed because of man's inclination toward 

sin. However, a crucial question remains: How can we

identify the rulers? Jonathan Mitchel provides us with the 

Puritan answer to this question.

Mitchel relied upon the doctrine of the supreme law 

of God to formulate the doctrine of the divine right of the 

Elect to rule. Along with other Puritans, Mitchel assumed 

that there exist supreme and immutable laws which govern the 

affairs of men. He believed that these moral prescriptions

9. Wertenbaker, 0£. cit., pp. 61-63.
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ares to be found in the Scriptures. Hence, the Bible .

provides the rulers with a guide to the exercise of both .

religious and civil authority.

What is the relationship between the ruler and the

supreme law of God? Mitchel contended that the ruler does

not make law; he merely deduces what God's will is as

revealed in the Scriptures and administers it. According

to Mitchel:

„ „ „ (The welfare of the People is. the 
Supreme Law) and is engraven on the Forehead 
of the Law. and Light of Nature. Hence it is 
owned and confirmed by the Scriptures «• as we 

. see in the Text; and it is easily deducible 
from the Law of.God: for that that is indeed
the Law of Nature, is a part of the Eternal 
Law of God; and the Law of God enjoyns, that 
in Humane Civil Affairs, things be managed 
according to right Reason and Equity; and . 
that Rulers, as they are for the people, so ■ 
they are to make it their main business, and 
the scope of all their Actions, Laws, and ,
Motions, to seek the welfare of the people , „ .
Hence this Law being Supreme, it limits all pther 
Laws and Considerations,IQ ; ‘

It follows that the ruler must be able to interpret the

Scriptures. The Elect are God's agents on earth; they

faithfully administer God's will on earth,. Only members

. 10, "Nehemiahon the Wall in Troublesome Times," 
eds„ Miller and Johnson, op, cit,, I, p . 237.
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of the Elect have a divine right to exercise authority 

because they understand the will of God as revealed in the 

Scriptures„

The key to the Puritan theory of elite rule is the 

doctrine of Divine Election. This doctrine is the Puritan 

answer to the questions Who should rule? Mitchel held 

that only those who have learning, grace, and who perform 

good works, should rule. These criteria for the elite . 

bear a closer examination..

Elitist thinkers use various criteria for membership 

in their particular elites. In the case of the Puritans and 

Jonathan Mitchel, both a spiritual criterion and an objec

tive criterion were employed. Mitchel1s objective criterion 

was "learning," or education.. By "learning," Mitchel meant 

the degree-Of education that an individual had attained. A 

man's educational achievement is easily recognized; thus, the 

criterion of learning is an objective standard. More about 

education as a prerequisite for qualified rulers appears in 

Chapter 9.

The criteria.of grace and the performance of good 

works: are another matter, however. Grace is a gift of God. 

Recognition of a spiritual attribute is a much more diffi

cult chore for most men. Furthermore, recognition of good
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works performed by one's fellow man is a very personal and 

subjective judgment. Mitchel. claimed that the chosen few 

possess certain "qualities and manner of being. The

question naturally follows: Who is capable of recognizing

church members who are qualified to rule? Like all 

elitists, Mitchel answered that only the select few who 

constitute the elite are qualified to make this judgment.

In Puritan terms, only members of the Elect may 

choose new additions to the Elect. Quite incidentally, 

this formula for selecting members of the Elect perpetuated 

rule by the chosen few. Only those who presumably are 

endowed with grace and understand the word of God can 

recognize equally virtuous and learned.men.

The Puritan formula for elite rule contains certain, 

difficulties which should be examined. In analyzing politi

cal theories, what theorists fail to discuss is sometimes 

as important as what they do mention. Puritan thinkers 

conspicuously avoided treating the problem of disagreement 

among the Elect. The Puritan theocrats justified elite rule

11. Mitchel, A. Discourse . . . Jesus Christ, op. cit.
P° 59. .



on the basis that only a chosen few know the word of God„ 

What happens when the chosen few disagree? Who should the 

church members believe? 'And, an important question con

cerning the civil jurisdiction of authority is; Who should 

church members obey when the rulers disagree? The Puritan 

theocrats did not attempt to provide answers to these 

questions„ The coherence of their theory suffers 

accordingly.

As a historical footnote to Puritan theory and 

practice, there were a great number of disagreements among 

the Elect.12 In addition, there were numerous disagreements 

among the rulers and the ruled. The. ranks of the dissenters 

were many; one such dissenter was Roger Williams (1603-1683), 

who questioned the Puritan doctrine of elite rule. Upon 

banishment from the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Williams set 

out to refute many Puritan political teachings.

12.Vernon L. Parrington, Main Currents in American 
Thought, (3 vols.? New York; Harcqurt, Brace, and World, 
Inc., 1927),1, pp. 22-26.
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Williams keenly probed the validity of the Elect's 

criteria for holding public office in The Bloody Tenet of 

Persecution for Cause of C o n s c i e n c e  ( 1 6 4 4 ) Williams 

started from the premise that each individual has a God-given 

right to interpret the Scriptures for. himself. He disagreed 

with the orthodox Puritan belief that only a few can know 

the word of God. Williams contended that men are never 

certain what the word of God is. Therefore, he questioned 

whether the Scriptures allow only church members to serve 

as public officials. Doubting the validity of Jonathan 

Mitchel's criteria of grace, learning, and good works, 

Williams asked whether other criteria for rulers would 

not suffice. The criteria which Williams offered are 

honesty and a demonstrated devotion to public affairs.

The basic problem in elitist theory is to estab

lish an equation between the assumed qualities of the 

special few and the qualifications for exercising authority. 

The questions of why the Elect are special and why they

13. Part of text in Edmund S. Morgan, (ed.l 
Puritan Political Ideas (New York: The Bobbs-Merri11.
Company, Inc., 1965), pp. 203-26

14. Ibid., p. 212.
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are few were answered by Mitchel. But an even more serious 

question begs to be answered: Why are the talented few

qualified to exercise civil authority? Williams urged 

that the Elect may not in fact always be qualified to rule.

In other words, there is no necessary relationship between 

claimed spiritual attributes and the ability to exercise 

civil authority. In a particularly incisive and sarcastic 

passage, Williams said that " . . .  the children of God 

may be no ways qualified, [to hold office] though other

wise excellent for the fears of, God, and the knowledge 

and Grace of the Lord Jesus."15 Why must We expect that 

only the special few are qualified to rule? Williams con

vincingly held that most of the world was not aware of the 

Christian God, yet there were many skillful and strong civil 

rulers in the non-Christian world. Further, good leadership 

is defined differently by different political communities.

The criteria for civil rulers must be general enough to 

meet the many different conceptions of good leadership.

There is still another aspect of Roger Williams1 

criticism of the Puritan formula for elite rule. The Puritan

15. Idem.



doctrine is logically related to the question of the.source 

of authority* God delegated His authority to certain men—  

the Elect:. The Elect were to exercise authority in 

accordance with the word of God as contained, in the Scriptures 

Roger Williams disagreed with the Puritan theory of authori

ty? he formulated a doctrine of popular sovereignty which 

contrasts sharply with Puritan teachings. Implicit in 

Williams' doctrine of popular sovereignty is a convincing 

criticism of the Puritan doctrine of elite rule.

In his doctrine of popular sovereignty, Williams 

addressed himself to the issue of the location of poll- ' 

tical authority in a community. He agreed with the Puritans 

that God sanctions the use of political authority to secure 

the material well-being of a community. However, in con

trast to the Puritans, he contended that God granted the 

right to exercise civil authority to the entire community-—  

not a select few within the community. He distinguished 

between ecclesiastical and civil authority as a difference 

of kind. Williams argued that men have a God-given grant 

to govern themselves:
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But from this Grant I infer, (as before 
hath been touched) that the Soveraigne, originall, 
and foundation of civil! power lies in the people, 
whom they must needs meane by the civill power 
distinct from the Government set up.) And if 
so, that a People may erect and establish what 
forme of Government Seemes to them most meete 
for their civill condition; It is evident 
that such Governments as are by them erected 
and established, have no more power, nor for 
no longer time, then the civi11 power or people 
consenting and agreeing shall be trust them with. 16.-

The people have authority to constitute a government and 

to decide how civil authority is to be exercised over them. 

Furthermore, the Scriptures do not prescribe a certain 

form of government; the people have the authority to es

tablish the form of government most suitable to their needs. 

Finally, rulers receive, their authority to govern from the 

people? therefore, the rulers are responsible to the ruled. 

Quite obviously, Williams1 doctrine of popular sovereignty 

stands in marked contrast to the Puritan position on the 

location of authority.

Implicit in Roger Williams' doctrine of popular 

sovereignty is the principle of political equality.

Williams argued that governmental authority should be 

exercised in accordance with the consent of the governed.

16. Ibid., p. 206.
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The ultimate judge of political questions is a community . 

of politically equal individuals, not a few members of a 

self-proclaimed elite. Williams did not formulate a 

doctrine of political equality; however, he did argue that 

all men have a God-given right to interpret the Scriptures.

A community of politically equal individuals is implicit in 

his doctrine of popular sovereignty and in his criticisms 

of rule by an Elect.

Williams' belief in the right of all men to in

terpret the Scriptures gave no comfort to the Puritan 

theocrats. . The religious equality implicit in that belief 

seriously undermines the Puritan doctrine of elite rule.

One must accept on faith certain Puritan religious beliefs 

before the doctrine of rule by the Elect is intelligible.

For example, one must believe that God has revealed in the 

Scriptures that there should be a distinction between the 

rulers and the ruled. However, if all men have a God-given 

right to interpret the Scriptures, some men may "discover" 

that God did not even prescribe rule by an elite.

In conclusion, the Puritan doctrine of rule by the 

Elect suffers from a lack of certain necessary proof that 

the elite are more qualified than the non-Elect to exercise 

authority. The Puritan theocrats failed to discuss relevant
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issues; and, they failed to establish valid and meaningful 

criteria for members of the elite.



CHAPTER 3

JONATHAN BOUCHER: THE DIVINE RIGHT OF KINGS

Growth and settlement in an ever increasing 

movement westward characterized eighteenth century 

America. This pattern of development in America 

established an attitude of independence among American 

Colonists which ultimately found expression in the 

Revolutionary War. The British were preoccupied with 

an internal struggle between the king and parliament for 

nearly one hundred and fifty years; and, after the emerging 

middle class was victorious in the struggle against the 

monarchy, the British were busy competing with their 

eternal foe-— the French. Only in the latter half of the 

eighteenth century did the Mother Country direct her 

attention to the American Colonies.

The British colonial holdings provided ready-made 

markets for goods produced in the Mother Country; in 

addition, the American Colonies were exploited as a source 

of raw materials for Britain., Through a series of trade

: . 31
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regulations, restrictions, taxes, and repressive policies,

the British managed to.alienate a small, but articulate,

segment of Colonial America. Although most American

Colonists resented British Imperial authority, they did not

want a radical break in relations with the Mother Country.

Another small segment of the population—-the loyalists—

insisted upon compliance and loyalty to Britain and British

policies. Tangible class differences as well as abstract
1ideological viewpoints divided the American Colonies.

Conflicts between the loyalists and the radical 

patriots were bitter. Loyalist propagandists tried to 

overcome the influence of the radical patriots; writers 

such as Daniel Leonard and Jonathan Boucher urged that; 

the Colonists; remain loyal to Britain. The loyalist 

propagandists failed in their task, but their efforts 

were strenuous. Although Colonial opposition to British 

authority was not unified, the views of the radical 

patriots eventually prevailed. The Colonists declared 

their independence frOm Britain.

1. For a discussion of class division during this 
. period, see John C. Miller, Origins of The American 
Revolution (Boston; Little, BrOwn and Company, 1943), 
chap. 21.
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During the independence debate, . the Colonists used 

several arguments to justify resistance to British authori

ty. These arguments followed three patterns: an appeal to

the.royal charters, an appeal to the British Constitution, 

and an appeal to.the doctrine of the right of revolution.2 

The charter argument and the constitutional argument justi

fying resistance to British authority were unconvincing. 

Colonial apologists were forced to appeal to the doctrine 

of the right of revolution— -an argument successfully employed 

nearly one hundred years earlier in Britain against the 

unquestioned sovereignty of the king. Contained in such . 

documents as the Declaration of Independence, this doctrine 

served to justify Colonial resistance to British authority.

The doctrine of the right of revolution was predi

cated upon the assumption that governments are legitimate 

so long as they receive the consent of the governed. A 

corollary to this assumption is that men have fundamental, 

natural rights. According to the doctrine, when men agreed 

to enter society and to constitute a government, they gave 

up their right.to govern themselves. After men ent&f a 

civil .society, government should protect their rights.

2. For a concise discussion of the constitution and 
charter appeals, see Parrington, op. pit., I, pp. 186-89.



34

So long as political authority sustains and promotes the 

rights of men, governments are legitimate. But when a 

government abridges the rights of citizens, that government 

acts without authority. Citizens should withdraw their 

consent from a tyrannical government? they should reclaim 

their right to govern themselves.

The Colonists applied this argument to the British 

Government. The Colonists reclaimed their right of self- 

government and withdrew their consent from British authority 

in America. The list of grievances enumerated in the 

Declaration of Independence was proof that the British 

government had violated the natural rights of the Colonists. 

Notice that the Colonists were not appealing to the rights 

of Englishmen or to the principles of the British Consti

tution. The Colonists appealed to unalienable natural 

rights, possessed by all meni An appeal to natural rights 

derived from the laws of nature would be more difficult 

for the British to refute.^ This task was left to American 

loyalists such as Jonathan Boucher.

3. Carl L. Becker, The Declaration of Independence 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1942), pp. 18-23.
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Jonathan Boucher (1737-1804) was the "Tory priest" 

of the loyalist cause in America,  ̂ Born and educated in 

England, Boucher came to America in 1759. He was appointed 

minister of an Anglican Church located in Virginia. Boucher 

became very active in Virginia politics; he helped to influ

ence and to draft legislation in the Virginia Assembly.5 

During the pre-Revolutionary War period, he reacted vio

lently to any hint of resistance to British authority. On 

one occasion, the stubborn and proud minister had to be 

restrained by a body of armed men from preaching against 

resistance to the British Government.  ̂ Members of his 

parish burned him in effigy to protest his loyalist sermons; 

in 1775, Boucher and his wife prudently made plans to sail 

for England. He never returned to America.

Boucher emphatically rejected the Colonists1 claim 

of the natural right of revolution. And, he subscribed to 

the antiquated claim that kings have a divine right to

4. Farrington, op. cit., I, p. 214.

5. Jonathan Boucher, Reminiscences of an Arnerican 
Loyalist, 1738-1789 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1925), p.;92.

6. Allen Johnson and Dumas Malone (eds.) Dictionary 
of American Biography (21 vols.; New York; Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1937), II, p. 474.
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rule„ Hence, Boucher had a twofold theoretical task: an

effective critique of the natural right of revolution 

doctrine and a restatement of the divine right of kings' 

doctrine.

Boucher attempts to refute the doctrine of the 

right of revolution by means of a general critique of the 

natural rights-social contract theory. He singles out an 

important part of that theory— the concept of natural 

equality— for criticism. The concept of natural equality 

is replaced by a formula for elite rule— fhe doctrine of 

the divine right of kings. Let us first examine Boucher's 

general critique of the natural rights-social contract 

theory.

In his critique, Boucher distinguished between 

nature and convention * This distinction is a key to his 

critique. Through the ages, political thinkers have used 

the construct of nature fo establish the legitimacy of 

their theories,^ What has been established as "natural" 

has been considered to be proper and legitimate, In con

trast, the construct of convention in political thought has 

been employed to connote human law and prescription. The :

7. Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision (Boston: 
Little, Brown, and Company, I960) , pp. 29̂ 3.1.
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Colonists used this distinction« They attempted to es

tablish the legitimacy of rebellion by an appeal to the 

natural right of revolution. Boucher did nothing less than 

attack the legitimacy of rebellion predicated upon an appeal 

to the natural right of revolution. According to Boucher, 

any "right" is a product of convention— civil authority.

But let us develop his argument.

Boucher focused his criticism on the concepts of a 

state of nature and natural right as employed by the Colo

nists. He accurately observed that there is no historical 

proof that a state of nature ever existed. To the contrary, 

he maintained that men have never lived beyond the bonds of 

some form of civil authority.8 Further, he contended that 

nature as a postulate in political theory leads to many 

difficulties. Why? Boucher asks us to-consider the fiction 

known as "natural rights."

He argued that no one has a natural right to do as 

he pleases. A right has meaning only when other men recog

nize it r moreover, a system of law is an imperative to a 

reciprocal recognition of rights. There can be no system of

8. Jonathan, Boucher, A View of the Causes and Conse
quences of the American Revolution in Thirteen Discourses 
Preached in North America between, the Years 176 3 and 1775 . .
(London: G. G. and J . Robinson, 1797), p. 509.
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law without constituted authority— conventional authority.

Boucher maintained that " . . .  all his [man's] lifetime

he is subject to bondage. It is by being included within

the pale of the civil polity and government that he takes
9his rank in society as a freeman."

Notice what Boucher has done: He has attempted

to deprive two key theoretical constructs used by the 

Colonists of the aura of legitimacy. There is much 

validity in-this part of Boucher's critique. In an 

attempt to justify resistance to British authority^ the 

Colonists appealed to certain natural rights; among these 

rights was the natural right of revolution. As Boucher 

appropriately observed, an appeal to higher natural laws . 

contains both historical, and logical difficulties which 

social, contract-natural rights thinkers did not resolve. 

Hence> he concluded that rights are conventional, not 

natural.

. Boucher contended that the laws of society provide 

the sole foundation and support of "true liberty." Boucher 

and the Colonists attached very different meanings to the 

word "liberty." For Boucher, liberty is defined thusly:

9. Idem.
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"True liberty,: then, is a liberty to dp every thing that is

right> and the being restrained by doing anything that is 
10wrong." Liberty can only be obtained by living according 

to the law, not resisting the law. Liberty can have meaning 

only if it is defined by conventional legal standards. Thus, 

according to Boucher, the Colonial appeal to a "higher 

law"— -the natural right of revolution-—is not a right of 

liberty. If the liberty of citizens is contingent upon 

civil authority, how can a prescription to resist the law 

be construed as a right which promotes liberty? Only anarchy 

and chaos will reign if the dangerous Colonial conception, 

of liberty prevails. Again, Boucher posed a dilemma which 

the social contract-natural rights adherents could not 

resolve. And, notice the meaning which Boucher gives to 

the constructs of nature and convention.

Boucher next examined the concept of natural 

equality. He concluded that there is no basis for the 

assumption that men are created equal. Indeed, why should 

we believe in equality as a condition of life when we are 

surrounded by the evidence Of inequality. Boucher shares in 

a basic premise of elitist thinkers when he states that, 

given any particular task or quality, "man differs from

10. Ibid., p. 511.
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man . . . as one star differs from another in glory.

In all conditions or talents, people, are either superior or 

inferior. From the time of recorded history, there have 

been the superior and the inferior. Political judgment- 

making is no exception: There are the politically superior

and inferior. And, as a corollary to this basic premise, 

the politically superior are entitled to exercise authority 

over the politically inferior. To.Boucher, the existence 

of the politically superior few and the politically inferior 

many is self-evident.

In his attack on the concept of natural equality, 

Boucher warned of dire social and political consequences 

if the superior few are not allowed to exercise political 

authority. Using an analogy, Boucher stated that:

A musical instrument composed of chords, keys, 
or pipes.all perfectly equal in size and power, 
might as well be expected to produce harmony, as 
a society composed of members all perfectly equal 
to be productive of order and p e a c e . 12

Therefore, for Boucher, the concept of natural equality has

no existence in fact; and, attempts to apply the principle

of political equality will disrupt the stability and progress

11. Ibid., p. 514.

12. Ibid., p. 515.
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of society.

Although Boucher was primarily concerned with criti

cizing the natural rights-social contract theory, he defended 

a distinct doctrine of elite rule— -the divine right of kings. 

The doctrine of divine right of kings is historically older 

than the doctrine of rule by an Elect. The divine right of 

kings' doctrine was a result of the religious ferment of the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. During this period of 

time, the central political issue concerned the legitimacy 

of authority. Prior to the Protestant Reformation, the 

authority of a king to rule was derived from a religious 

ceremony— the coronation. This religious ritual was God's 

way of sanctioning a ruler's authority.13 Thus, authority 

conferred: in:accordance with this ritual was considered 

legitimate.

The Protestant Reformation jeopardized a Protestant 

king's claims to the legitimate exercise of authority. The 

Protestant kings' right to rule was no longer sanctioned by 

God through the Pope. Hence, a need arose for a theoretical 

justification of the right of kings to rule; various

13. J. W. Alleriy A History of Political Thought in 
the Sixteenth Century (New York: Barnes and. Noble, 1957),
pp. 1-14.
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theorists provided this justification in the doctrine of the 

divine right of.kings„

The divine right of. kings1 doctrine and the doctrine 

of the divine elect share certain assumptions. According to 

the proponents of both doctrines, God is the sole source of 

authority. Furthermore, God delegates to men the authority 

to govern; however, in the divine right of kings' doctrine, 

God delegates his authority to govern to one man— a king. 

While according to the elect doctrine, God delegates authori

ty to rule to a few— the elect. As the reader will recall, 

the doctrine of the divine right of the elect to rule is 

attributed to John Calvin. Calvin and his seventeenth centu

ry disciples, the American Puritans, vigorously rejected the 

doctrine of the divine right of kings to rule. The reasons 

for the rejection of this doctrine need not concern us here; 

however, the historical and logical relationships between 

these two doctrines should be noted.

There have been many formulations of the divine 

right of kings' doctrine. However, certain propositions 

are essential to any statement of it. Jonathan Boucher 

simply restated Sir Robert Filmer's (1590-1653) version of 

the doctrine as contained in Patriarcha (16 80).14 Filmer

14. (New York: Hafner Publishing Company, 1947).
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relied on references to Adam and to kingship found in 

Genesis to support his doctrine.

Defenders Of the doctrine of the divine right.of 

kings to rule contend that the institution of monarchy is 

divinely ordained. God intended for men to be governed by 

a monarch. According to Boucher's formulation of the 

doctrine, Adam was the first king; he was invested with 

the authority to govern by God. Further, it is God's Will 

that kings continue to possess the authority to govern.15 

The authority to rule is transmitted from king to king by 

means of the natural law principle of primogeniture. A 

king's right to rule is guaranteed by birth. A legitimate 

claim to the crown cannot be lost by an act of deposition 

or by an act of usurpation.

Another proposition fundamental to this doctrine 

concerns the accountability of kings. A monarch's authority 

is absolute; he is accountable only to God. Nor can one 

monarch limit the authority of his successors by concessions 

or by agreements. This brings us to the relationship between 

a monarch and his subjects.

15. Boucher, The Causes and Consequences of the 
American ...Revolution, op. cit. , p. 525.
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A king's authority over, his subjects is "absolute 
16and irresistible"? a subject's duty is to obey his king.

A monarch is God's agent on earth. According to Boucher, a

king's authority extends to both the religious, and the civil

realm. The king has complete authority to decide both civil

and religious questions. Resistance to the laws of a king

is a sin against God. There is no recourse for a citizen

if his king is incompetent, heretical, or tyrannical. The

first duty of a citizen is to obey God's word? and, God

has prohibited civil disobedience in the Scriptures.

Further, Boucher argued that the principle of "obedience for
• 17conscience sake" is the corner-stone of all good government. 

Thus, obedience to a king is a moral prescription and a 

principle of good government.

The doctrine of the, divine right of kings to rule 

provides an example of a popular sixteenth and seventeenth 

century justification of elite rule. Jonathan Boucher's 

restatement of Filmef's doctrine in the late eighteenth 

century was an anachronism. Radical patriots and moderates . 

alike emphatically rejected and outdated claim that kings •>.

16 . Ibid., p . 545.
17. Ibid., p. 306.
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have a divine right to rule. If Boucher1s arguments were 

soundly rejected, what is the significance of his. writings 

for the Revolutionary War period? Boucher's ideas aided 

the radical patriot cause in the American Colonies. Patriot 

propagandists said that Boucher's plea for passive obedience 

and the right of kings to rule" were indicative of British 

thought and British intentions. In the words of a student of 

the period: "In laying bare the heart of-Toryism, Boucher

aided the radical patriots."!®

Jonathan Boucher relied upon Sir-Robert Filmer's 

formulation of the divine right of kings' doctrine. Unlike 

other proponents of the doctrine., Filmer considered the 

Bible to be an accurate historical source as well as the 

revealed will of God. Before Filmer's time, royalist 

supporters were virtually beyond criticism in their appeals 

to Scriptural passages as proof that monarchy was divinely 

ordained. However, reliance on the historical accuracy of 

the Bible led Filmer into serious difficulties. Filmer's 

most formidable critic was John Locke— a. seventeenth century 

British Whig apologist— who effectively criticized the

18. Farrington, op. cit., I, p. 218.
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divine right of kings' doctrine in his First Treatise of 

Government (169 0).

Locke's criticism of the divine right of kings' 

doctrine was twofold. He disagreed with the proposition 

that monarchy was the divinely ordained form of rule. But 

Locke's most effective criticism was directed against 

Filmer's use of the Bible as an accurate historical source. 

Locke's method in this criticism was simple. He merely 

demonstrated the impossibility of determining historically 

the legitimate successor to the first king, Adam. Locke 

repeatedly asked these questions s Who were the legitimate 

heirs to Adam? And, during Filmer's and Locke's lifetime, 

who was the legitimate heir to Adam? Of course, Locke con- : 

eluded that history does not: yield an intelligible answer 

to these questions.

Although not an historical criticism, Jean Jacques 

Rosseau's doctrine of popular sovereignty is related to the 

divine right of kings' doctrine. And, Rousseau's doctrine 

contains radical implications for the divine right of kings' 

doctrine. Like the royalists, Rousseau assumed that God is 

the source of political authority. Unlike the royalists,

19. (New York: Hafner Publishing Company, 1947.)
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however, he contended that God delegated the authority to 

govern to the many-— not to one or to the few. But Rousseau 

did not extend his doctrine of popular sovereignty to its 

logical conclusion. He argued that, although the many are 

sovereign, not all men are capable of exercising authority; 

the few, not the many, should exercise authority in ac

cordance with a metaphysical principle Rousseau called the 

"general will."20 The criteria for Rousseau's rulers need 

not concern us here, but the distinction between Filmer's 

and Rousseau's doctrines should be noted.

There are still other criticisms of Boucher's divine 

right of kings' doctrine. The doctrine is predicated on an 

appeal to religious principles. In an appeal of this kind, 

an act of religious faith is necessary before the doctrine 

involved is intelligible. In the doctrine of the divine 

right of kings, the original grant of authority from God to 

the first king of a dynasty must be accepted on faith. In 

addition, all Scriptural interpretations used to sustain 

the doctrine must be accepted on faith. For example,

Boucher contended that God has revealed in the Scriptures

20. For Rousseau's conception of the general will 
and for his formula for elite rule, see-yhis.' '"Discourse•• on 
Political Economy" contained in The Social Contract and the. 
Discourses,. trans. and ed. by G. D. H. Cole (New York:
E 6 P. Dutton &. Sons, 1913) .
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that the ruled are to obey their rulers without question.
t

However, Boucher does not claim to be endowed by God with 

a special understanding of the Scriptures. In other words, 

we are asked to believe exclusively in Boucher's interpre- 

tation of the Scriptures at the request of Jonathan Boucher.

There are other difficulties in the political theory 

of Jonathan Boucher. He ignored the relationship between 

kings and the exercise of authority. He did not argue that 

kings who have gained their crown by birth make better 

rulers. To the contrary, Boucher stated that some monarchs 

might be incompetent or tyrannical rulers.21 The question 

naturally follows: If a king is not a better ruler, what is

the justification for rule by a monarch? To this question, 

Boucher has a definite answer. Kings should rule because 

that is God's will, as interpreted by Jonathan Boucher.

And, more practically, social progress and order will be 

disrupted unless Divinely-sanctioned kings rule. Boucher 

makes this claim without providing any evidence that rule 

by kings produces "progress." Indeed, he does not even 

bother to treat the theoretical relationship between 

politically superior individuals who make "better" political

21. Boucher, The Causes and Consequences of the 
American Revolution, op. cit., p. 512.
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judgments and social progress and social order.

There are other problems of evidence in Boucher's 

arguments. In his critique of the principle of natural 

equality, Boucher assumed that men are either politically 

superior or inferior. In his argument, superiority and 

inferiority are extant conditions in all situations.

Boucher does not bother to treat the theoretical possibility 

that political decision-making may require "talents" differ

ent in kind from other tasks. However, a more serious 

difficulty with his case for elite rule is the lack of evi

dence to support his assumption of political inequality.

As with all claims of political inequality, the burden of

proof rests with the elitist? he must provide evidence to- " - - /
substantiate the claim that some men are politically superior. 

Boucher's formula for elite rule does not bear up under 

analysisb



CHAPTER 4

HAMILTON'S RICH AND WELL-BORN,

By 1780, the ties which linked the Colonists to 

British imperial authority were dissolved. The formidable 

task of replacing imperial rule with the authority of 

thirteen independent states faced the new American nation. . 

To complicate this task, the unity instilled among the 

American revolutionaries by a common foe was slowly 

splintered by conflicts of interest and by divergent views 

on government. The Articles of Confederation simply could 

not withstand the political turmoil of the 1780's. The 

Congress, of the Confederation— the only organ of a general 

government during this time— proved inadequate in dealing 

with the myriad.public problems.

What were some, of these problems? Trade relations 

among the states and with foreign nations was a major source

50
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of dissatisfaction.! Throughout this period, the states 

were engaged in disputes over.duties on imports; and, the 

Congress of the Confederation had no authority over foreign 

trade. A central authority in these disputes was needed. 

Disputes among the states over title to .western lands was 

another problem; what authority was to arbitrate in cases 

of dispute? The legal, and political sovereignty of the 

thirteen states hindered the resolution of many of these 

problems instead of resolving them. Defense posed yet 

another problem. What authority was to defend the settlers 

from the Indians in the west? The states sorely failed to 

protect western settlers and fur-trappers. In addition, 

foreign flags flew over all territory west of the thirteen 

states. Americans were not at all certain;of the intentions 

of England and Spain in particular. The Congress of the 

Confederation had no authority to raise an army or a navy. 

These are some of the problems, which form the backdrop for 

America's foremost drama— the Philadelphia Convention of 1787

Demands for change in the form of government were 

not shared by all Americans* Thus, the resolution calling

1. For a thorough discussion of the problems, under 
the Articles of Confederation, see Merrill Jensen,. A History 
of the United . States During, the,: Articles of Confederation, 
17.81-17 89 (Alf red Knopf: New York: 19 50) , Pt. IV.
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for a convention to revise the Articles of Confederation 

was met with opposition. . Generally, the opposition came _ 

from small farmers located in the western portions of the
thirteen states.2

What was the source of discontent? Political 

discussion and disagreement centered about one crucial 

issue— the nature of the union. This issue was to dominate 

American political debate until the Civil War. What should 

the nature of the union be? Alexander Hamilton and the 

Federalists held that the times required a strong central 

government. However, Hamilton and his cohorts were faced 

with certain limitations in formulating plans for a stronger 

general government. i .

Rule by a king was precluded; after all, the 

Revolutionary War had been a revolt against an arbitrary 

British monarch. Furthermore, the doctrine of popular 

sovereignty— an integral part of the Revolutionary War 

ideology-— hid to be incorporated in the new government.

Why? Historically, the doctrine of popular sovereignty 

was one answer to the question of the location of political 

authority in a community. Logically, there are three

2. Charles A. Beard, An Economic Interpretation 
of the Constitution of the United States (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1961), chaps. 2 and 3.
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possible answers to this question. Authority can be located 

outside the community, in part of a community-— in one man 

or the few— or in the entire community. According to the 

doctrine of popular sovereignty, political authority is 

located in the entire community— authority is located in 

the group over whom it is exercised. In the Revolutionary 

War ideology, the Colonists used the doctrine to justify 

their claim to self-government. Hamilton and other 

Federalist apologists could not ignore this doctrine in 

the theoretical construction of a new government.

According to the doctrine, government is the agent 

of the people; the people are sovereign in political de

cisions. The authority of a government is legitimate only 

as long as the people consent to obey that authority. But, . 

Hamilton and the Federalists did not believe that the people 

were capable of exercising authority. Hence, the theoretical 

problem for the Federalists was to contrive a system of 

government wherein the people are in principle sovereign, 

but do not exercise governmental authority. The Federalists 

resolved this problem at Philadelphia in 1787— the draft 

Constitution was testimony to their success.
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What kind of man was Alexander Hamilton? Hamilton 

was a charming, witty, bold, and eloquent figure of his 

times.3 Born on the island of Nevis in the British West 

Indies in 1757, the precocious young Hamilton came to 

America at the age of sixteen. His activities in this 

country were brilliant, yet tragic. At the tender age of 

twenty-one, he became Aide-de-Camp to General George 

Washington. During the Revolutionary War, Hamilton was a 

staunch advocate of a complete break with.Great Britain.

As we shall see, his views changed radically.

In 1789 Hamilton took part in the Philadelphia 

Convention. Although the part he played in the Convention 

itself was limited, his contribution to The Federalist is 

well known.4

Hamilton was intensely committed to his times.; he 

was both a political thinker and a political activist. 

President Washington appointed him to the position of 

Secretary of the Treasury in 1789— a position from which, he 

exercised considerable influence. Increasingly, however,- 

Hamilton became an apologist for the wealthy aristocracy

3. Nathan Schachner, Alexander Hamilton (New York:
D. Appleton-Century Company, Inc., 1946).

4. (New York: The Modern Library, 19 37) . ».
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of the young nation. In addition, he became decidely 

pro-British during his service in the Washington 

Administration. Indeed, there is some speculation that 

Hamilton was in the service of the British Government.5

Hamilton's life came to an abrupt end in 1804 in 

a duel with a political and personal antagonist— Aaron Burr. 

Thus ended the life of one of the most skillful and effec

tive elitist thinkers in American history. He died as

flamboyantly as he had lived. Let us now examine his 

justifications for rule by an aristocracy of wealth.

Hamilton's claim for rule by a wealthy elite is 

integrally related to his assumptions concerning the nature 

of man and the nature of society. Political theory begins

with these two assumptions. What was Hamilton's view of

man's nature?

Like many other elitists, he had a pessimistic 

outlook of man. Hamilton contended that men everywhere are 

plagued with an enduring depravity and frailty. They are 

the unfortunate victims of illusion; illusions of power, 

esteem, and wealth motivate their actions. Hence, ambition

5. See Julian P . Boyd., Number Seven;. Alexander 
Hamilton's Secret Attempts to Control American Foreign 
Policy (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1964).
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and self-interest are the universal traits which constitute 

the human condition.

Not all is hopeless for man, however. Nature has 

endowed men with a capacity: for rational thought and be

havior. But all of life is a struggle between man's mind 

and his ambition, between man's reason and his passion. ; 

Fortunately , nature ;has endowed some men with greater 

capacities for reason than others. The few "choice spirits" 

can rise:above their passions to "act frornhnore'worthy 

motives."5 Conceding that all men are motivated by self- 

interest and ambition, Hamilton carefully distinguished 

between the "choice spirits" and the others. Hamilton dis

cussed this difference in terms of a difference in the 

character of men. All men are, wicked, but the kind of 

vice a man possesses has relevance for .society and social 

progress.7 which social class or group of men possess a 
character beneficial to social progress? Hamilton's answer

6. Quoted in Clinton Rossiter, Alexander Hamilton 
and the Constitution (New York: Harcourt. Brace and World, 
1964) , py 132 6

7. Contained in The Debates on the. Several 
Conventions Recommended.-by the General Convention at 
PhiladeIphia,,ed. by Jonathan.Elliot (5 vOls.; 2nd ed. - 
rev.; Philadelphia: J. B . Lippincott Company, 1941),
II,. p. 257. . h h h - V
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to this question is contained in his doctrine of social 

progress. Notice the issue to which Hamilton addressed, 

himself: the relationship between a special character

and social progress.

Progress in society is attained by the sum contri

butions of all the members of a society? however,, some 

members of society contribute more than others. Hamilton 

defined social progress as the good of all the members of 

a society. If a few benefit at the expense of the many, the 

public good has been violated. Moreover, maintaining the 

public good is an especially difficult problem in view of 

the social class structure. Society is composed of two 

classes with conflicting interests. In Hamilton's words,, 

"society naturally divides itself into .two political 

divisions— the few and the many, who have distinct 

interests."8 if the members of one class are allowed to 

pursue their special interests freely, will not the public 

good suffer? Hamilton resolved this dilemma by arguing 

that certain interests benefit social progress while other 

interests are harmful. Two questions naturally follow:

8. "Notes," (1787) contained in The Papers of 
Alexander Hamilton, ed. by Harold C. . Sy.rett and Jacob C. 
Cooke (6 vols.; New York: Columbia University Press,
1962), IV, p. 185.
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Who are "the few and the many" for Hamilton? And, which

social class benefits the public good?

The smaller first class is composed of the "rich

and the well-born," while the larger second class is

composed of "the mass of the people."9 It is the wealthy

few who benefit society the most. In Hamilton's words:

. . .  [A]nd here the advantage of character 
belongs to the wealthy. Their vices are proba
bly more favorable to the prosperity of the 
state than those of the indigent, and partake, 
less of moral depravity.10

It is the interests of the rich and the well-born which 

form the hob of the wheel of social progress. By means 

of their wealth and their creative genius, all of society 

prospers— the public good is maintained. Hew industries 

are established, jobs are created, and the great mass of 

society's members gain.11

As a logical corollary to his doctrine of social 

progress, Hamilton contended that those who contribute to

9. Ibid., p. 200.

10. Elliot's Debates, op. cit., II, p. 257.

11. For a detailed analysis of Hamilton's conception 
of the wealthy class' contribution to the public good,#:see 
The Reports of Alexander Hamilton,, e d b y  Jacob Cooke
(New York; Harper and Row, Publishers , 1964)
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the public good should be rewarded accordingly. The wealthy 

class should be aided by government in their efforts to 

establish a productive society.

There is a question implicit in the doctrine of 

social progress which is still unanswered. The question is; 

Who is capable of maintaining the public good? This question 

deals with the issue of governmental decision-making.

Hamilton assumed that a certain talented few are more capa

ble of making decisions in accordance with the public good 

than are the mass of citizens. Who are these special few? 

And, why are they capable of superior political judgments? 

Hamilton answered these questions in his doctrine of elite 

rule.

As one might suspect, the rich and the well-born—  

those who contribute to the progress of society— are also 

the politically superior for Hamilton. Notice that Hamilton 

did not employ his doctrine of social progress as a justi

fication for rule by an elite. Although the contributors 

to social progress and the members of the political elite 

are one in the same, Hamilton treated the doctrines of 

social progress and elite rule separately<

He advanced two arguments to. support his claim for 

elite rule. In one argument, he attempted to show that
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the people are incapable of exercising authority. And, in 

another argument, he attempted to prove that wealthy aristo

crats are politically superior to the average citizen.

Hamilton contended that the average citizen lacks 

the ability to make political decisions. What evidence 

supports this contention? Hamilton observed that the preju

dices and passions of the people are the guiding principles 

in decision-making in popular government. Obviously, the 

prejudices and passions of the masses interfere with their 

ability to act in.accordance with the public good.

Hamilton argued that;

In republics, persons elevated from the 
mass of the community, by the suffrages of their 
fellow-citizens, to stations of great pre-eminence 
and power, may find compensations for betraying 
their trust, which, to any but minds animated 
and guided by superior virtue, may appear to. 
exceed the proportion of interest they have in 
the common stock, and to overbalance the obli
gations of duty.12

And, public decisions must be made in accordance with the 

public good if society is to progress.

There are still other reasons why democracy—  

wide-spread citizen participation in public decisioh- 

making'— is not desirable. In any system of popular 

governmerit, liberty abounds. Liberty allows the formation

12. The Federalist, op. cit., p. 138.
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of factions in society and in the halls of government, By 

definition, factions act in accord with private interests 

in opposition to the public good. Moreover, according to 

Hamilton:

A spirit of faction, which is apt to mingle 
its poison in the deliberations of all bodids of 
men, will often hurry the persons of whom they 
are composed into improprieties and excesses, 
for which they would blush in a private capacity.13

Implicit in this attack is the fear that democracy will 

allow any faction an opportunity to influence unduly the 

formulation of policy. Again, the decision-making process 

is open to the turbulence of the masses organized into 

factions.

Finally, there is yet another objection to wide-spread 

citizen participation in governmental decisiOh-making. 

Prejudice and passion distort the rational faculty of the 

masses; the average citizen is given to uncertainty and to 

passing whims in his judgments. As a result of this un- ... 

certainty and instability, popular assemblies are inclined 

to embrace demagogues who violate the public good in their 

decisions. And, maintaining the public interest is an 

imperative of good government.

13. Ibid., p. 92.



Notice that the brunt of Hamilton's criticism is 

leveled against the average citizen making both policy 

decisions and personnel decisions, i.e., citizen partici

pation in choosing rulers. In the evaluation of Hamilton 

which follows, this is an important distinction to keep 

in mind.

In summary, Hamilton's attack on democracy contains 

three allegations. According to the first allegation, the 

average citizen is not endowed with the proper political 

wisdom to perceive the public good. Secondly, a popular 

system of government offers any faction an opportunity to 

participate in governmental decision-making. And, the 

instability of the masses gives way to rule by demagogues 

who flaunt the public interest. These three indictments 

are Alexander Hamilton's case against rule by the many,

The key to Hamilton's doctrine of elite rule is his 

assumption that there are objectively right and wrong politi

cal decisions. His belief in objectively right and wrong 

political decisions can only be understood in the context 

of eighteenth century natural law assumptions. Eighteenth 

cehtuiy thinkers assumed that the universe is governed by 

unchanging natural laws; these immutable codes were guides



63

to the" proper order of the universe. And, rational men 

could perceive the universal prescriptions contained in 

these laws. Hamilton was a product of the eighteenth 

century intellectual climate. He believed that there was 

a proper order to be discovered in all fields of human 

endeavor. Political judgment-making was no exception.

Very simply, Hamilton believed that a decision is "correct" 

if it is made in accord with the "true" principles of 

politics,

■In Hamilton's terminology, a "right" political 

judgment is one made in accord with the public good. The

public good became Hamilton's standard of legitimacy for
,

political decisions. But, precisely what is the content 

of the public good? This question is difficult to answer; 

Hamilton rarely described the content of the term he em

ployed so often. In an argument supporting various economic 

measures, Hamilton gives ah insight into his conception of 

the public good; a decision is in accord with the public 

good when it " . . . will procure to every class of the 

community some important advantages, and remove some no 

less important disadvantages."14 Yet, the public.good was

14. "Report Relative to a Provision for the Support 
of Public Credit," (1790) The Reports, op. cit., p. 5.
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something beyond, a political decision which provided 

advantages to all of the interests in society, In the words 

of dne student of Hamilton's political theory, the public 

good " . . .  encompassed and yet rose above all private 

interests, and indeed had a life of its own."15 The public 

good was nothing less than a metaphysical standard employed 

by Hamilton to determine the legitimacy of a political 

judgmeht.:

Only a talented few possess the political wisdom 

necessary to make "correct" political decisions. Like all 

elitist thinkers, Hamilton makes quantitative and quali-f- 

tative distinctions between the rulers and the ruled. 

Hamilton.is very clear in stating these distinctions:

The people are turbulent and changing; they 
seldom judge or determine right. Give therefore 
to the first class [the few] a distinct, permanent 
share in the government. They will check the 
unsteadiness of the second [the many] and as they 
cannot receive any advantage by a change, they 
therefore will ever maintain good government.16

Again, the question should be asked: Who are the

members of the elite? Hamilton answered that the rich and

15. Rossiter, op. cit.,. p. 145.

16, "Speech at Philadelphia Convention— Madison's 
Version, " (1787) The Papers ,V op. cit. , IV, p. 48.
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the well-born constitute the elite. He assumed that there 

will always be men more rich and more wise or sensible 

than others."I? Hence, political wisdom is but a natural 

appendage of wealth and an aristocratic station in life.

What Hamilton meant was that a man's ability to gain 

wealth is an accurate indicator of his talent in political 

decision-making. Why should we believe that wealth is a 

valid criterion of political superiority? Hamilton pro

vided no definite answer to this question. He simply 

assumed that political superiority is the exclusive 

virtue of the rich.

There is a second claim in Hamilton's elite 

doctrine. He attempted to;justify giving the wealthy a 

permanent representative role in governmental decision

making because of their.economic position in society. His 

argument is as follows: Attaining the public good is the

object of governmental decision-making. The self-interest 

of men distorts their ability to perceive the public good. 

The incentive of economic gain is an all important reason 

why man acts in his own self-interest. The rich are

17. "New York Ratifying Convention First Speech—  
McKesson's Version," (1788) The Papers, op. cit., IV, 
p. 48.
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economically satisfied. Therefore, the wealthy few are : 

more inclined to act in the public good because they have no 

reason to make decisions benefiting only themselves. To 

this end, Hamilton suggested that the wealthy have perma

nent representation in the upper house of C o n g r e s s . 18

Notice a hidden premise in Hamilton's argument;

The interests of the wealthy happily coincide with the 

public good. Therefore, acting in accord with their 

"self-interest" will promote the public good. Unlike most 

of the other citizens, when the wealthy act in accord with 

their self-interest, they are promoting the public good.

For example, Hamilton notes the contribution of the 

wealthy to the public good in his defense of the protective 

tariff;

It is a truth as important as it is agreeable, 
and one to which it is not easy to imagine ex
ceptions, that every thing tending to establish 
substantial and permanent order in the affairs of 
a country, to increase the total mass, of industry 
and opulence, is ultimately; beneficial to every 
part of it.19

Hence, Hamilton is actually advancing two arguments in 

support of the rich; (1) The wealthy are able to perceive

18. Rossiter, op. cit., p. 160.

19. "Report on Manufacturers," (1791) The Reports, 
op; cit., p. 164.
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the public good dispassionately because they are not driven 

by the zeal for greater economic gain. And, (2) the inter

ests of the wealthy in political issues are precisely the 

interests which promote the public good.
, • . 'i . .

This concludes Hamilton’s doctrine of elite rule.

In summary, he assumes that there are the politically 

superior few and the politically inferior many. The few 

are characterized by (1) a special ability to perceive the. 

public good and (2) the possession of wealth in the form of 

capital or property. Possession of wealth gives the politi

cally superior an advantage in achieving the public good—  

they have little reason to be swayed from making "correct" 

decisions. An evaluation of Hamilton's doctrine follows.

Hamilton relied upon two arguments in his justi

fication of elite rule. He charged that . the average citizen 

was incompetent to make a "right" political judgment. And, 

he offered a particular doctrine of elite rule. However, 

Hamilton had not convinced the entire nation of his formula 

for elite rule. Thomas Jefferson remained singularly uncon

vinced that the rich and the Well4born should rule.

Jefferson plagued Hamilton and other Federalists . 

both politically and in the battle for men's minds. As
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champion of the small farmers, Jefferson offered a critique 

of elite rule in the form of his doctrine of political 

equality. Jefferson agreed with Hamilton that there were 

"right" and "wrong" political decisions. To be "right" for 

Jefferson, political decisions had to be made in accordance 

with the criterion of reason. Moreover, Jefferson and 

Hamilton agreed that the great mass of citizens should 

not make policy decisions in government; however, Jefferson 

emphatically disagreed with Hamilton on the desirability 

of widespread citizen participation in personnel 

d e c i s i o n s . 20 And, Jefferson held high hopes for the future 

of citizen participation in policy decisions. He believed 

that most citizens could be educated to partake widely in 

deciding policy questions.

Like most democratic thinkers; Jefferson grounded 

his political prescriptions on a faith in the political 

ability of the common man. Jefferson believed in the 

capacity of most men to make sound judgments.in the 

selection of their rulers. He argued for widespread citizen 

participation at every level of government; in his eloquent 

fashion he urged that:

20. "Letter to the Abbe Arnoux," (1789) contained 
in The Political Writings of Thomas Jefferson ed„ by Edward 
Dumbald (New York: The Liberal Arts Press, 1955), p. 89.



We think, in America, that it is necessary to 
introduce the people into every department of govern- 

/ ment as far as they are capable of exercising it, and 
this is the only way to insure a long continued and 
honest administration of its powers.21

Grounded upon his deep faith in the.political capacity of

the common man, Jefferson offered a doctrine of political

equality which constrasted sharply with Hamilton's elitism.

Jefferson's doctrine of political equality contains 

two parts—'-a critical examination of the claims of politi- 

cal superiority and an endorsement of the principle of 

equality. Jefferson opened his argument by focusing upon 

Hamilton's criteria of wealth and birth for political 

rulers. For Jefferson, the criteria of wealth and birth 

are an artificial distinction between the rulers and the 

ruled. Wealth and birth are not sound indicators of politi

cal ability. In fact, the possession of wealth might very 

well detract, from the necessary honesty of public officials. 

Jefferson contended that the question of an elite consisting 

of the rich and the well-born is not worthy of consideration. 

What should be considered, Jefferson maintained, is the 

question of how to keep the artificial aristocracy from 

entering public office. He is very emphatic on this 

question:

21. Idem.
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The artificial aristocracy is a mischievous 
ingredient in government, and provision should 
be made to prevent its ascendency « . . You
think it best, to put the pseudo-aristoi into 
a separate chamber of legislation, where they 
may be hindered from doing mischief by their 
co-ordinate branches.and where, also, they may 
be a protection to wealth against the agrarain 
and plundering enterprises of the majority of 
the people. I think that to give them power in 
order to prevent them from doing mischief is 
arming them for it and increasing instead of 
remedying the e v i l . 2 2

There are other distinctions in the criteria for 

rulers set down by Hamilton and Jefferson. Hamilton main

tained that the rich and well-born alone possess a special 

talent for perceiving the public good. Jefferson made no 

such claim for his natural leaders. He did assume that the 

common man could make "reasonable" political judgments most 

of the time. Notice, however, that political judgments were 

not the product of an exact science for Jefferson; rather, 

good political decisions were the result of a public official 

acting in accord with the desires of a majority of a politi

cal community. Jefferson affirms the majority principle in 

a statement on self-governments

22. Jefferson, "Letter to John Adams," (1813) 
op. cit., p. 91.
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Every man, and every body of men on earth, 
possesses the right of self-government. They 
receive it with their being from the hand of 
nature. Individuals exercise it by their 
single will— collections of men by that of 
their majority; for the law of the majority 
is the natural law of every society of m e n . 23

After analyzing and rejecting certain elitist claims

to political superiority, Jefferson offered criteria for

political leaders. He contended that there were natural

leaders in any political community; he called these natural
24leaders a "natural aristocracy." He observed that men 

possessed with civic virtue and various natural talents 

could be found in communities throughout the country. 

Further, the natural aristocracy could be easily recognized 

by their fellow citizens. Thus, "virtue and talents", 

were Jefferson's criteria for membership in the natural
25aristocracy. Notice that the criteria are broad and 

non-exclusive; different communities may choose public 

officials with different talents. The only necessary 

attribute of public officials is a willingness to serve 

honestly and diligently in public office.

23. "Cabinet Opinion,'' (1790) op. cit.l> p. 83.

24. "Letter to the Abbe Arnoux," op. cit., p. 91.

25. Idem.
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Jefferson.offered a sound critique of Hamilton's 

elitism. He challenged Hamiltonls assumptions concerning 

the ability of the common man to make political judgments.

In his doctrine of political equality, Jefferson offered 

criteria for the natural aristocracy which was both non

exclusive and could be easily recognized. Finally, Jefferson 

successfully criticized Hamilton's prescription that the 

wealthy should have permanent representation in government. 

Let us now turn tb a more contemporary evaluation of 

Hamilton's elitism.

Any political theorist treating the issue of who 

should rule must provide answers to a certain set of 

questions. Elite thinkers contend that the special talents 

of a few justify their claim to political superiority. A 

question logically follows: How do we; recognize the few?

And, assuming! that the few have certain talents, do these 

talents provide them with superior political wisdom?

Hamilton's elite of the rich and the well-born were 

not easily identified. Certain key questions were left 

unanswered. Precisely what is the criterion of the rich?

Is the ownership of one hundred acres of land enough to 

qualify one for membership among the rich? Is wealth 

accumulated in the form of bonds a criterion for membership
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in the elite? . Hamilton provided no answers to these 

questions. Although both land and capital probably would 

have been acceptable indices of wealth for Hamilton, he was 

not clear in stipulating these criteria.

What is the relevance of this criticism of Hamilton? 

If the possession of wealth is an indicator of political 

wisdom, precise identification Of the wealthy becomes an 

important consideration. After all, the possession of 

wealth constitutes nothing less than the distinction 

between the political elite and the politically incapable.

The same criticism can be leveled against the 

criterion of good birth. Who constitutes the "well-born"? 

Hamilton is not at all clear on what this criterion means. 

Yet, lack of clarity and predision in discussing this cri

terion has grave implications for the question of recognition 

If we are not given recognizable criteria for the elite, how 

can we distinguish the rulers from the ruled? On what basis 

can a decision between conflicting claims to. the exercise of 

political authority be made?

Hamilton's doctrine of elite rule suffers in yet 

another respect: He failed to establish the crucial

relationship between the alleged talents of the few and 

political superiority. Hamilton claimed that wealth is a
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valid indicator to the.politically superior-— those who can 

make decisions in accordance with the public good. Assuming 

for a moment that a metaphysical standard such as the public 

good exists, let us consider Hamilton's claim. Why is the 

ability to attain and to maintain wealth a valid index to 

political superiority? Hamilton answered this question 

in terms of human motivation; he contended that men are 

motivated by their own self-interest. The drive to attain 

wealth and all which wealth brings is a basic ingredient of 

man's self-interest. The ability, of men to make decisions 

in accordance with the public good is hampered by the 

passions of self-interest. Therefore, Hamilton concluded, 

those.who are wealthy should rule because their ability to 

perceiveithe public good will be hampered less.

'Jefferson discerned the contradiction in Hamilton's 

rationale. If man is motivated by self-interest, why should 

he act from different motivations after attaining wealth 

and prestige? In the context of Hamilton's argument, why 

should a fundamental psychological drive of man be altered 

after he Attains a certain amount of wealth? As Jefferson 

indicated, we should expect man to act in his own self- 

interest regardless of his financial condition or his 

birth-right. Hence, giving the wealthy a permanent share



in government is not a sound proposal. If Hamilton's 

assumptions about human motivation are accurate, we could 

only expect the wealthy in public office to increase their 

wealth at the public's expense. Certainly government by 

the few for the benefit of the few is not in accord with 

the dictates of the public good.

There is a more basic omission in Hamilton's 

formula of rule by the wealthy. Why should we accept 

the proposition that the possession of wealth is any 

indication of political capability? Why should we accept the 

contention that the interests of the wealthy are synonymous 

with the public good? Does the ability to acquire wealth 

bear any relationship to the exercise of political authority? 

This question must, be answered before : one can. claim wealth 

as a valid criterion for political rulers. Hamilton did 

not establish the crucial relationship between the possession 

of wealth and the exercise of political authority.

Let us assume for a moment that wealth is a valid 

indicator of political superiority. Unresolved difficulties 

concerning- the criterion of wealth still persist. In 

Hamilton's political thoughtwealth is an acquired attri

bute of the politically superior. Notice the theoretical 

difficulties involved in relying, upon acquired attributes
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as indices to superiority: What happens to the political

"superiority"; of a wealthy person who suffers economic 

reverses? Does an impoverished person who suddenly acquires 

wealth become "superior"? These theoretical difficulties 

must be resolved by elitist thinkers who employ the cri

terion of wealth. Hamilton's concept of the elite does not 

include answers to these dilemmas.

One aspect of Hamilton's doctrine of elite rule 

remains-—the metaphysical standard of the public good.

This will be analyzed in the next chapteri However, the 

relationship of Hamilton's doctrine of elite rule and this 

metaphysical standard should be mentioned. The existence of 

a metaphysical standard such as the public good implies the.

«existence of a special kind of political; knowledgev Elitist 

thinkers usually justify their doctrines by imputing a 

special knowledge to members of the elite. In short, the 

elite have an extraordinary ability to perceive and to 

promote this metaphysical standard.

In conclusion, Hamilton did not offer a coherent or 

plausible doctrine of elite rule. There are difficulties in 

recognizing the elite. Furthermore, Hamilton failed to make 

convincingly the crucial relationship between special talents/ 

and the ability to make good political decisions. The
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critique contained in this section extends beyond Hamilton's 

elite of wealth. The problem of recognition and the 

relationship between wealth and political superiority have 

plagued other elitist thinkers as well.26

26V See the keen analysis and evaluation of Lawrence 
Dennis, a twentieth century American elitist thinker in 
David Spitz, Patterns of Anti-Democratic Thought, (New York: 
The Free Press, 1965), pp. 99-123.



CHAPTER. 5

THE SUBTLETIES OF JOHN ADAMS

The period after the Philadelphia Convention in 1787 

witnessed a continuation of the debate over the nature of the 

union, A young American nation was early influenced by the 

Federalist-dominated Washington and Adams Administrations, : 

The period 1790-1800 was the seedbed for two emerging politi

cal factions which were to grow and become full-fledged 

political parties— the Federalists and the Anti-Federalists, 

They disagreed on many political issues.

The leaders of these factions— men such as Alexander 

Hamilton, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson— -continued to 

debate the question of the nature of the union. The extent 

of the jurisdiction of the federal government Was a major 

source of conflict. The democrat, Jefferson, distrusted a 

distant, central government; in contrast, the Federalists 

supported a federal government with extensive authority.

The two factions also disagreed fundamentally on the extent 

of citizen participation in government. John Adams— a chief 

Federalist spokesmen— declared that rigid social inequality

‘ 78 ■ ' -• '
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was the condition of mankind, Jefferson disagreed.

These issues conditioned the language of political : 

discourse during this fertile era. Political thinkers 

addressed themselves to questions such as these: What

is the proper relationship between the federal government 

and the states? Who should exercise authority? How should 

authority be exercised? Should it be exercised in accord 

with the will of a select minority? In formulating the 

Federalist credo, John Adams provided answers to these 

questions. Of particular interest in this study is Adams 1 

formula for rule by a select few.

John Adams was a prominent public figure of his 

day. He was the first among a family of. New Englanders 

whose influence on American political and intellectual 

life extended throughout the nineteenth century. Born in 

1735 in Braintree, Massachusetts^ Adams early learned the 

austere ways of rural New England life.l Perhaps his 

serious, almost humorless, outlook on life was a product 

of.his ministerial education at Harvard. His interests 

later shifted to teaching, then to the study of law. It 

was in the legal profession where Adams utilized his talents

3W Gilbert Ctiinard, Honest John Adams (Boston: 
Little, Brown, and Company, 193.3) ,
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to their fullest.
' . i '

Adams' basic conservative disposition was manifest 

in his cautious involvement, in pre-Revolutionary War 

activities. The radical patriots' cause was well established 

before John Adams was counted among their ranks. But, once 

involved, he took a very active part in the Colonial fight 

against the British. He served both as a delegate to 

Continental Congresses and as a member of the American 

peace commission in 1783. Adams■ post-Revolutionary War 

participation in government was of course extensive. The 

zenith of his public career came in 1796 when he was elected 

the second President of the United States„

An appraisal of a political theorist would be.

incomplete if his character were not mentioned. Thomas
< • • 

Jefferson provides us with an insightinto Adams'personal

; attributes in these words:

He is vain, irritable, and a bad calculator of 
the force and probable effect of the motives which 
govern men. This is all the ill which can possibly 
be said of him. He is as disinterested as the being 
who made him; he is profound in his views and accu
rate in his judgment,.except where knowledge of the 
world is necessary to form a judgment. He is so 
amiable, that I pronounce you will love him if ever 
you become acquainted with him.2 -

2o Quoted in Johnson and Malone, (eds.) 
op. cit., I, p. 81. 1
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Thus, Adams was described as an intelligent, revered, but a 

vain individual. One of his biographers says that Adams1 

chief characteristics were a penchant for honesty and a 

fierce New England p r i d e L e t  us now focus our attention 

on his political thought.

John Adams was one of the most profound of the 

Federalist political thinkers. He shared a common Federalist 

purposes to contrive a system of government founded on the 

republican principle yet which would curb popular influence 

in governing. In his technique of inquiry, he relied much 

more upon historical analysis than did the other Federalists. 

And, true to his legal training, Adams proposed a system of 

government predicated upon a delicate legal distribution of 

authority.

Adams focused his attention on the relationship 

between individual liberty and governmental authority. 

According to the Federalists, the protection of individual 

liberty is of prime importance because it is a prerequisite 

of social progress. Innovation and genius in a society is 

the1 result of a fewfindividuals who have the liberty to 

develop and to apply their talents. The wheels of social

3. Ghinard, op. cit., p. 346.



82

progress will come to a halt unless individuals are allowed 

to pursue their talents unhampered; governmental authority 

should protect minorities in the exercise of their liberties, 

But there is a problem: The exercise of govern

mental authority can lead to governmental tyranny— the 

deprivation of individual liberty. History has many 

examples of the misuse of governmental authority. How can 

tyranny be avoided? As a solution to this problem, Adams 

proposed the Federalist rendition of a theory of a mixed 

constitution— the principles of separation of powers and 

checks and balances. Avoid a concentration of governmental 

authority— distribute authority among three different 

branches of government and arm each branch with various
Achecks and balances on the Other two. Each branch 

represents a different interest in society and each branch 

performs a particular function. Adams argued that one 

branch could not tyrannically exercise governmental, authori

ty because the other two branches— representing different 

interests— could check the errant branch.

4. For the classical liberai statement of a theory 
of a mixed constitution and the protection of individual 
liberty, see Baron Charles de Montesquieu, The Spirit of 
the Laws, introduction by Franz Neuman (2 vols.; New York: 
Hafrier Publishing Company, 1949), I; pp.’ 149-62.
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Adams warned that societies must guard against a 

particular threat to individual liberty— popular majorities„ 

Through governmental authority, popular majorities can 

impose the mediocrity of the masses upon the talented few. 

Only by adhering to the principles of a separation of powers 

and checks and balances can society curb the excesses of 

popular majorities. By means of a distribution of authority 

to different branches, staggered terms of office, and an 

elaborate scheme of checks and balances, popular majorities 

can be prevented from gaining control of all the branches of 

government at one time. Thus, the principle of a separation 

of powers is a fundamental prescription for all consti

tutions ; the principle is ordained by the laws of nature:

. . . [Y]ou will be convinced that three branches
of power have an unalterable foundation in nature; 
that they exist in every society natural and arti
ficial; and that if all of them are not acknowledged 
in any constitution of government, it will be found 
to be imperfect, unstable, and soon enslaved; that 
the legislative and executive authorities are natu
rally distinct; that liberty and laws depend entirely 
on a separation of them in the frame of government;

5. John Adams, A Defense of the ConstitutiCns of 
Government of the United States of America, (1778) contained
in The Works of John Adams, ed. by Charles F. Adams (10 vols. 
Bostons Charles C. Little and James Brown, !851), IV, 
p. 579. ',  ̂ . . -■ / /V'v.v-':-.
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Adams was too much of a realist to depend upon nature 

only as a sanction for the principle of separation of powers. 

Rather, he contended, the compelling proof of a need to 

separate the powers of government can be found in the moti

vations of men. True to his Federalist tradition, Adams 

believed that men were not to be trusted with authority.

In a concise statement of this viewpoint, Adams said that:

, It is weakness rather than wickedness, which 
renders men unfit to be trusted with unlimited power.
The passions are all unlimited; nature has left them 
so; if they could be bounded, they would be extinct; 
and there is no doubt they are of indispensable impor
tance in the present system.6

Adams and the Federalists argued from the premise that

absolute authority will corrupt an individual absolutely.

The only guarantee against corruption is to distribute

authority to several branches of government among a number

of offices and stagger the terms of office.

The principle of a separation of powers served 

another function in John Adams' political theory: as an

.effective legal framework for guaranteeing representation 

to Adams' elite— the "natural aristocracy." But the 

question concerning us here?is not the legal intricacies 

of the principle of separation of powers; rather, the focus

6. Ibid., p. 406.
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of attention is Adams' argument prescribing elite rule. 

Notice, however, that the principle of a separation of 

powers is a logical extension of Adams' doctrine of elite . 

rule. In Adams' political theory, the doctrine of elite 

rule and the principle of a separation of powers are related.

Following a familiar elitist pattern, Adams' : :  ̂\

doctrine contained two parts: a denial of political equality

and a claim of the political superiority of the few. The 

denial of political equality is contained in his doctrine 

of social inequality. Notice the relationship Adams is 

attempting to establish:. From the claim that men are 

unequal in various respects, Adams attempts to establish 

that men are not equal in political judgment-making.

More about this relationship later. Adams relied upon a 

rather comprehensive historical analysis and upon the laws 

of nature to substantiate his doctrine Of social inequality. 

Greek, Roman, Medieval, and various eighteenth century 

societies were examined by Adams. His findings were always 

the same— inequality existed in all societies. He was 

emphatic about the accuracy;of his analysis::



"Such and many other natural and acquired and habitual 

inequalities are visible and palpable, and audible, every 

day, in every village, and in every family, in the Whole 

w o r l d . A n d ,  true to his eighteenth century intellectual 

origins, Adams maintained that social inequality found 

sanction in the laws of nature: "[T]here are inequalities

which God and nature have planted here, and which no human
o .legislator ever can eradicate.

Precisely what did Adams mean by social inequality?

He assumed that given any task or test, some persons will

be superior and others inferior. Certain people have

great talents, others do not; it is as simple as that.

He was very clear about the question of how men are unequal.

In a response to John Taylor of Caroline on this question,

Adams answered:

When, where, have I said that men were always 
morally the same?

Never, in word or writing. I have said,—

7. Adams, "Letters to John Taylor," (1814) The 
Works, op. cit., VI, p. 460.

8. A Defense of . .. . America, The Works, op. cit., 
. VI, p. 492.



1. There is an inequality of wealth.
2„ There is an inequality of birth.
3. There are great inequalities of merit, 

talents, virtue, services, and reputa
tions.

4. There are a few in whom, all these 
advantages of birth, fortune, and fame, 
are united.

I then go on to say, 'these sources of inequality, 
common to every people, founded in the constitution of 
nature, a natural aristocracy . . .  .'9

Adams averred that there are certain consequences 

which logically derive from his doctrine of social inequality. 

One of these is a rigid social class system extant in every 

society. Society is divided into the few and the many. The 

few are talented, the many are not.

Another consequence is.the impossibility of politi

cal equality, Adams assumed that political decision-making 

is an art. Given the practice of any art, some will be 

superior and others inferior. Political judgment-making 

is certainly no exception. The conclusion is simple: 

Widespread citizen participation in the exercise of authority 

is undesirable because of the unequal political talent among 

men. The few should enjoy a privileged position in the 

exercise of authority because they are blessed with special 

talents. The general populace— the many— should be excluded

9 . "Letters to John Taylor, " The Works, op', cit. ,
VI, p. 492.
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from the exercise of authority because their political 

judgments cannot be trusted. Indeed, the many are easily 

swayed by demagogues; they err in their political judgments 

often.Adams maintained that any claim of political 

equality contradicts both historical evidence and the laws 

of nature.

In addition to a denial of political equality,

Adams attempted to justify rule by a special few. Identi

fication of the members of the elite is an irnportant con

sideration for elitist thinkers. In his doctrine of a 

natural aristocracy, Adams clearly defined, the elite:

By natural aristocracy, in general, may be un
derstood, those superiorities of influence in society 
which grow out of the. constitution of human nature.
By artificial aristocracy, those inequalities of 
weight and superiorities, of influence which are cre
ated and established by civil laws. Terms must be 
defined before we can reason. , By aristocracy, I un
derstand all those men who can command, influence or 
procure more thah an average of votes; by an aristo
crat, I mean every man who. can and will influence one 
man to vote besides himself. Few men will deny that 
there is a natural aristocracy of virtues and talents 
in every nation and in every party, in every city and 
village. Inequalities are a part of the natural 
history of man.

10 6 Correa M. Walsh, The Political Science of 
John Adams (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1915), pp. 50-51.

11. "Letters to John Taylor," The Works, op. cit.,
VI, pp. 451-52.
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Notice several aspects of Adams' definition of a 

natural aristocracy. He distinguished between a natural 

and an artificial aristocracy. The existence of a natural 

aristocracy is demonstrated by historical analysis; further, 

proof of the existence of a natural aristocracy can be 

deduced from natural law principles. An artifical aristo

cracy -~-a product of civil law-=-is a conventional, man-made 

elite. In the language of the eighteenth century, what is 

natural is right and proper; in contrast, what is con

ventional is by definition imperfect. A contemporary 

commentator on the eighteenth century described the meaning 

of nature this way:

In the eighteenth century climate of opinion, 
whatever question you seek to answer, nature is 
the test, the standard; the ideas, the customs, 
the institutions of men, if ever they are to 
attain perfection, must obviously be in accord ^
with those laws which nature reveals at all times...

Adams contended not only that a natural aristocracy existed

throughout history, but also that the existence of a

natural aristocracy is in accord with natural law principles.

Hence, the existence of a natural aristocracy is both

historically inevitable and right and proper.

12. Carl L. Becker, The Heavenly City of the 
Eighteenth Century Philosophers (New Haven: Yale University
Press), p. 53.
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There is another aspect of Adams' doctrine of 

natural aristocracy which deserves attention. He defined an 

aristocrat as one who commands influence. Adams assumed 

that the recognition of an influential individual is not a 

difficult task. But a crucial question for a doctrine of 

elite rule still remains unanswered; What are the criteria 

for becoming an influential person? Adams maintained that 

there are many different prerequisites to influence and 

many manifestations of virtue and talents "When birth, 

genius, beauty, strength, education, fame, services, 

heroism, experience^ unite in an individual, they produce 

inequality of influence . . . *

Three attributes are more important than, the others 

as prerequisites to Influence„ They are property ownership,

birth, and knowledgei Why were these attributes key
' -

criteria to membership in the elite?

Why should property be an index of political 

superiority? Adams did not attempt to argue that property 

ownership imbues an individual with special talent or virtue. 

He simply observed that natural aristocrats had property;

13. Adams, "Letters to John Taylor," The Works,
op.cit., VI, p. 504.
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influential persons were property owners. He proclaimed;

That property has been, is, and everlastingly 
will be, a natural and unavoidable cause of aristo
cracy, and that God Almighty has made it such by the 
constitution of human nature and the globe, the land, 
the sea, the air, the water,, and the fire, among which 
He has placed it.14

A word of clarification is in order. In his discussion of

the criteria for the natural aristocracy, Adams confused

the question of what is with the question of what should be.

Adams believed that property should be a prerequisite to

membership in the elite; however, in the context of his

argument, he flatly stated that ownership of property is_

an attribute of the natural aristocracy. These two orders

of questions are logically separate; yet, Adams attempted

to support his preferences by appeals to "reality."

Another attribute of the natural aristocracy is 

membership in a "good family." Again, Adams was clear 

about the relationship between natural aristocrats and 

birth: "Please to remember that birth confers no right

on one more than another! But birth naturally and 

unavoidably produces more influence in society, in some 

more than others; and the superiority of influence is

14. Ibid., p. 512.
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a r i s t o c r a c y . "15 what is the relationship between member

ship in a "good family" and political superiority? Adams 

provided no answer to this question. Birth is simply an 

index of influence and influence is the characteristic 

attribute of natural aristocrats. Again, Adams confused 

the questions of what is and what should be.

Adams1 final criterion for membership in the elite 

is political knowledge. This criterion can only be under

stood in the context of eighteenth century natural law 

assumptions. Every age has its characteristic epistemology 

and its characteristic vernacular. Thinkers in the eighteen

th century assumed that immutable natural laws pervade the 

entire universe. The physical world operates in accordance 

with these natural laws; and, man's proper moral, social, 

and political conduct, could be deduced from these laws.

As a result, answers to questions of morals and politics 

were either "right" or "wrong." John Adams shared this 

view; he maintained that: "Truth is.one, uniform and

eternal; knowledge of it cannot fluctuate any more than 

itself."16

15. Ibid., pp. 503-04.

16. Ibid., p. 494./
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The implication of these natural law assumptions 

for politics is clear. Only one decision is "right" in

the exercise of political authority, as only one

constitution is "right""— the mixed constitution. Adams 

left no doubt that the relationship between public 

decision-makers, and the "true principles" of politics:

But all of these arts are founded in certain
general principles of. nature, which have never 
been known to change; and it is the duty of phi
losophers, legislators, and artists to study these 
principles; and the nearer they approach to them,- 
the greater perfection will they attain in their 
arts,17

Adams further posited that only a few possess 

knowledge: "For knowledge will forever be monopolized,

by the aristocracy. The moment you give knowledge to 

a democrat, you make him an aristocrat."1  ̂ In his 

Discourses on Davila (1789), Adams attempted to answer 

the question of why there always had been the few learned

17. Ibid., p. 476.

18. Ibid., p. 516'.
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and the many ignorant. Leisure time is a prerequisite for 

attaining knowledge. Fortunately, the wealthy property owner 

has leisure time because others labor for him. This is as it 

should be. After all, the many are needed to work in order 

to produce the essentials for society. Unfortunately, how

ever, no amount of education can ever instill the many with 

the knowledge of "true principles": "With all the encourage

ments, public and private, which can ever be given to 

general education, . . . the laboring part of the people
IQcan never be learned.11

In summary, Adams proposed three criteria for 

membership in the elite: property, birth, and knowledge.

He contended that these criteria are indices to influence; 

and, by definition, the superior few are influential.

Two questions in Adams’ formula for elite rule 

remain to be treated: How are members of the elite selected?

What is the relationship between political superiority and 

the exercise of authority? As concerns the question of 

selection, Adams merely assumed that the natural aristocrats 

would emerge as the political leaders in any s o c i e t y O f

19. Adams,: Discourses on Davila, op. cit., VI, -p. 280.

20. "Letters to John T a y l o r The Works, op. cit.,
PP. 455-56. ■
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course, Adams favored property qualifications for the 

electprate and for holding public office; as a consequence 

of these qualifications, both the electorate and the candi

dates for office were restricted in number. Thus, the odds 

on selecting natural aristocrats for rulers were greatly 

increased.

Let us assume that Adams' assumptions concerning the 

political .superiority of natural aristocrats are valid.

The question remains: Why should we believe that an elite

will make better political decisions than a "non-elite"?

Adams answered this question in terms of the "true princi^ 

pies" of politics. His argument is as follows: Natural

aristocrats possess influence. Those who possess influ

ence have a knowledge of the "true principles" of politics. 

This knowledge enablesvthem to make "right" political . 

judgments— judgments in accord with certain natural law 

principles. Natural aristocrats, therefore, should rule 

because they make the "right" political decisions»

A critique of John Adams' formula for elite rule must 

begin with an examination Of his fundamental premise-— that ' 

men are by nature not equal. He attempted to substantiate 

this premise by an appeal to history.and to the laws of 

nature. Adams argued that the history of men is a history



96

of the superior and the inferior. He contended that the 

societies of Athens, Romer Padua, and Boston all reveal the 

same characteristic-—social inequality. The political 

relevance of this claimed social inequality is obvious: 

Politics, like any other process— has its superior and 

inferior participants. Historically, any attempts to 

alter this natural social arrangement through law have 

failed; after all, man's feeble attempts to change the 

immutable laws of nature are certain to fail.

What can be said about Adams 1 sweeping historical 

generalization concerning the inequality among men? In 

the first place, Adams' claim of social inequality has no 

meaning for the issue of political equality. The principle 

of political equality1: is a prescription that each should 

count as one in political decision-making— nothing more. 

Whether men are equal or unequal in other respects has no 

bearing on the issue of political equality. No egalitarian 

denies that inequalities in wealth, social status, and 

various skills exist. But why should we assume that social 

inequality is proof of political inequality? Adams failed 

to establish the relationship between the fact of social 

inequality and the claim of political inequality^

21. Walsh, op. cit., p. 47.
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Another difficulty with Adams1 evidence is his 

historical method. To be convincing, an historian must 

demonstrate that his explanation of history stands in the 

face of all other explanations; indeed, perhaps his expla-
O Onation is the exclusive interpretation. Citing numerous 

historical examples to substantiate a particular interpre

tation of events is not a valid application of the historical 

method. In his analysis of anti-democratic thinkers. 

Professor Spitz explains why "history by example" is an 

invalid method:

In the first place, it [an historical interpre
tation] may be irrelevant to other, situations, his
torical or contemporary. And in the second place, 
it may not be the full but the partial explanation 
even in some of those situations where it does apply.
To sustain the contention that it is always the true 
explanation, . .. . it is necessary to go considerably 
beyond the mere.recital of historical events.23

Adams was an "historian" by means of numerous examples

skillfully extracted from historical accounts of various

ancient and medieval societies. He did not bother to

address himself to a contradictory historical interpretation

of the social condition of man— the proposition that man

is by nature equal. . Natural rights-sociai contract theorists

22. Spitz, op. cit., p. 105.

, 23. Idem.
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such as Thomas Paine argued that the equality of man is a 

self-evident t r u t h . 24 This is not to support the validity, 

of that position; however, the natural rights-social 

contract position is included to demonstrate Adams' dis

regard for other historical interpretations.and conclusions„ 

What about Adams' appeal to natural law to sub

stantiate his doctrine of social inequality? Unfortunately, 

for the validity Of his argument, Adams merely deduced 

social and political inequality from a metaphysical con

struct called nature. The assumption of social and politi

cal inequality was a key premise in Adams' doctrine of elite 

rule; however, he never bothered to treat the question of 

the existence of a "natural order" manifest in history. The 

existence of a "natural order" in society was a self-evident 

truth for Adams: "Nature which has established a chain of

being and universal order, has ordained that no two objects 

shall be perfectly alike, and no two creatures perfectly 

e q u a l . "25 The persuasiveness of such a priori "truths"

24 6 Common Sense, contained in Common Sense, and
Other Political Writings,. ed. by Nelson F. Adkins (New York: 
The Bobbs-Merri 11 Company, Inc., 1953), p.. 82.

25. Discourses on Davila, op. cit., VI, p. 285.
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i s  d e f i n i t e l y  l i m i t e d . 26 Thus/ Adams' claim of social and

political inequality depended upon an assumed existence. 

of a hierarchy in nature ?. no proof was offered to support 

the assumption.

A final aspect of Adams' doctrine of social 

inequality should be considered: his reliance on history

as an accurate guide to the resolution of contemporary 

political problems. For example, Adams argued that the 

history of mankind is the history of inequality. Any 

attempts through custom or law to alter the natural 

inequality of men were destined to fail.2^ According to 

Adams, man's past political experience yielded valid 

generalizations about the political world of the nineteenth 

century.

In contrast, his intellectual antagonist— Thomas 

Jefferson-^-emphasized the needs of particular generations 

as a guide to political wisdom. In Jefferson's wordss 

"Each generation is as independent of the one preceding 

as that was of all which had gone before. It has then.

26. Bertrand,Russell, The Problems of Philosophy 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1959) p. 75.

27. Walsh, Q£. cit., p. 47.
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like them, a right to choose for itself the form of 

government it believes most.promotive of its own 

happiness . » . . Jefferson argued that political

problems correspond to time and place; the needs and 

desires of a political community— not history— is a more 

accurate guide in political decision-making. But, let us 

grant for a moment the proposition that history is the 

most important guide in political judgment-making; and, 

let us grant the existence of a hierarchy in nature.

The question still remains: Does Adams provide a coherent

and convincing formula for elite rule?

Adams' elite consisted of the politically influential 

few. The claimed existence begs the question: How does one

recognize a member of the "natural aristocracy"? In the 

context of Adams' formula for elite rule, a natural aristo

crat possesses certain qualifications and traits. Chief 

among these were membership in a "good family," ownership 

of property, and political knowledge.

28. "To Samuel Kercheval," (1816) op. Pit., p. 124.
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The criterion of membership in a "good family" is 

analogous to the standard of "good birth" in Alexander 

Hamilton's formula for elite rule. A criticism similar to 

that leveled against Hamilton's criterion of elite member

ship can be brought to bear. What is a "good family"?

Adams does not clearly answer this question. He contended 

that:

Birth is naturally and necessarily and in
evitably so connected and blended with property, 
fame, power, education, genius, strength, beauty, 
learning, science, taste, figure, air, attitudes, 
movements, etc., that it. is often impossible, and 
always difficult to separate them.29

Although these attributes give us some idea of Adams' con

ception of a "good family," how does one acquire.these 

favorable traits? Are these attributes inherited? Is 

Adams' conception of a "good family" a biological- construct? 

Adams does not answer these questions.

There,is another difficulty: The traits Adams

mentioned are the same as those possessed by influential 

persons. Thus, Adams completed his circular argument:- 

Members of the elite are influential. Influence is a 

product of membership in a "good family," among other

29. Adams, "Lefters to John Taylor," The Works,
. op. cit.,. VI, pp. 501-02.
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attributes. And, members of "good families" possess influ

ence.

However, let us assume that membership in a ."good 

family" is a meaningful prerequisite. Is there any 

guarantee that membership in a particular family will lead 

to "right" political judgments? Adams did not bother to 

treat this question; yet, before family membership can be 

utilized as a valid criterion to political superiority, this 

critical question must be treated.

Other difficulties arise if the criterion of member

ship in a "good family" is assumed to be meangihful. The 

attribute of "high birth" is supposedly a valid index to 

political superiority. What about a child born Of a 

"superior" father and an "inferior" mother? What about a 

feeble-minded child born of aristocratic parents? What 

about an aristocratic child by birth who is orphaned at a 

young age and raised by "common" parents? Questions such 

as these can be continued to the absurd; but, the problem 

of relying upon vague attributes like "high birth" as 
indices to political superiority is a very serious short

coming, of Adams 1 elite doctrine.

A Second criterion to Adams' elite membership is 

ownership of private property. The merits of private property
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as an index to political superiority have been considered 

earlier; Adams added nothing to Hamilton's case for this 

prerequisite. Therefore, let us turn to Adam's third 

criterion-— "superior" political knowledge.

All elitists include a concept of political knowledge 

in their political theoryi30 Many elitist thinkers have 

utilized a claim to superior political intelligence as a 

justification for elite rule. For example, Plato urged 

that an exclusive "knowledge of the Good" entitled phi— 

losopher-kings to rule = Like Plato, John Adams attempted 

to establish a relationship between "superior" political 

knowledge and membership in the elite. Adams assumed that 

politics is an art. There are "right" and "wrong” politi

cal decisions. The guide to "right" political decisions is 

found in natural law principles. Thus, for those who have 

the ability, political decision-making is a simple mental 

process: study the "true principles" of politics and make

decisions in accord with them.

•In treating the criterion of political knowledge,

Adams addressed himself to several questions. The first is
\

epistemblpgical: What is the standard for "superior"

30. For a keen application of the category of 
political knowledge, see Wolin, op. cit.
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political intelligence? : Adams' answer to this question is 

found in natural law assumptions, the popularly-accepted 

basis of knowledge during the eighteenth century. A second 

question Adams discussed was the relationship between 

"superior" political knowledge and political judgment-making.

What is the standard for "superior" political 

knowledge? For Adams, "right" political judgments are those 

made in accordance with the laws of nature. How can one 

prove that the metaphysical standard of natural law exists? 

Adams had no answer for this question. But, of course, few 

eighteenth century theorists did; during this time, the 

existence of the laws of nature was an unquestioned 

assumption. As is the case in any age,, certain episfe- 

mological assumptions were not probed. Carl Becker, makes 

this point about the eighteenth century in very eloquent 

fashion;

If we would discover the little backstairs door 
that for any age serves as the secret entranceway to 
knowledge, we will do well to look for certain unob
trusive words with certain meanings that are permitted 
to slip off the tongue or the pen without fear and 
without research; words, which, having from constant 
repetition lost their metaphorical significance, are 
unconsciously mistaken for objective realities .. . . . .
In the: eighteenth century thS. words, without which no 
enlightened person Could reach a restful conclusion " 
were nature, natural law . . .  . 32.

31. Becker, op. cit., p. 47.
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Hence, to hold Adams responsible for following the episte- 

mological assumptions which influenced all thinkers in his 

age would be an unfair criticism.

Another question remains unanswered: How does

a member of the elite discover and apply "true" politi

cal principles? Adams contended that, given the performance 

of any task, some will be.superior and others inferior.

This axiom applies to the art of political decision-making; 

members of the elite are simply "superior." The natural 

aristocracy is more affluent, more eloquent, better educated, 

and more knowledgeable than the masses. The ability to make 

"right" political judgments is simply one of many talents 

possessed by the elite. For Adams, the task of discovering 

"true" political principles was not difficult; "right" 

political judgments were a logical product of an innately 

"superior" elite. The method of making "right" political 

decisions was not a question in Adams' doctrine of elite 

rule. If "superior" political knowledge is a criterion of 

membership in the elite, the question of how that knowledge 

is derived and applied becomes crucial. John Adams' 

doctrine sof elite rule is not coherent because this question 

was not adequately treated.
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In summary , Adams' case for rule by an elite, is 

neither coherent nor acceptable. The historical analysis 

employed to document his doctrine of social inequality was 

not an adequate method of inquiry. His reliance on natural 

law assumptions confused the process of political judgment- 

making. And, his criteria for membership in the elite are 

ambiguous and sometimes contradictory.

Adams left unanswered still other questions con

cerning the criterion of knowledge. What is the distinction 

between political knowledge and other kinds of knowledge? 

Presumably members of the elite possess superior political 

knowledge; but what test is employed to determine that?

None is included in Adams' elite doctrine. Yet, if members 

of the elite cannot convince others that they possess 

superior political knowledge/ can the elite's claim to the 

exercise of authority be seriously considered? Again,

Adams' failure to answer these questions brings into 

question the coherence arid utility of his doctrine.



CHAPTER 6

GEORGE FITZHUGH AND RACIAL SUPERIORITY

Turbulence and conflict, hope and despair, all 

characterized America during the period 1830-1860. From 

the many movements and causes of this era, several key 

issues emerged. The nature of the union became the Chief 

constitutional issue. This question was settled temporarily 

on the battlefields of the Civil War. Another issue was 

economics The tariff was the source of a host of battles 

in Congress. But one issue over-shadowed the others: the

issue of slavery.

The moral issue of slavery did more than tinge 

all other questions of this era— the intensity of conflict 

over this issue made political compromise impossible. When 

words failed, force resulted. . Beginning in 1820, a number 

of compromises concerning slavery had been forged in the 

halls of Congress. Chief among these were the Missouri 

Compromise of 1850. But the union did not bear up under
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1the weight of the slavery debate.

The institution of slavery was a product of an 

agrarian, plantation economy. With the invention of the 

cotton gin and an extensive market for cotton, Southern 

plantation owners made increasing use of cheap slave labor. 

When the question of abolishing slavery in the new terri

tories which would become states was raised, most Southerners 

reacted violently, hs the United States expanded westward, 

the new Western territories and states became pawns in the 

sectional struggle between the North and the South. States 

were admitted as "free soil" or "slave"— the question of 

admission for states such as Texas, California, Kansas, and 

Nebraska became deeply immersed in the slavery issue.

During the pre-Civil War period, two distinct po

sitions concerning Congress and the hew territories began to 

emerge. Southerners contended that Congress did not have the 

authority to prohibit slavery in the territories; rather, 

Southern apologists argued. Congress should protect the 

institution of slavery in the territories. The Supreme 

Court upheld the substance of this Southern position in

1. Morison and Coromager, op. cit., I, chaps. 25, 
30, 32,and 33.
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2an 1857 case. In a politically controversial decision, the 

Court ruled that the Missouri Compromise was unconsti

tutional and that Negroes were not citizens protected under 

the Constitution. In contrast. Northerners maintained that 

Congress had the authority to prohibit slavery in the terri

tories; their contention was that slavery was sectional, but 

freedom was national. The Northern viewpoint became a key 

tenet of two new political parties— the Free. Soil and the 

Republican parties.

Other issues relating to slavery paralleled the 

Northern-Southern disagreement concerning the authority of 

Congress in the federal territories. One was the nature of 

slavery itself. The pro-slavery attitude developed in three 

stages. During the period 1790-182Q, Southern Congressmen 

and apologists admitted that slavery was a source of politi

cal controversy, but they contended that the institution was
3 ' 

not a "moral evil." Slavery proponents defended the

peculiar institution on the grounds that it was a social

and an economic necessity.

2 ; Dred Scott; v. Sanford, 19 Howard, 319 (1857) .
3. William Sumner Jenkins, Pro-Slavery Thought . 

in the Old South (Chapel Hill; University of North 
Carolina Press, 1935), p. 55.
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Events in the 1820's influenced the Southerners to 

argue that slavery was a "positive good."  ̂ Threatened by a 

renewal of anti-slavery agitation and by slave revolts. 

Southerners revived an almost forgotten Aristotelian 

argument justifying slavery. According to his argument, 

slaves were by nature inferior beings and they needed some

one to direct their lives paternalistically.5 Thus, the 

existence of slavery was in the best interests of slaves.

Abolitionist sentiment continued to mount in the 

North. ,About 1835, in the face of increasing criticism,

apologists for slavery reacted.. The evils of Northern 

industrialism were revealed in scathing literary attacks. 

Southerners contended that ethnology proved the inferiority 

of Negroes. History and the Bible were used to justify 

slavery. Men, of letters, ministers, and politicians all 

rushed to the defense of the Southern cause. Among the 

defenders of slavery was George Fitzhugh.

Fitzhugh was a native of Virginia and an intellectual 

product of the nineteenth century. He was a lawyer by

4. Ibid., pp. 65-66.

5. For the classical statement of this argument, see 
The Politics of Aristotle ed. by Ernest Barker (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1962), Pt. I, chap. 5.
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profession, but spent much of his mature life writing about 

the South and the issue of slavery. His intellectual ho

rizons could even be called parochial— -he traveled outside 

of the South only one time in his life. This trip took 

place in 1854; he lectured in certain Northern schools and 

"studied abolitionists."®

George,Fitzhugh-was devoted to the. Southern style of 

living. He opposed the rapid pace of life in the industrial 

and urban North. Most of his popular polemics were written 

about ten to fifteen years before the outbreak of the Civil 

War. Although Fitzhugh believed in the inferiority of the 

Negro, he did not agree with the secessionists in the South. 

Only after secession became a fact did he reluctantly support 

the Southern break with the North.

His last years were tragic; in 1865, he obtained a 

modest judicial appointment at Camp Lee, Virginia. He. died 

an impoverished, blind, and forgotten man in 1881. But let 

us turn to an examination of his once-popular doctrine of 

racial inferiorityi

6. Harvey Wish, George Fitzhugh, Conservative of the 
Old South (Virginia; Green Bookman, Inc., 1938), p. 5.
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Doctrines of racial superiority are familiar to 

students of political theory. Tacitus, Joseph Arthur de 

Gobineau, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, and Alfred Rosenberg 

are only a few names of the many who have formulated such 

doctrines. The United States has had its share of native 

racists; in addition to Fitzhugh, twentieth century elitists 

such as Madison Grant, Albert Jay Nock, and Lothfop Stoddard 

have all advocated rule by the racially superior.. Indeed, 

the White Citizens' Council and the American Nazi Party are 

two Contemporary groups espousing doctrines of racial.

superiority.7

Certain theoretical premises provide the starting 

point for racists. They claim that a particular race should 

rule because that race possesses superior moral, intellectual 

and political talents. These superior qualities are a unique 

and innate possession of a particular race. For example, . 

the German National Socialists claimed that a particular 

segment of the white race— the Nordic Volk— were superior 

to other races in every aspect of civilization throughout 

history.& Nothing less than the progress of civilization was

7. Spitz, op. cit., pp. 173-74.

8. See Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (Boston: The 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1964), I, chap. 11.
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was due to the. achievements of the Nordic Volk„ According . 

to the German National Socialists, the right to rule was 

derived from the general cultural superiority of their race. 

The art of politics was only one of the Nordic Volk's many 

claimed superior talents.

George Fitzhugh shared many racist assumptions.

But his. general position included a scathing attack on 

Northern industrialism and a critique of the principles of 

liberty and equality. An examination of his general position 

would add perspective to his doctrine of elite rule.

Fitzhugh believed that the institution of slavery . 

benefits both the employer and the employee. He explained 

his position in terms of self-interest and ability. A 

certain segment of society is not able to take care of 

itself.*. Included in this group are women/ children, ,and : 

Negroes. In a "free society," such inferior persons are 

left to fend for themselves and the result is disastrous.^

The employers follow their own self-interest which impels 

them to ever greater profits. The results are extreme 

poverty and degrading working conditions for the employees. 

Fitzhugh stated the logic of this undesirable economic

9. George Fitzhugh, Slavery Justified (Virginia:
A. Morris, Publisher, 1854), pp. 230-31.
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'situation thusly: .

The rich man, . . . employs the laborer
who will work for the least wages. If he be
a good man, his punctuality enables him to 
cheapen the wages of the poor man. The poor 
war with one another in the race of compe
tition in order to get employment, by under
bidding; for laborers are more abundant than 
employers. Population increases faster than 
capital.10

Fitzhugh argued that a slave society is in the 

best economic interests of both employer and employee.

In a slave society, the weak and the feeble are taken 

care of; there is genuine concern on the part of the slave

owner because his profits are a direct result of the health,

and happiness of his employees— the slaves. :

Fitzhugh selected the Declaration of Independence 

principles of liberty and political equality for a probing 

critique. His analysis and evaluation of these principles 

are very similar to Jonathan Boucher's critique. He main

tained that claims of the natural liberty and political 

equality of mankind contradict sociological and historical 

findings. Liberty is a product of law; law is a product of 

governmental authority. Fitzhugh, Concluded that;.

10. Idem.
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"Government pre-supposes that liberty is surrendered as 

the price of security. . The degree of government must 

depend on the moral and intellectual condition of those 

governed.

His attack on the principle of political equality 

is also similar to Boucher's view:

The order and subordination observable, in 
the physical, animal and human world, show that 
some are formed for higher, others for lower 
stations— the few to command, the many to obey.
We conclude that about nineteen out of every 
twenty individuals have a natural and in
alienable right to be taken care of and 
protected; to have guardians, trustees,. 
husbands, or masters; in. other words, they 
have a natural and inalienable right to be 
slaves. This one in twenty are clearly born, 
or educated, or some way fitted for command 
and,liberty. Not to make them rulers or 

. masters, is as great a violation of natural 
right, as not to. make slaves of the mass.
A very little individuality is useful and 
necessary to society— much of it begets discord,
chaos and anarchy.12

Fitzhugh argued that political equality is unrealistic; the 

political condition of mankind has always been that of the 

rulers and the ruled. Hence, true to the elitist tradition, 

Fitzhugh argued a case against the principle of political

11. Cannibals All! (Virginia: A Morris Publisher,
1857), pp. 155-56. ‘

12. Ibid., pp. 102-03.
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equality. The principle of political equality denied 

sociological findings and historical realities.

Notice the manner in which Fitzhugh arrived at the 

conclusion of his argument: Political inequality is a

result of other kinds of inequality. He maintained that:

o' o o [A] 11 men are not born physically, 
morally or intellectually equal, « * . Their 
natural inequalities beget inequalities of rights..
The weak in mind or body require guidance > support 
and protection; they must obey and work for those 
who protect and guide them . . „ . Nature has made 
them slaves; all that law and government can do is 
to regulate, modify and mitigate their slavery.13

Now to a consideration of Fitzhugh rs particular formula 

for elite rule.

Fitzhugh"s doctrine of. elite rule contains two 

claims: the inferiority of the Negro race and a justifi

cation Of rule by whites, Why are Negroes politically 

inferior? Fitzhugh supplied an extensive justification for 

this claim. He maintained that Negro inferiority was 

sustained ethnologically and historically. The ethno

logical argument is by far Fitzhugh1s major "proof." He 

contended that the Negro is politically; inferior because

13. George Fitzhugh, Sociology for the.South, or 
The Failure.of Free Society (Virginia: A. Morris, Publisher, 
1954), pp. 177-78.
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he is "by nature" suited only for following, not leading *

Because of his general moral and intellectual inferiority,

thd Negro attains the psychological predisposition of a

follower. Indeed, the Negro psychologically needs a ruler—
14he needs to be commanded. In Fitzhugh1s words:

The Negro, in the condition of slavery, is a 
happy, contented, and useful beingi It is the 
state for which nature intended, and to which 
Our ancestors, quite as wise and virtuous as 
ourselves, consigned him.15.

Fitzhugh: Embraced another popular racist claim of

his day: Negroes are politically inferior because they

lack the mental ability of whites. The elitist claim

involved here is that good political judgments are the

result of a certain kind of intelligence. Those with .

"true knowledge" should rule. In Fitzhugh's particular

argument, he maintained that Negroes are mentally inferior
16because they have smaller and lighter brains. For example.

14. For a twentieth century elitist statement of 
the psychological need of the "masses"for rulers, see 
Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind
(New York: The Viking Press, I960), Bk; il, chap. 3, and
Robert Michels, Political Parties"; A Sociological Study of. 
The Oligarchical Tendencies of Modern Democracy (Illinois:■ 
The Free Press , 1915) , Pt. I, sect . B, chaps . 2, 3, and. .4...

15. Slavery Justified, op. city, p . 266. .
16. Jenkins,op. c i t p. 249. .
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Southern ethnologists contended that Negroes had certain 

physical peculiarities in the make-up of their brain and 

their central nervous system. Thus, inferiority was a 

logical deduction from physiological differences.

Another aspect of Fitzhugh's contention that 

Negroes are inferior was his insistence that the Negro 

is morally inferior. Without white rulers, ", . . the 

Negro has lost all hope here and h e r e a f t e r N o t  only was 

the Negro's earthly future contingent upon subjection to 

whites, his life hereafter depended.upon obedience to 

white rulers tod'

Fitzhugh contended that history supported his 

argument. Negroes have always been in need of rulers—  

they have always been in search of authority. Despite 

attempts to civilize and politically educate the Negro, his 

status has remained unchanged throughout history:

Yet with all the advantage of contact with 
civilization for four thousand years, not a single 
negro was ever reclaimed from his savage state till 
he was caught, tied, tamed and domesticated like the 
wild ox or the wild horse. Talk of sending mission
aries to such people! Why, millions of missionaries 
have been side by side with, them for four thousand 

; yea^-^^and-•■none .'but the slave-dealer made a c o n v e r t . 18

17. Slavery Justified, op. cit., p . 260.

18. Ibid., p. 286.
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What was the future potential of the Negro?

History, nature, and ethnology did not hold a bright future;

No length of time will wear out the distinction 
between blacks and whites; but proper subordination 
of black to the white man will be sure to produce the 
usual attachment between lord and vassal, master and 
slave, protector and protected. The fate of the 
Gipsey race in England shows the impossibility of 
governing half-civilized beings by mere law.

Further, Fitzhugh averred that the white race has always

occupied a special place in history; the white race has

always been the elite of civilization arid politics. Hence,;

the. mold of history and the future is set; The politically

superior white should always rule the politically inferior

Negro.

The criterion for membership in the elite was. 

clearly stated by Fitzhugh; the pigmentation of one’s skin. 

Although not of prime concern in this study, Fitzhugh 

included two other criteria for membership in the elite— sex 

and age. Who should rule? Fitzhugh contended that only 

white males should exercise authority. Indeed, the leisure 

time of a slave economy permitted {Southerners to have more

time for political deliberation than Northern citizens.
/  .. ■ • : - : ■ .

Although Fitzhugh did not make a case for an elite within an

elite, he casually referred to the superiority of Southerners

19. Ibid., p. 276.
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in politics, culture, and the a r t s .20

The question of recognizing members of the elite 

seemed to be an easy task in terms of George Fitzhugh's 

doctrine of elite rule. The color of one's skin, sex, and 

age became the basis of recognition. There are several 

difficulties with Fitzhugh's criterion of recognition which 

will be treated later. Finally, Fitzhugh argued that 

"superior" cultural, moral, and political traits resulted 

in better political judgments. Why? Fitzhugh answered 

that the Negro was not intellectually or morally capable 

of making "good" political judgments. This position will 

be evaluated in the next section.

Why bother with an evaluation of doctrines of 

racial superiority? Is not this particular elitist formula 

too antiquated and primitive to treat? If for no other 

reason, the doctrine of racial superiority should be evaluated 

because it has wrought such inhuman consequences= The 

concentration camps of Auschwitz and Buchenwald stand as 

silent witnesses to the longevity and effect of the doctrine.

Fitzhugh's claim of racial superiority was countered 

by different groups: the abolitionists, led by William

20. Ibid., p. 244.
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Lloyd Garrison, certain New England intellectuals, such as 

William Ellery Channing, and the free-soilers, represented 

by such men as Abraham Lincoln. The intense and vehement 

refutations of slavery and racial superiority by William 

Lloyd Garrison were by far the most controversial.

Garrison's theoretical attack on the doctrine of racial 

superiority was deeply imbued with the morality of the 

self-righteous. In unequivocal terms, Garrison denounced 

the proponents of political inferiority in the pages of his 

newspaper. The Liberator.

His argument for the political equality of all men 

was predicated upon the "self-evident truth" of equality 

contained in the Declaration of Independence. Garrison1s 

argument is as follows: All men are endowed with certain

inalienable rights. Among these fundamental rights is the 

right of political equality. Garrison contended that the 

American Negro was not only in an impoverished state of 

servitude, but that he was denied political equality only 

because of skin pigmentation. This denial of equality 

defied the laws of nature and of nature's God. Hence, a 

moral imperative is implied in Garrison's argumentv Claims 

of racial superiority as a justification for rule by an 

elite are immoral. He Concluded that any government which
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expressly or tacitly supports claims of racial superiority 

and the institution of slavery should be resisted. The 

use of force in resisting immoral governmental authority 

is completely justified.

The shrill tone struck by Garrison and other 

abolitionists is captured in this selection from The 

Liberator;

Assenting to the 'self-evident truths' main
tained in the American Declaration of Independence,
'that all men are created equal, and endowed by their 
Creator with certain inalienable rights— among which 
are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,' I 
shall strenously contend for the immediate enfranchise
ment of our slave population „ . . „ I am aware, that 
many object to the severity of my language? but is 
there not cause for severity? I will be as harsh as 
truth, and as uncompromising as justice. On this 
subject, I do not wish to think, or speak, or write, 
with moderation . . . . Urge me not. to use moder
ation in a cause like the present! I am in earnest.
I will not equivocate— -I will not excuse-—-! will not 
retreat a single inch— AMD I WILL BE HEARD. 21

Despite how appealing and stirring arguments like Garrison's

might be, the highly moral content of his prescriptions

presents certain difficulties.

Garrison's moral position undermines any basis for 

the exercise of political authority< His plea can be reduced 

to this proposition: Every?man has the right and the moral

21. Selections from the Writings of William Lloyd 
Garrison (Boston: R. BV Walldut, 1852), pp. 62-63.
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obligation to resist "evil" governmental authority. On what 

basis does one judge governmental authority to be "evil"?

The higher law of man's conscience is the guide. In an 

argument very.similar to that of another American theorist^— 

Henry David Thoreau— Garrison left no basis for the legiti

mate exercise of governmental authority. In the context of 

Thoreau's and.Garrison's argumentsr government violates the. 

higher law of conscience of someone each time it acts. This 

is not a tenable position if we are to live with the fact of 

governmental authority in day to day affairs. However, this 

critique of Garrison's morally imbued political teachings is 

not meant to negate more cautious and sensitive doctrines 

of civil disobedience.22

A second refutation of the doctrine of racial 

superiority came from Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln and other 

spokesmen for the small farmers of the Northwest and the 

Midwest took a more moderate position against the racism of

22. For two plausible and coherent contemporary 
doctrines of civil disobedience /. see David Spitz, "Democracy 
and the Problem of Civil Disobedience," contained in Essays 
on the Liberal Idea of Freedom (Tucson;. The University of 
Arizona P r e s s 1964) , pp. 63-78, and Martin Luther King, 
"Pilgrimage to Nonviolence," contained, in Nonviolence in . 
America: ... A Documentary History, Jed, by Siaughton Lynd . 
(New York: The Bobbs-Merri 11 Company, • Inc. >. 1966) ,
pp. 37:9-96 . ■ vi:"'
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Fitzhugh. Lincoln was much more sensitive to the political 

obstacles confronting Negro political equality in America; 

quite naturally, his argument supporting political equality 

was much less provocative than the highly moralistic position 

of Garrison and.the abolitionists.

Lincoln addressed himself to the meaning of the 

principle of political equality contained in the Declaration 

of Independence. However, unlike Garrison, Lincoln regarded 

the principle of political equality in the Declaration of 

Independence as simply a principle— an ideal to be achieved 

in nineteenth century American society. In the context of 

his argument, Lincoln asked this question: What did the

Colonists mean by the principle of equality contained in the 

Declaration of Independence? Lincoln's answer to this 

question is cogent and plausible; he maintained that:

. . . [T]he authors of that notable instrument 
intended to include all men, but they did not in
tend to declare all men equal in all respects.
They did not mean to say all were equal,in color, 
size, intellect, moral/developments, or social 
capacity. They defined with tolerable/distinctness 
in what respects they did consider all men created 
equal— equal in 'certain inalienable rights, among 
which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of/happi- ' 
ness.* . , . They did not mean to assert the obvious 
untruth, that all were then actually enjoying that 
equality, nOr yet, that they were about to confer 
it immediately upon them . . . . They simply meant
to declare the right, so that the enforcement of it 
might follow as fast as circumstances should permit.
They meant to set up a standard maxim for free
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society, which should he familiar to all, and 
revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly 
labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, 
constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spread
ing and deepening its influence, and augumenting the 
happiness and value, of life to all people of all colors 
everywhere.23

In sum, Lincoln posited the principle of political equality 

as desirable and necessary in a system of popular govern

ment. However, he urged caution and moderation in imple

menting the principle. Notice, however, that Lincoln did 

not treat the coherence of Fitzhugh's doctrine of racial 

superiority; he merely embraced a particular justification 

of political equality.

A third group— led by the New England intellectual, 

William Ellery Channing— attempted yet another refutation 

of Southern elitism. The New England intellectual pre-. 

dicated his indictment Of slavery and political superiority 

on a particular value— the value of individual worth. Every 

man is an end unto himself; no man should be considered as 

an instrument— a means to an end. Channing contended that 

any system or law perpetuating political or social inequality 

is an emphatic denial of the moral worth of all individuals 

and a denial of the rational potential extant among men. In

23. Abraham Lincoln, Abraham Lincoln: Selected
Speeches, Messages, and Letters, ed. by T. Harry Williams . 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, . 19.6 2)., p. 72.
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a cautious and sensitive argument., Channing maintained that 

men have certain natural rights? these rights are a necessary 

part of man's nature. Men must be allowed to exercise these 

rights if they are to fulfill their nature. He stated that: 

"He [any man] has a right to be respected according to his 

moral worth, a right to be regarded as a member of the 

community to which he b e l o n g s . "24

. Although: Channing presented a morally imbued 

argument like that of Garrison's, the New England intel

lectual was much more moderate and persuasive in his 

refutation of the Southern elitists. And, Channing argued

the plausible case that man needed certain political and
» .social prerogatives to fulfill his nature. However, like 

Garrison, Channing did not provide a particular critique 

of George Fitzhugh's elitism.

In his doctrine of elite rule, Fitzhugh contended 

that the White race is culturally superior to the Negro,

From this premise, he argued that political superiority.is 

but another talent possessed by Caucasians. A closer 

examination of Fitzhugh1s concept of cultural superiority 

is in order. Notice the construction of Fitzhugh's argument: •:

24. William Ellery Channing, Works, (2 volsY? Boston:
American Unitarian Society,, 1867), II, p.12.
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The "proof ", of the political superiority of the White race 

is derived from the assumed cultural superiority of Cau

casians „ There are several difficulties involved with 

Fitzhugh1s concept of culture and with his argument for 

political superiority.

Notice the configuration of Fitzhugh's argument:

He maintains that the races are not equal culturally and 

physiologically. His argument is, that the races are 

different. Fitzhugh attempted to elaborate on the differ

ences. But, in the sequence of his argument, he deduces 

superiority— and more specifically, political superiority-—  

from cultural and physiological differences. The question 

of differences between the races and the question of 

superiority are two different issues. Elitist thinkers 

like Fitzhugh contend that cultural differences are indi

cators of moral, intellectual, and political superiority.

Yet, qualitative judgments of superiority and inferiority 

cannot logically be deduced from cultural differences. 

Physical differences and different cultural norms do not 

imply qualitative.distinctions among the races. The fact. 

of differences proves nothing about the claim of superiority.

25. Franz Boas, The Mind of Primitive Man (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1938), pp. 4-5.
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This fundamental contradiction in Fitzhugh1s rationale 

should be noted at the outset.

Another aspect of the elitist concept of culture 

bears examination. Fitzhugh predicated the cultural superi

ority of the White race on the claim that Caucasians had 

achieved more in the history of civilization. This is a 

familiar elitist contention. With vague references to the 

more advanced civilization of Whites throughout history, 

Fitzhugh attempted to support the case for greater achieve

ment:

Have the whites been civilized in some degree 
from the days of Noah, or did civilization in the 
Middle Ages spread with electric speed through 
Norway, Sweden, Lapland, and .Russia? It matters not 
which proposition is true. The white race has either 
been always civilized, or has evinced a remarkable 
aptitude to adopt civilization^ they required no 
missionaries and colonization societies to civilize 
them.26

Again, notice the construction of his rationale: He claimed

the general cultural superiority of Caucasians. The proof 

of the White race's superiority was their superior achieve

ments. Caucasians were more "civilized." This argument 

begs the question: Caucasian cultural superiority is

"proven" by Caucasian^achievement^\ Yet, what proof is 

offered that Caucasians have achieved more? The "proof" of

26, Fitzhugh, Slavery Justified, op. eft., p. 285.
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achievement is in need of proof.

In Fitzhugh's case for Caucasian superiority, there 

are still other difficulties. One is contained in Fitzhugh's 

concept of civilization. What is valued by one community as 

a contribution to civilization may be considered as a 

retreat to the Dark Ages by another. Achievements in the 

technology of industry-^—a mark of civilization to some—  

might be considered by others to be deleterious to more
0/7aesthetic values. Cultural achievement is a question of 

preference; no set of criteria for civilization can be 

agreed upon universally. And, a meaningful conception of 

civilization is important to Fitzhugh's formula for elite 

rule because he deduced the political superiority of Cau

casians from their alleged cultural superiority.
Another difficulty in Fitzhugh's claim of cul^ 

tural superiority is that he confused the claim of superi

ority and the fact.of s u p r e m a c y . 28 Fitzhugh stated that 

history evidenced Caucasian dominance in governing^—white

27. For a contemporary indictment Of industrial 
culture, see Herbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man: Studies.
in the Ideology, of Advanced Industrial Society (Boston:
Beacon Press ,,1964) . ;

■28..'' Spitz,: Patterns of Anti-Democratic Thought, 
op. cit., pp. 178-79.
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29men have always exercised political authority„ However, 

the fact of government by a few does not justify a claim of 

the political superiority of the few. Because Negroes 

historically have not ruled does not mean that Negroes should 

not rule. The case for Caucasian political superiority 

remains to be proven.

The problem of recognizing members of the elite was 

not resolved in Fitzhugh's doctrine. He claimed that White 

males should, rule and that Negroes should be ruled. However, 

this formula for recognition of the elite's membership is far 

too simple. Why? The formula does not contain an oper

ational meaning for the terms. "Negro" and "Caucasian." What 

is a Negro? For George Fitzhugh, a Negro is identified , 

by his skin pigmentation. But what if a Negro has a light 

skin pigmentation? What if his physical appearance resembles 

that of a Caucasian? And, following the same line of 

questions, what is a Caucasian? Are dark complexioned Cau

casians in danger of losing their privileged membership in 

the ranks of the elite? The same objections can be entered 

Sgainst the criterion of age: Which birthday confers

political wisdom? In Fitzhugh's argument, what is the

29. Slavery Justified, op. cit., p. 286.
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operational definition of a child? He did not overcome the 

difficulties contained in the process of identifying members 

of the elite.

Fitzhugh's doctrine of racial superiority is lacking 

in another most important respect. He failed to demonstrate 

how assumed cultural superiority resulted in better politi

cal judgments. This relationship is the key justification 

for claims of political superiority.

A final aspect of Fitzhugh's elitism should be 

treated— the claim of Negro inferiority. Fitzhugh contended 

that the Negro was always an inferior specimen of humanity. 

Morally, intellectually, physiologically, and politically—  

the Negro was hopelessly inferior. To introduce contemporary 

psychological and anthropological findings refuting the 

claim of Negro inferiority would not be fair to the primi

tive state of the social sciences during Fitzhugh's time.^O 

However, a general statement concerning the Negro in history 

would be proper.

The history of the West Africans— the ancestors of 

the American Negro— is a history of an advanced civilization. 

The history of these people was partially available to

30. For a contemporary evaluation of the various 
"proofs" of racial superiority, see Spitz, Patterns of Anti- 
Democratic Thought, op. cit., chap. 5.
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Fitzhugh and others in the nineteenth century„ As concerns 

the West Africans, a contemporary scholar in Negro history 

and culture writes;

Examining the cultures of'West Africa, Senegal, 
and the Congo, it has been shown how they manifest a 
degree of complexity that on this ground alone places 
them high in the ranks of the nohliterate, nonmachine 
societies over the world, and makes them comparable 
in many respects to Europe of the Middle Ages. Some 
of.the traits of these West African civilizations 
are; well-organized, intricate economic systems, 
which in many areas include the use of money to facili
tate exchange; political systems which though founded 
on the local group, were adequate to administer 
widespread kingdoms; a complex social organization, 
regularized through devices such as the sanctions 
of the ancestral cult in its kinship aspects/ 
and including societies of all kinds, secre t and; / ' 
nonsecret, performing functions of insurance, / 
police, and other character; involved systems of 
religious belief and practice, which.comprise philo
sophically conceived world views and, sustained cult 
rituals; and a high development of the arts, whether 
in folk literature, the graphic and plastic forms, 
or music and the d a n c e . 31

One aspect of the formula for rule by the racially 

superior should be mentioned. This is the racists' impera

tive against racial mixture. Although Fitzhugh did not 

include this admonition in his formula for elite rule, more 

contemporary elitists have. For example, the German National 

Socialists passed laws to guarantee racial purity. The <

31. Melville J . Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro 
Past (Boston; Beacon Press, 1941), pp. 296-97.
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question of racial mixture probably did not occur to 

Fitzhugh because of the rigid social customs in the South 

concerning separation, of the races. It was an unquestioned 

assumption of Southern society during Fitzhugh’s time that 

the races remain "pure."

Fitzhugh contended that women and children should be 

excluded from the ranks of the politically superior. Many 

of the same questions concerning the criterion of race have 

relevance for the criteria of sex and age. On what basis 

is it alleged that women are politically inferior.

Assuming that an operable distinction between children and 

adults is made, why are children politically inferior to 

adults? Possibly a convincing rational Can be offered for 

excluding women and children from the ranks of the elite,

but Fitzhugh failed to provide it.
■ " ■ ' . ■ In conclusion, Fitzhugh's doctrine of elite rule

contains many unresolved difficulties and many contra

dictions. Fitzhugh confused the issues of differences 

between races and claims of superiority. He offered a 

vague conception of culture and failed in proving the. 

cultural and political superiqrity%pf Whites over Negroes.

He did not provide ah operational definition of race— a 

construct essential to his entire argument. And, he did
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not take into account the rich cultural and political . 

history of the Negro. Finally, he provided virtually no 

justification for excluding women and children from the 

ranks of the elite.



CHAPTER 7

THE SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST; WILLIAM GRAHAM SUMNER

The close of the Civil War ushered in a new era in 

America. Language, philosophy, politics, and art— all felt 

the impact of the world's new god—-science. The results of 

technological and industrial invention affected the social 

class structure, economic organization, and the entire 

calculus of change in a young America. An indicator of the 

extent of change and invention is the number of patents 

issued during this period. Prior to 1860> the United States 

Patent Office had issued a mere 36,000 patents; in con

trast, from the period I860 to 1890v the Patent Office 

issued 440,000 patents. The age of industrialism and the 

industrialist was emerging from an earlier agricultural 

society.

Change was not limited to the processes of mass 

production. During this period of thriving industrialism, 

great personal fortunes were amassed. Politics fell under 

the influence of the captains of industry. Coalitions of

135 ,
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small businessmen and small farmers received some recourse . 

from state legislatures in the form of antitrust legis

lation, but the effect of this legislation was soon voided
1by a hostile Supreme Court.

Finally, . other radical changes rocked this young

country. The United States was becoming an urban nation.

In 1893, a young historian by the name of Frederick Jackson

Turner offered a prophetic thesis. He proclaimed that the

Western frontier, which had so profoundly influenced American

society, economics, and politics, was closed. After the

turn of the century, life in urban, industrial complexes

formed the focal point of discussion in America. In

addition to millions of Americans leaving the farm to find

their fortunes in the cities, America absorbed the greatest

number of foreign immigrants in its history. Thus, America

was shaken from her earlier pastoral existence. The

Industrial Revolution introduced an unprecedented rate of
2 'change in the United States.

1. Morison. and Commager, op. cit 6, II, pp.: 212-17 .

2. For a sensitive appreciation of the forces which 
were .rearranging the. American landscape, see Henry Adams, 
The Education of Henry Adams' (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
The Riverside Press, 1961).
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In the America of the late nineteenth century, 

changes occurred in philosophy, social theory, and political 

theory too. A natural scientist—^Charles Darwin— formulated 

a theory of evolution which was to influence deeply social 

and political theory. After the impact of Darwin's contro

versial theory of biological change, Herbert Spencer and 

others attempted to explain society and politics according 

to Darwinian principles. William Graham Sumner— an American 

sociologist— was an intellectual disciple of Spencer's. 

Sumner attempted to analyze and to justify social, economic, 

and political change in America according to the tenets of 

Social Darwinism.

Born in Paterson, New Jersey, in 1840, Sumner 

matured during America's greatest industrial boom. In 1859, 

he entered Yale College to study theology. During the 

Civil War, Sumner continued to study theology in Europe; 

friends provided the money for a substitute to replace 

young Sumner in the Union Army, Hence, he was spared the 

holocaust of war. After returning from Europe, Sumner 

joined the(faculty of Yale. And, in 1872, he became 

Professor of Political; and Social Science there. :
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Sumner's personality seemed to reflect the cross

currents which Swept across America in the late nineteenth 

century. He was the foremost American spokesman for the 

new science of society, with all of its supposed objectivity. 

Yet, he spoke with the emphatic and doubtless voice of a 

moralist. One biographer, Harris E. Starr, described him 

as " . . . intuitive, rugged, emphatic, fervently and 

relentlessly ethical, denunciatory and prophetic."3

Sumner spent most of his life teaching sociology to 

students at Yale. And, he presently believed in the 

principles of social Darwinism which he taught. His 

convictions and intellectual honesty brought him into 

conflict with administrators at Yale and with segments of 

the American business community. Perhaps this description 

of a dialogue between Sumner and one of his students is the 

best means of illustrating his personality:

"Professor, don't you believe in any government 
aid to industries"?
"NoI It's root, hog or die."
"Yes, but hasn't the hog got a right to root"?
"There are no rights. The world owes nobody a 
living."
"You believe then, Professor, in only one system, 
the‘contract^competitive system"?

3. Quoted in Richard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism 
in American Thought (rev. ed.; Boston: The Beacon Press,
1962) ,. p. 54 .
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"That's the only.sound economic system. All others 
are fallacies."
"Well, suppose some professor of political economy 
came along and took your job away from you.
Wouldn't you be sore"?
"Any other professor is welcome to try. If he 
gets my job, it is my fault. My business is 
to teach the subject so well that no one can 
take the job away from me."

Conceptions of political change provide an important 

key to understanding political theories; the political 

thought of William Graham Sumner is no exception. He 

reasoned that natural laws analogous to those in the natural 

sciences could be derived from a study of human society. The 

natural forces which guide evolution in societies of men can 

be discerned by perceptive students of sociology. For 

Sumner, the laws of sociology were.natural and; Unchanging.

A word of caution, however, should be inserted about the 

late nineteenth century meaning of "natural." Sumner was 

referring to an ethical dr moral code; he was particularly 

emphatic in denying that.his sociological observations were 

moral claims or ethical prescriptions. In defining soci

ology, Sumner stoutly maintained that:

Sociology is the science of life in society.
It investigates the forces: which come into action 
wherever a human society exists. . . . It must,

. without doubt, come into collision with all other

4. Idem.
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theories of right living which are founded on 
authorityf tradition, arbitrary invention, or 
poetic imagination.5 .

What were some of the natural forces operative 

among men? The man-land ratio was a fundamental natural 

law. The influence of Malthus can be seen in Sumner's 

interpretation of the land-man ratio. Sumner argued that 

the continued progressive evolution of society is. contingent 

upon the relationship between the amount of available land 

and a society's population. In his essay, entitled, "The 

Challenge of Facts" (1883), Sumner offered this proposition: 

"The constant tendency of population to outstrip the means 

of subsistence is the force which has distributed population 

over the world, and produced all advance in civilization."6

Indeed, Sumner argued that progressive evolution depended 

upon a scarcity of land. Why? This is explained by other 

natural laws which Sumner posited; chief among these is 

Sumner's doctrine of natural selection.

5. "Sociology," (1883) contained in Social 
Darwinism; Col1ected- Essays ofeWiIliam .Graham Sumner, 
with an ihtrod. by: Stow Persons (New Jersey : .. Prentices , 
Hail, Inc., 1963), pp. 9-10.

6. Ibid., p. 75.
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Sumner maintained that all life is a struggle 

against nature and against other men. Competition is the 

key to individual survival and social progress. The spark 

of creativity and production can be found in competition 

among individuals. Those who are the most fit, survive 

and adjust to a better life, a higher life. And, an incon

trovertible fact of nature is that the inferior are 

relegated to the lower stations Of society. This is to 

be expected. Thus, competition is the dynamic of societal 

evolution; if competitive, aggressive behavior .ceases, an 

effete civilization will result: "The penalty of ceasing

an aggressive behavior toward the hardships of life on 

the part of mankind, is, that we go backward. We cannot / 

stand still."7 in summary, progressive change depends upon 

the unhindered working of certain natural laws; the land

man ratio, natural selection, and competition should be . 

allowed to operate freely in societies.

Certain effects result from the unfettered operation 

of natural laws. One effect is that an elite of the 

superior few emerges nafurally; in all aspects of a society-'"- 

economics, art, medicine:, and politics. Unavoidable

7. William Graham Sumner, VThat Social Classes Owe 
To Each Other (Caldwell, Idaho: The Caxfpn ;Printers,
Ltd., 1963), p. 64.
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inequality in society and politics is a corollary to the 

emergence of a natural elite. Claims of social and politi

cal equality among men contradict nature. All attempts to 

impose equality through legislation or custom is ultimately 

doomed to fail. All attempts to contradict the natural law 

of inequality will do untold damage to social progress.

But, most importantly, attempts to impose equality on the 

natural political and social order will result in the 

destruction of liberty.8

•Why is liberty such an integral ingredient in 

Sumner's political thought? According to Sumner, liberty 

under law— civil liberty— is the basic guarantee that the 

natural order will remain undisturbed. Social progress 

results from the unhindered workings of natural forces in 

society. Sumner is explicit on the meaning and place of 

civil liberty in the political system he prescribed:

What we mean by liberty is civil liberty, or 
liberty under law; and this means the guarantees 
of law that a man shall not be interfered with 
while using his own powers for his own welfare,
It is, therefore, a civil and political status; 
and that nation has the freest institutions in 
which the guarantee of peace for the laborer and 
security for the capitalist are the highest.9

8. Ibid., p. 9.

9. "The Challenge of Facts/" op. cit., p. 77.
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Notice the development thus far of Sumner's 

contention that men are politically and socially unequal: A

process of natural selection is at work in society. In 

order to survive and. to succeed, men must compete. A few 

individuals in each walk of life have a greater ability to 

survive and to succeed. Obviously, the consequence is 

inequality in every human endeavor. A further examination 

of Sumner's teachings on inequality will shed light on his 

doctrine of elite rule.

In the context of his argument, Sumner's doctrine 

of elite rule is related to the principles of natural 

selection and competition. If only superior and aggressive 

members of society survive and succeed, then it logically 

follows that there is an elite extant in societies at all 

times. For instance, . Sumner argued that the relatively 

few millionaires in American society in the nineteenth 

century are proof that an economic elite exists. His 

argument is as follows:

The millionaires are a product of natural 
selection, acting on the whole body of men to 
pick out those who can meet the requirement of 
certain work to be done. In this respect they 
are. just like the great statesmen> or scientific 
men, or military men. "It is because they are 
thus selected that wealth— both their own and 
that intrusted to them— aggregates quickly 
under their hands. Let one of them make a
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mistake and see.how quickly the concentration gives 
way to dispersion. They may fairly be regarded 
as the naturally selected agents of society for 
certain work. They get high wages and live in 
luxury, but the bargain is a good one for society.10

Sumner contended that there are a talented few who survive 

and succeed in all professions and undertakings. . Naturally, 

there is a. political elite of the "fittest," too.

How could one recognize members of the political 

elite? Sumner's answer to this question is implicit in his 

description of extant elites: Those who survive and succeed

are members of the elite. In other words, the political 

elite is composed of successful politicians. And, the 

economic elite in society is composed of successful business

men. Hence, recognition of members of the political elite is 

a simple.task— those successful in politics are, by defi

nition, members of the elite» And this is as it should be.

Any attempt through the use of governmental authori

ty to alter this "natural" arrangement would, only produce 

adverse effects. Notice the subtle indictment of the princi

ple of political equality in this, excerpt from Sumner's 

writings:

10. "The Concentration of Wealth," (1886) Social 
Darwinism, op. bit., p. 157.



145

Our.civil institutions, assume that all men 
are equal in political capacity and all are given 
equal measure of political power and right, , .
If, then, we measure political rights by one theory 
and social responsibilities by another, we produce 
an immoral and vicious relation.11

But claiming that only the successful are members of the 

political elite begs the question. What traits or talents 

are required to be successful? ,

Sumner maintained that members of economic, politi

cal, scientific, and artistic elites all possess certain 

"industrial virtues." He clearly stated what these qualities 

are:

The sound student of sociology can hold out to 
mankind as individuals or as a race, only one hope 
of better and happier.living. That hope lies in an 
enhancement of the industrial virtues and of the 
moral forces which thence arise. Industry, self- 
denial, and temperance are: the laws of propriety 
for men and states; without them.advance in the 

. arts and in wealth means only corruption and decay 
through luxury and vice. With them progress in the 
arts and increasing wealth are the prime conditions 
of an advancing civilization which is sound enough 
to endure.12

In another passage, Sumner held that men of the "highest 

training" will certainly succeed over o the r s . H e n c e ,  the

11. , "The Challenge of Facts , ". Op. cit., p . 77 .

12. Ibid., pp. 96-97.

13. Ibid., p. 77.
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qualitative traits which Sumner posits are education, indus

try, self-denial, and temperance. It is not surprising that 

Sumner's unsung hero, the "Forgotten Man," possesses all of 

the traits of the successful.I4 In addition to these quali

tative traits, Sumner tacitly assumed that members of any 

elite would be instrumental in the production of wealth 

in society. Although he did not clearly spell out what 

endeavors are included in the production of wealth, the 

poverty-stricken are most emphatically not included in
this g r o u p . 15

The unsuccessful and hence inferior members of 

society also possess certain traits. Sumner argued that 

these undesirable traits help to explain why the "unfit" 

do not succeed. According to our famed sociologist: "But

the weak who constantly arouse.the pity of humanitarians, 

and philanthropists are the shiftless, the imprudent, the 

negligent, the impractical, and the inefficient, or they 

are the idle, the intemperate, the extravagant, and the 

vicious."16 .

14. For Sumner, the "Forgotten Man" was the quiet, 
unnoticed industrious^member of the middle class who was 
the unheralded contributor to social progress.

15. "The Forgotten Man," (1883), op. cit., p. 119.

16. Ibid., p. 118.
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Sumner, like John Adams before him, staked his 

justification of elite rule on a description of inequality 

and resultant success or failure in politics and other 

professions. One should be aware of the close inter

twining of claimed sociological fact and tacit elitist 

prescription. Sumner's observations and prescriptions 

sometimes became hopelessly enmeshed.

The first order of business in an evaluation of 

Sumner’s doctrine of elite rule is to question the 

assumptions underlying his views on political inequality.

His insistence on progress through struggle, his conception 

of competition, and his emphasis on the role of the 

individual in social progress should be examined.

One social Darwinist assumption to be questioned 

is the "tiger ethici.e., that the law of the jungle does 

and should pervade all human social and political relations. 

Sumner, as well as his intellectual godfather— Herbert 

Spencer— argued that the animal drives of men were a major 

natural force in social progress. Lester Ward-— a nineteenth 

century contemporary of Sumner's-— disagreed. Ward, also a ,V 

sociologist by training, became one of the chief intellectual 

critics of social.Darwinism.



Ward rarely singled Sumner out for criticism by 

name; he usually directed his criticism towards Herbert 

Spencer, whom he looked upon as the chief spokesman for 

social Darwinism. Ward offered a different explanation 

for social progress . H e  did not deny that there are 

"natural forces" governing man's political and social 

relations; he merely suggested that the history of human, 

progress is the result of laws other than the laws of 

competition and struggle. In contrast to Sumner's 

"animal individualism," Ward emphasized the socially 

beneficial use of the collective intelligence of men.

Human intelligence has played a dominant role in the 

social and political evolution of m a n . 18

Ward also criticized Sumner's conception of 

libertyv. In Sumner's political thought, liberty is a neces

sary condition in sustaining the "naturalinequality among 

men. Civil liberty— the right of an individual under law to

17. "The Political Ethic of Herbert Spencer,"
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, IV :(July-June, 1893-94) , pp. 91-127.

18. Lester Ward, Pure Sociology: A Treatise
on the Origin and Spontaneous Development of Society 
(second ed.; New York: The Macmillan Company, 1914),
p. 548.
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pursue his own interests unmolested— -is not an operable 

legal principle.-*-9 The major difficulty involved is this:

If two individuals are pursuing their.own interests and 

those interests conflict, which should government uphold?

What guidelines are established for those who exercise 

political authority? If this rather simple conception of 

civil liberty is employed, we would find government always 

infringing upon a "natural condition" of the progress of 

mankind. But let us move to a consideration of Sumner's 

doctrine of elite rule itself.

The most devastating criticism that can be offered 

against Sumner's doctrine is that the argument is circular.^0 . 

There are two considerations involved in Sumner's circular 

reasoning. In the first place, the doctrine explains 

nothing. According to Sumner, the superior few survive and 

succeed; yet, one can never be certain who will survive and 

succeed until after survival and success. And, Sumner con

tended that the superior few survive and succeed because 

they are superior. Thus, the circle is complete: The fittest,

survive and succeed because they are the fittest. The

19. Lester Ward, Annals, IV, p. 101.

20. Spitz, Patterns of Anti-Democratic Thought, 
op. cit., p. 169.
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superior few are always those who succeed„ What a con

venient rationale for justifying rule by the superior few . 

and the status quo.

Sumner's doctrine of elite rule is lacking in 

another respect. Like his fellow elitist, George Fitzhugh, 

Sumner confused supremacy and superiority.21 The ascendance

of certain men in politics has no necessary relationship 

to political superiority. Superiority is a judgment of 

worth or quality? superiority is a qualitative judgment of 

what men.deserve. Because a man is in a ruling or directive 

position is no guarantee that he deserves that position nor 

is it any guarantee that he is the most talented man for the 

job. For instance, a completely unscrupulous man might well 

succeed in politics. He might attain and maintain a position 

in high office. However, his success does not guarantee 

that he is the best man for that office. Decisions of who 

is best suited for public office are value judgments.

Survival and success are not shorthand indicators of politi

cal worth. Indeed, success in the political arena may at 

times in history only display an individual's competence 

in corruption or the use of violence.

21. Idem.
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Granted that Sumner1s argument justifying rule by an 

elite is circular, what about the various traits or "virtues" 

which he claimed.accompany success? What about the traits of, 

industry, self-denial, and temperance as accurate indices to 

political superiority? Unfortunately, as far as a systematic 

political theory is concerned, these traits are highly 

ambiguous and subjective. These "virtues" have different 

referents of behavior, in different cultures. Sumner spoke 

of these traits as though their meaning in behavior was 

universally known and agreed upon. This is a surprising

view when it is considered that Sumner was a sociologist
" 2 2who prided himself as a student of many cultural folkways.. 

What is considered as temperance in one culture may be 

considered as an excess in another; or, behavior which is 

industrious to some people may be considered as laziness 

to others. - ' .

But there is yet .another difficulty with the

qualitative traits which Sumner attributed to the political, 

economic, and social elites of society. He provided no 

casual explanation of how the traits combined to produce a 

superior individual. Nor did he answer another vital

22 .' For a pervasive study of many different cultural 
mores and customs, see William G. Sumner's Folkways (New York 
Mentor Books, 1960). . ,
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question: the relationship between industry, self-denial,

and temperance and claimed political superiority. For 

example, what does industry contribute to political 

superiority? The proposition that the industrious succeed 

in attaining political office or influence is not proof 

of political superiority. The same can be said about the 

other "virtues" of the superior.

What about the trait of "high training" or education? 

Again, the same criticism can be leveled: (1) the term

education is not precise enough to have meaning as a cri

terion of political superiority, and (2) Sumner did not 

establish the key relationship between political superiority 

and educationAgain, perhaps a correlation can be made 

between political success and education, but political 

success is not proof of political superiority.

Finally, what about the validity of "wealth- 

prpduction" as an index to political superiority? Once 

again, the same objections can be entered: What is meant by

wealth production? And, what is the relationship between 

wealth production and political superiority? Sumner did not 

bother to treat this crucial relationship.23

23. It will be recalled that the relationship 
between wealth and political superiority was treated earlier. 
Supra, pp. 74-76„ .
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In conclusion, it has been demonstrated that William 

Graham Sumner's claim for rule by a special few was not 

substantiated. His doctrine of natural selection contained 

a basic logical error— circular reasoning. Moreover, like 

his other elitist counterparts, Sumner was not able to 

define operationally who the elite were. He failed to 

establish valid criteria to membership in the elite. He 

was not able to provide a plausible and acceptable method 

of selecting the elite. And, most important of all, he was 

not able to establish satisfactorily the relationship between 

the claimed special few and the exercise of political authority.



CHAPTER 8

THE BALTIMORE ARISTOCRAT: HENRY LOUIS MENCKEN

The backdrop for Henry Louis Mencken's elitism 

was an age of reform. Once again, the West provided the 

impetus for America's third: great democratic reform move

ment. The seeds of democratic reform had remained dormant 

since the time of Andrew Jackson; the turn of the century 

brought, on another reform movement. Change occurred 

everywhere. In an insightful passage, Richard Hofstadter 

captured the temper of change:

Economists were pondering Veblen1s effort to 
replace the economic man of the classical school 
with his wasteful consumer and his predatory cap
tain of industry. Legal realists were supplanting 
the "pure" jurisprudential agent of earlier legal 
theory with the flesh-and-blood image of the cor- . 
poration lawyer dressed in judicial robes and 
stuffed with corporation prejudices....The supreme 
achievement of this pervasive iconoclasm came in 1913 
with Charles A. Beard's An Economic Interpretation of 
The United States Constitution, a book that scanda
lized the conservative world. This consummatory attack 
on the traditional symbols had now carried the Pro
gressive mind to the inner citadel of the established 
order: .a nation of Constitution worshippers and
ancestor worshippers were confronted with a scholarly

154
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muckraking of the Founding Fathers arid the 
Constitution itself.^

The turn of the century, saw a young America faced 

with the problems of burgeoning industrialism. The control 

of monopolies and the equal distribution of wealth still 

plagued reform-minded Americans. Vernon L. Farrington 

aptly stated the political problem of the age thusly:

"How could the undisciplined majority hold in check the 

disciplined minority? How could poverty meet wealth on an 

equal footing"?^ What political remedies were available to 

curb the excesses Of plutocracy? The Progressives, like . 

democratic reformers before them, turned to political 

remedies. In the western states, democratic procedures 

such as recall, referendum, initiative, and the direct 

election of Senators were enacted. Americans favored 

legal and procedural reforms for the social and economic 

ills of this country.

Spokesmen for the elitism of the early twentieth 

century took their task seriously. . The Populist Party had 

been a warning of the political threat posed by the political

1. The Age of Reform (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
Inc.,. 1955), p. 200.

2. Farrington, o p . cit.,11, p. 287.
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organization of the unpossessed. Hence> elitist thinkers 

such as H. L. Mencken were products of the struggle for. 

social, and economic equality. What was the effect of this 

turmoil and-change on Mencken himself?

Mencken was born in 1880 in Baltimore, a city in 

which he would become one of America's foremost literary, 

social, and political commentators. Born of German- 

American parents, the work-ethic early became a part of his 

life.3 Mencken received his introduction to writing through 

a popular city daily— the Baltimore Herald. He wrote a 

number of books, including a famous work on the American 

language. Moreover, he wrote for and eventually edited 

a literary magazine called The Smart Set.

Much of Mencken1s life was lived amidst controversy. 

His defense of Prussian virtues during World War I placed 

him in the middle of controversy. He seriously endangered 

his writing career by criticizing American defense policy 

during the war. And, his personal challenge of the censor

ship activities of a puritanical Boston group— the Watch 

and Ward Society— led to his arrest in 1926. Finally, the

3. Biographical notes taken.from William Manchester, 
Disturber of the Peace (New York: Harper and Brothers,
Publishers/ 1950). '
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varied activities of Mencken included a close relationship 

with:a new school of American writers. Known for their 

realism in writing, this school was composed of such men as 

Theodore Dreiser, Upton Sinclair, Jack London, and Sinclair 

Lewis. Despite all of his erratic and unpredictable personal 

behavior, Mencken was consistent in one belief: that the

world is made up of the superior and the inferior in politics 

and all other endeavors, Let us examine this belief.

.Henry Louis Mencken's elitism bears the influence of 

a great German thinker-— Friedrich Nietzsche. Various 

Nietzschian themes are evident in Mencken's writings. For 

example, Nietzsche's "strong man" and his belief in "the 

Will to power", were vital parts of Mencken's doctrine of 

elite rule. Following what is by now a familiar elitist 

pattern, Mencken's doctrine of rule by a few contained two 

parts: a statement of the political inferiority of the

common man and a defense of rule by the "right men."

Mencken resented the increased participation in 

politics by the common man. For Mencken, politics is.an 

art to be practiced only by the intelligent, morally 

superior few. He considered most men in politics to be 

incompetent for several reasons. Mencken maintained that 

the basis for most men's political inferiority is
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emotional and psychological. This is a result of a complex

of primitive emotions. Both fear and envy grossly distort

most men's ability to make good political judgments.

According to Mencken, the fiction which proclaims the wisdom

of collective decision-making is patently false.^ The

rational faculty of the politically inferior is hopelessly

enmeshed in this emotional tangle. In Mencken's own words:

They cannot take in new ideas, and they cannot 
get rid of old fears. They lack the logical sense; 
they are unable to reason from a set of facts before 
them, free from emotional distraction. But they also 
lack- something more fundamental; they are incompetent 
to take the bald fact themselves . . „ . Words, save 
the most elemental, convey nothing to them. Their 
minds cannot grasp even the simplest abstractions; 
all their thinking is done qn. the level of a few 
primitive appetites and emotions. It is thus sheer 
impossibility to educate them, . . . .5

The emotion of fear impingessupon the inferior man's ability

to make good political judgments also. ,

What proof do we have that fear interferes with

political wisdom? In the inimitable Mencken style, he

maintained that:

4. H. L. Mencken, Notes on Democracy . (New York: 
Alfred Knopf, 19.26) , p. 73.

5. Ibid.t p. 21.
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It was long ago observed that the plain people, 
under democracyr never vote for anything, but always 
against something. The fact explains, in large 
measure, the tendency of democratic states to pass 
over statesmen of genuine imagination and sound ability 
in favor of colorless mediocrities. The former are 
shining marks, and so it is easy for demagogues to 
bring them down; the latter are preferred because 
it is impossible to fear them.6

However, the common man's domination by emotions has other 

serious consequences as well. In addition to distorting his 

ability to make wise political decisions, emotions prevent 

most men from appreciating the concept of liberty. And, the 

vitality and progress of civilization depend upon the reali

zation of liberty and freedom in society.

Why is liberty so important.to progress? Like John 

Adams and William Graham Sumner, Mencken argued that all 

progress is the result of,the efforts of a few superior 

individuals. Artistic creation, political imagination, 

and social innovation are the products of a few men who are 

free to develop and to apply their superior talents. Mencken 

was quite emphatic about the common man's inability to 

appreciate liberty:

The fact is that liberty, in any true sense, is 
a concept that lies quite beyond the reach of the in
ferior man's mind. He can imagine and even esteem> 
in his way, certain false forms of liberty— for 
example-; the right to choose between two political

6. Ibid., p, 23.
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mountebanks, and to yell, for the more obviously dis
honest-— but the reality is incomprehensible to him.
And no wonder, for genuine liberty demands of its 
votaries a quality he lacks completely, . . . .  7

But there is another reason for the common man's 

political inferiority— his low intelligence. Mencken 

assumed that political decisions are in part the result of 

applied intelligence. Unfortunately, for democratic theory, 

common men are ignorant and there is no hope that they can 

be educated. Again in Mencken's graphic style;

There are men who are naturally intelligent . 
and can learn> and there are men who are naturally 
stupid and cannot.

Here, of course, I flirt with the so-called 
intelligence tests, and so bring down upon my head 
that acrid bile which they have set to flowing. My 
plea in avoidance is that I have done my share of 
damning them: They aroused, when they were first
heard of, my most brutish passions, for pedagogues 
had them in hand. But I can only say.that time • 
and experience have won me to them, for the evi
dence in favor of them slowly piles up, pedagogues 
or no pedagogues. In other words, they actually 
work. What they teach is borne out by immense 
accumulations of empirical corroboration. It is. 
safe, nine times out of ten, to give them credence, 
and so it seems to me to be safe to generalize from 
them.8

Thus, Mencken's claim that the many.are not intelligent was 

substantiated for him by an appeal to intelligence tests.

7. Ibid., pp. 44-45 .

8. Ibid.:, p. 11.
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There are other consequences of rule by the politi

cally inferior. Mencken assumed that in democracies the 

mediocre citizen participated widely in political decision

making. Quite naturally, political decisions and political 

attitudes reflected the general incompetence of the common 

man. Public opinion in a democracy is defined thusly:

"Public opinion, in its raw state, gushes out in the 

. immemorial form of the mob's fears. The effects of the poor 

quality of public opinion in a democracy are far-reaching.

What are some of these consequences? Mencken argued that, in 

a democracy, political decision-makers use the will of the 

many as their own guide in political judgment-making. 

Concerning the politician in a democracy, he contended that:

If he is adept, he can hear the first murmurs 
of popular clamour before even the people themselves 
are conscious of them. If he is a master, he detects 
and whoops up today the delusions that the mob will 
cherish next year. There is in him, in his,pro
fessional aspect, no shadow of principle or honour.10

In a democracy, the "right men" have a great deal of diffi

culty remaining beyond the circle of corruption;, it becomes 

an. impossibility for the few to make Wise political judgments 

in the face of the mob;

9. Ibid., p . 192.

10. Ibid., p. 100.
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The same: alternatives confront the political 
aspirant who is what is regarded in America as a 
gentlemen— that is, who is one not susceptible to 
open bribery in cash. The moment his leg goes over 
the political fence, he finds the mob confronting 
him, and if he would stay within he must adapt him
self to its tastes and prejudices. In other words, 
he must learn all the tricks, of the. regular mounte
banks .11

Mencken constructed an elaborate justification 

for rule by a few. He attempted to demonstrate the politi

cal necessity and jyalue of elite rule. What are the 

characteristics of Mencken's elite? In his argument, he 

predicates the political superiority of the few on their 

claimed superior morals, discipline, and intellectual 

qualities. The argument runs as follows: A few possess

superior moral and intellectual qualities. These virtues 

enable the elite.to make better policy decisions. There

fore./ the .superior few are entitled to rule 1

What are the criteria for membership in the elite? 

What is the nature of these superior attributes? The first 

criterion is superior moral worth. For Mencken, courage 

and honor are the exclusive possessions of the few. These 

virtues help to distinguish the principled few from the 

many who are mediocre.Mencken held that the superior

11. Ibid., pp. 107-0 8.

12. Ibid., p. 148.
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moral worth of the few gives them a certain altruism, an 

unselfishness which enables individuals to rise above their 

own petty self-interests. Hencef superior character traits 

supply the few with the courage and integrity to act upon 

their convictions in politics and in life. But Mencken 

is speaking of discipline in a special sense * By disci

pline , he means the individual capacity to succeed, to gain 

prominence, and to create through the exercise of individual 

will power. Mencken borrowed a part of a very famous 

Nietzschian theme— the "will to power."13

Not only could political genius and innovation be 

explained by the "will to power," but the entire advance 

of civilization was due to a few determined men. In 

Mencken's words:

Every comfort that we have today was devised 
by some man who yearned to get more out of life than 
the men above him; every great truth that helps us 
face existence bravely and confidently was unearthed 
by some philosopher who yearned to be honored above 
all other philosophers; every law that gives us safety 
and order was written by some law-maker who yearned 
to see his own notion of security and order prevail 
over the notions of others.1̂

13. See Friedrich Nietzsche's The Will To Power ed.
by Walter;Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 1967) pp..341-81.

14. H. L. Mencken and Robert Rives La Monte, Men 
Versus the Man (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1910), 
p. 68, .
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. Yet another prime prerequisite to membership in 

Mencken's elite is possession of a special kind of politi

cal wisdom. Mencken claimed that the superior few possess a 

special political decision-making ability. Like Plato's 

philosopher kings, Mencken's elite were the guardians of 

political "truth." Only members of the elite could grasp 

the "real" meaning of liberty:

It is, when it becomes a reality, the exclusive 
possession of a small and disreputable minority of 
men, like knowledge, courage and honor. A special 
sort of man is needed to understand it, nay to stand 
it— and he is inevitably an outlaw in democratic 
societies. The average man does not want to be 
free. He simply wants to be safe.15

How does one gain this special political faculty? 

Again, Mencken is not entirely clear on this matter.

However, he did stress the role of heredity in the trans

mission of "civilized" values. In a striking passage> 

Mencken contended that:

The heritage of freedom belongs to a small 
minority of men, descended, whether legitimately 
or by adultery, from the old lords of the soil or 
from the patricians of the free towns. It is my 
contention that such a heritage is necessary in 
order that the concept of liberty, with all its 
disturbing and,unnatural implications, may be so much 
as grasped— that such ideas/-cannot be implanted in 
in the mind of man at willbut must be bred in as 
all othef basic ideas are bred in.16

15. Notes on Democracy, op. cit., p. 14 8.

16. Ibid.., p. 48.
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However, such passages as the above are rare in Mencken's 

political writings„ He does not explain how talents 

generally, or political talents specifically, are acquired. ,

In conclusion, Mencken's doctrine of elite rule 

consists of three criteria for membership in the elite: 

superior moral worth, discipline, and political intelligence. 

Moreover, Mencken attempted to demonstrate that most men 

were incompetent in political judgment-making.

An analysis of Mencken's doctrine of elite rule 

entails two chores: (1) an evaluation of his claim that the

"common man" lacks political ability and wisdom, and (2) an 

evaluation of his justification of rule by the "right men,"

In his argument, Mencken contended that members of the elite 

possess just those attributes which the average man in politics 

lacks. Thus, both Mencken's case for the political inade

quacy of the "common man" and his doctrine of elite rule may 

be treated conjointly.

The basis of the distinction between the few and 

the many in Mencken's argument was the "common man" and the 

"Superior"■■■few. This distinction begs the question: Who

is the "common man?" How can he be recognized? Mencken 

maintained that the ”common man" does not possess certain 

properties of character, conviction, determination, and
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intelligence. Further, the lack of these traits explains 

why the "common man" is not capable of exercising political 

authority. Thus, according to Mencken’s doctrine, all those 

who do not possess the traits of the superior few are "common 

men"; all those who are not members of the elite are "coinmcm 

men." Mencken spent little time explaining why most men were 

in the ranks of the "average man" and only a few were in the 

ranks of the "superior." In addition, his doctrine of the 

"common man" has no operational meaning— one was given the 

status of "average man" if he failed to meet the criteria 

Mencken posed for membership in the elite. Let us consider 

those criteria one by one.

Mencken argued that the excessive emotion and fear 

held by most men cloud their vision of "true" or "right" 

political principles. The means of effecting the integral 

principle of liberty are not clear to them. Mencken should 

have answered certain questions in order to substantiate 

such a claim. For example, what is the genetic or psycho

logical source of excessive emotion and.fear in the "average 

man"? Assuming that most men act compulsively from fear, 

precisely what relationship doeevthis emotion bear to a 

person's political judgment-makihg faculty? Mencken provided 

no answers to these questions.
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"Poor" political decisions were cited as a major 

proof that the "average" citizen should not participate 

in the selection of rulers and policies. Again, certain 

questions remain unanswered. What is a "poor" political 

judgment? This question is vital to a coherent political 

theory because the legitimacy of political decisions rests 

upon the answer. Legitimacy confers the obligation upon 

citizens to obey. Various political thinkers have employed 

different standards of legitimacy for political decisions. 

For instance, St. Thomas Aquinas insisted that political 

decisions must be made in accord with natural law 

principles before they are legitimate. A political theory 

without a clear definition of legitimacy is seriously 

lacking. And, what kind of policy-maker constitutes a 

"poor" leader? Mencken provided no answers to these 

questions. Yet, answers must be forthcoming if Mencken 

is to claim that political inequality results in "bad" 

political judgments.

There is still another level of difficulty which 

Mencken encountered.:: This difficulty concerns the criteria 

of membership in the elite. Two kinds Of criteria are 

employed by elitists— objective and subjective criteria.
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By insisting that members in the elite were of superior moral 

character and discipline, Mencken was employing subjective 

criteria. Why? Unfortunately for Mencken's claim, no 

objective test nor universally agreed upon standard exists 

defining "superior" character and discipline. There is no 

way to measure empirically character or the "will to power"; 

estimates of these attributes vary from culture to culture, 

from person to person. In a word, these attributes are 

subjective.

The use of subjective criteria to membership in the 

elite introduces certain difficulties in recognizing and 

selecting the elite. If there are no universally agreed upon 

criteria, how can there be agreement/upon recognizing and 

selecting members of the elite? If men disagree in recog

nizing or selecting -a member of the elite, is not the va

lidity of the criteria of selection brought into question? 

Finally, students of Mencken's political views are left with 

this puzzling example of circular reasoning: The members of

the elite possess superior character and discipline. Those 

with superior jcharacter and discipline make the "right" po

litical judgments. .And,; those who make .the "right" political 

judgments are those who possess superior moral character and
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discipline. Suffice it to say that this formula for recogni

tion and selection of members of the elite is unintelligible.

A final note on selection, of the members of the . 

elites Mencken contended that the average citizen was 

politically inferior and should not take part in selecting 

political rulers. Furthermore, he provided no clear guide 

for selecting members of the elite. Therefore, one must 

conclude that Mencken intended for members of the elite to 

select new members to the circle of the talented few. This 

method of selection presents certain difficulties. As 

mentioned above, disagreement among members of the elite 

brings into question the validity of the criteria for 

selection. But there is still a more subtle problem involved. 

The Mencken formula for selection relied upon self- 

recognition. As Professor Spitz so aptly puts it: "Who

is to distinguish the 'legitimate’ internal voice of the 

'true1 aristocrat from the 'illegitimate1 but no less vigor

ously affirmed voice of the 'false' aristocrat?"^

Mencken used intelligence as a major standard to 

membership in the elite. He relied upon intelligence tests 

aSa accurate indicators of ah individual's intellectual

17. Spitz, Patterns of Anti-Democratic Thought,
op. cit., p. 168.
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competencei He maintained that intelligence is a pre

requisite to making "wise" political judgments. In 

evaluating his claim, several questions should be treated: 

What is meant by "intelligence"? Are intelligence tests 

accurate guides to "intelligence"? And, most importantly, 

what is the relationship between "intelligence" and politi

cal decision-making? Mencken is not clear on what he meant 

by intelligence. Indeed, anyone who presumes to contrive 

a universal definition of "intelligence” will confront 

a host of problems: Was Mencken referring to cognitive

skills? By intelligence, did he mean the ability to perform 

well on intelligence tests? Was Mencken referring to some 

Platonic insight into "reality"? Sadly, for the clarity 

of the criterion of intelligence, Mencken did not bother 

to treat the question.

However, let us assume for a moment that Mencken 

was clear in his meaning of intelligence. An integral 

question must be answered: Are intelligence tests accurate

guides to "intelligence"? A swirl of controversy exists 

around the answer to this question. Most authorities in 

intelligence testing.concede that intelligence tests* 

results should be viewed with Caution,^ Hence, the use of.

18. Ibid., p. 219.
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intelligence tests as a major proof of "intelligence" is at 

best a tenuous proposition.

The most seriously deficient part of Mencken's 

concept of intelligence is his concept of political knowledge. 

What is involved in the relationship between "intelligence" 

and wise political decisions? Mencken argued that only the 

"intelligentwere able to arrive at the "right" political 

decisions. In the Platonic tradition, Mencken reiterated 

one of Plato's fundamental political "truths": Those who

possess true knowledge are entitled to rule. The validity 

of the proposition depends upon the answers to several 

questions. What is the cause and effect relationship 

between an individual's "intelligence" and making "right” 

political judgments? Are "right" political decisions the 

product of "intelligence" exclusively? These questions 

lead to the issue: What is the nature of a political

question? The issue of intelligence and political wisdom 

will be treated in the next chapter, along with the 

elitists' conception of the nature of political questions.

Elitists like H. L. Mencken were reacting to a 

group of. democratiQ reformers called the:Progressives.

Walter Weyl, William Allen White, Thorstein. Veblen, Vernon. 

Louis Farrington, Charles Beard, and John Allen Smith were
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among the intellectual leaders of this group. The . 

Progressives opposed both the legal procedures perpetuating 

elite rule in America and the elitist assumptions about the 

rulers and the ruled. They supported direct legislative 

devices such as initiative, referendum, and recall, the 

direct election of United States Senators, and the abolition 

of the Supreme Court practice of judicial review.- These 

demands all reflect the Progressives' faith in the efficacy, 

of widespread participation in political decision-making. 

Further,the Progressive proposals reflected their emphatic 

endorsement of the principle of political equality.

The arguments employed by the Progressives to 

buttress their case for political equality and widespread 

political participation will be treated in the concluding 

chapter of this study> Many of the Progressive assumptions 

concerning man's political capacity and potential provide 

the basis of modern statements of political equality.

19. For a complete statement of the Progressive 
case for democratic reform, see J. Allen Smith, The Spirit 
of American Government (Massachusetts; The Belknap Press, 
1965) .



CHAPTER 9

WALTER LIPPMANN: THE PESSIMISTIC LIBERAL

Labor leader Walter Reuther wrote:

I went to work in the automotive industry 
back in 1927. At that time, it took us about 
twenty-four hours to take a rough engine block, 
as it was cast in the foundry, and to machine 
that block, ready' for assembly. ■ . .We kept 
making progress. We cut it down to; 18 hours , 
and then 14 hours, then 12, then 9 hours. If 
you'll go through the Cleveland Fdrd engine 
plant, which is fully automated, you will see 
a Ford V-engine, 8 cylinders— a very complicated 
piece of mechanism— in which the rough castings 
are automatically fed into this automated.line, 
and in fourteen and six-tenths minutes later, 
it is fully machined. . . .1

The scope and rate of change in the twentieth . 

century almost set this century apart from two thousand 

years of Western development. The wrenching and sometime 

explosive content of change pervades every aspect of human 

life. Changes in the social and political life styles * 

brought about by the industrial revolution in the nineteenth 

century do not compare with the turbulent twentieth century.

1. Quoted in Mori son and Coiisnager, op. cit>. , II, 
p. 424: ~
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The United States is a focal point and a medium of our 

changing world.

Population growth in this country is staggering; 

by the year 2000, the projected United States population 

will be 300 million. America became a land of consumers 

overnight- By 1960, Americans owned no fewer than 200 

million radio and television sets, more than the rest of 

the world combined,2 Technological and scientific innovation 

reached unprecedented heights during the twentieth century. 

From the peaceful uses of nuclear energy to new hair-spray 

dispensers, from the Salk polio vaccine to the desalination 

of sea water, the scientific revolution unsettled the 

relative calm of a young nation. The scale of change has 

been so enormous that many consider the.twentieth to be 

qualitatively different from other centuries. Political 

issues follow demographic changes; the twentieth century is 

no exception. New words silently slipped into the language . 

of political discourse; "technocrats," "cybernetics," and 

"television" have become familiar words to students of 

politics. Observers, of American politics attempted to 

translate and to explain the, political ref lections of 

social and economic change. Among these observers is

2. Idem.
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Walter Lippmann— a sensitivesometimes pessimistic, but

always a committed figure of twentieth century America.

Walter Lippmann is very much an intellectual

product of the twentieth century. While attending Harvard,
/ /he became an assistant to George Santayana, a protege of 

William James, and was deeply influenced by Graham Wallas, 

the British psychologist. Indeed, Wallas' contention that 

political perception can be both nonratiorial and irrational 

has influenced Lippmann's political thinking throughout 

his career.^

Lippmann1s forte has always been writing about 

political life. His associations in politics have usually 

been with reform-minded men. Only once did Lippmann venture 

into the uncertain world of the political activist: In 1912,

the young Lippmann worked for the Socialist mayor of 

Schenectady, New York— -George Lunn. Lippmann's brief contact 

with the "masses" emphatically convinced him that the lower 

class was far too prejudiced and rigid. He never ventured 

into the area of political activism again.

3. Walter Lippmann, Dr.ift and Mastery, introduction 
and notes by William E. Leuchtenbury (New Jersey: Prentice-
Hall, Inc., 1961), pp. 1-14.
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At the tender age of twenty-three, Lippmann 

published his first book— A Preface to Politics.̂  Over a 

dozen books followed in LippmannVs fifty year writing 

career; and, he has contributed countless columns to The 

New York Herald Tribune, The Washington Post, and Newsweek 

magazine„ He continues as a feature columnist for Newsweek 

today. Regardless of his medium— magazines, newspapers, 

books, or speeches— Lippmann has been consistent in several 

themes: the necessity of a revised Western morality, the

necessity of certain Western traditions of civility, and the 

necessity of rule by a few. It is this latter theme which 

will be examined in this study.

Lippmann1s case for elite rule contains two parts:

(1) a claim that most citizens are not capable of exercising 

political authority and (2) an argument for rule by the 

superior few. Like many elitist thinkers, he entertained 

two beliefs about political judgment-making: There are

"right" and "wrong" political decisions, and most people 

are not capable of making "right" decisions. Let us 

consider his case against political equality first. .

4. (New York: Holt Publishers , .1913) .
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For Lippmann, the struggle between democratic and

anti-democratic regimes during the twentieth century is an

important part of the proof that people are not equal in

political decision-making. In the decisions of war and

peace, democratic politicans who have acted in accord with
5public opinion have made many "wrong" decisions. According 

to. Lippmann, the democracies of the West are faltering. 

Their weaknesses— their losses to anti-democratic regimes'— •„ 

are largely a product of "bad" political decisions. In a 

word, the democracies are too democratic.

Lippmann places the blame for the failure and 

ineptness of democratic governments upon popular influence 

in decision-making. Too long has the infallibility of the 

people as decision-makers gone unchallenged:

And since our condition is manifestly connected 
with grave errors in war and peace, that have been 
committed by democratic governments, we must adopt 
the habit of thinking as plainly about the sovereign . 
people as we do about the politicians they elect. It 
will not do to think poorly of the politicians and to 
talk with bated breath about the voters. No more than 
kings before them should the people be hedged with 
divinity. Like all princes and rulers, like all sover
eigns, they are ill-served by flattery and adulation. 
And they are. betrayed by the servile hypocrisy which 
tells them that what is true find what is false, what

5. Walter Lippmann, The Public Philosophy (New York: 
New American Library, 1955), p. 18.
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is right and what is wrong, can be determined by their 
votes.6

And make no mistake about it, to underestimate the serious

ness of the situation of democratic governments will have 

deadly consequences:

Where mass opinion dominates the government, 
there is a morbid derangement of the true functions 
of power. The derangement brings about the enfeeble- 
ment, verging on paralysis, of the capacity to govern. 
This breakdown in the constitutional order is the 
cause of the precipitate and catastrophic decline 
of Western society. It may, if it cannot be arrested 
and reversed, bring about the fall of the West.7

Lippmann contends that both the rulers and the ruled 

in democracies have lost sight of the moral and political 

imperative of the West— -the public philosophy.

Precisely what is Lippmann1s case against widespread 

participation in political decision-making? His argument 

consists of two parts:, a case for the undesirability of rule 

by the many and an attempt to show that democratic decision

making is an impossibility. Why is democratic decision

making impossible to effect? .v
Lippmann predicates the impossibility of widespread 

decision-making upon a particular conception of public 

opinion. He maintains that no such thing as "public opinion"

6. Ibid., pp. 18-19.

7. Ibid., p. 19.
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exists; only congeries of publics with opinions limited to 

various issues exist in modern societies. If a public 

official wanted to act in accord with "public opinion," 

it would be impossible; no discernable, coherent body of 

opinion exists on a single issue.&

There is a further aspect to the proposition that 

democratic decision-making is impossible. Widespread 

popular participation in actual policy-making has never 

taken place. In Lippmann's words:

The public does not select the candidate, 
write the platform, outline the policy any more 
than it builds the automobile or acts the play.
It aligns itself for or against somebody who has 
offered himself, has made a promise, has produced 
a play, is selling an automobile. The action of 
a group as a group is the mobilization of the force 
it possesses.9

The consequences for democratic decision-making are clear:
I do not wish to labor the argument any fur

ther than may be necessary to establish the theory 
that what the public does is not to express its 
opinions but to align itself for or against a pro
posal. If that theory is accepted, we must abandon 
the notion that democratic government can be the di
rect expression of the will of the people. We must 
abandon the notion that the people govern. Instead, 
we must adopt the theory that, by their occasional 
mobilizations as a majority, people support or

8. Walter Lippmann# The Phantom Public (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1925), p. 42.

9. Ibid., p. 57.
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oppose the individuals who actually govern. We must 
say that the popular will does not direct continuously, 
but that it intervenes occasionally. 3-0

Tersely stated, popular participation in policy-making does 

not and should not exist. But Lippmann realized that "fact" 

does not dictate the norm. Hence, he also criticized the 

claim that political equality in political decision-making is 

a desirable value.

Lippmann maintains that democratic politicians have 

too long been under the influence of popular attitudes; 

their decisions reflect, the bad political judgment of popular 

majorities. Men of the twentieth century are guilty of 

confusing the spiritual doctrine of equality with the claim 

of political equality. In an article discussing the 

consequences of the famous Scopes' trial in Tennessee, 

Lippmann said that:

The spiritual doctrine that all men will stand 
at least before the throne of God meant to him [William 
Jennings Bryan] that all men are equally good biologists 
before the ballot box of Tennessee. That kind of demO- ■ 
cracy is quite evidently a. gross materialization of 
an idea that in essence cannot be materialized. It is 
a confusing interchange of two worlds that are not 
interchangeable.H  '

10. Ibid., pp. 61-62.

11. "Why Should the Majority Rule"? Harper's 
Magazine CLII (March, 1926), p. 403.
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Men are not equal in their ability to make political 

judgments.

Why do popular, majorities make grave errors in

political decision-making? According to Lippmann, twentieth

century political issues are very complex and very difficult

to analyze and to understand. The scope of governmental

activity and highly technical innovations alone make politi-
12cal decision-making a very specialized art. Sound public 

policy must be based upon a firm historical or developmental 

perspective of a political issue. Thus, one ingredient of 

political decision-making is an historical and empirical 

assessment of political issues. Popular majorities, are 

not capable of, nor or they inclined to make, the necessary 

historical and empirical assessments.

There is another difficulty with popular partici-. 

pation in political decision-making, according to Lippmann.

The nature of a political decision is his point of departure.

A sound political decision must be made in accord with the 

public philosophy. What is Lippmann's conception of the 

public philosophy? This question will be answered below. 

However, suffice it to say that not everyone is equal in their

12. Walter Lippmann, The Public Philosophy, op. cit.,
pp. 41-42.
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ability to act in accord with the public philosophy.

After attempting to establish inequality as a fact 

of political life, Lippmann formulated his doctrine of elite 

rule. It contains the claim that the elite are few and 

that they possess a special talent in political decision

making. Lippmann contends that the principles of the public 

philosophy should be articulated and acted upon in political 

judgment-making; only a superior few are talented enough to 

perceive the public philosophy. But what are the principles 

contained in the public philosophy? '

Describing the public philosophy is a difficult 

chore. This body of principles— which Lippmann maintains 

can save the Western democracies— is elusive. After the 

rhetoric of political salvation is discarded, what remains 

of the public philosophy is a body of natural law principles. 

Several reoccurring questions aid in understanding any state

ment of natural law. One of these questions concerns the 

source of natural law. For religious versions of the 

doctrine, God is the source of natural law. For Walter 

Lippmann, the moral and.political experience of Western 

man through the ages is the source, This collective 

experience forms a body of principles which is normative, 

not descriptive:
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When we speak of these principles as natural 
laws r we must be careful„ They are not scientific 
'laws' like the laws of the motions of the heavenly 
bodies. They do not describe human behavior as it 
is. They prescribe what it should be. They do not 
enable us to predict what men will actually do. They 
are the principles of right behavior in the good 
society, governed by the Western traditions of 
civility.13

Yet, the content of Lippmann's natural law doctrine is 

still not clear. What principles should the superior few 

follow in the exercise of authority? •

One principle is that decisions should be made in 

accord with the general, long-termed interest of a community 

instead of particular, short-termed interests. Lippmann 

distinguishes between "the People as voters" and "the People 

as a corporate nation.111^ The general interest of a people 

forms a bond which connects the wisdom and needs of the 

living, the dead, and those yet to be born. Sounding very 

much like the renowned eighteenth century conservative 

thinker— Edmund Burke— Lippmann elaborates upon the 

distinction between the general and the particular interest 

of a political community:

13. Ibid., pp. 95-96.

14. Ibid., p. 34.
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It is often assumed, but without warrant, that, 
the opinions of The People as voters can be treated 
as the expression of the interests of The People 
as an historic community. The crucial problem of 
a modern democracy arises from the fact that this 
assumption is false. The voters cannot be relied 
upon to represent The People. The opinions of voters 
in elections are not to be accepted unquestioningly 
as true judgments of the vital interest of the
community.15

In fact, the general interest or public interest can contra

dict the private or special interests of a political community.

What are some of the other characteristics of the 

public philosophy?. In addition to the moral propriety of 

the public philosophy, Lippmann holds that this body of 

principles can be universally understood and applied. If 

only political decision-makers "saw clearly, thought 

rationally, acted disinterestedly and benevolently," the 

public interest would p r e v a i l . 16

Finally, the public philosophy is characterized by 

the wisdom of experience; Lippmann calls this experience 

the "Western traditions of c i v i l i t y . w h a t  he means by 

these traditions are the various procedures and practices 

which have evolved in Western democracies. For example,

15. Ibid., p. 32.

16. Ibid., p. 40.

17. Ibid., pp. 95-96.
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procedures insuring freedom to debate political issues 

constitute one tradition of civility„ However, the 

traditions of civility are not unchanging political impera

tives . They need revision in light of changing political 

conditions. Hence, an empirical assessment of a political 

question, tempered by historical perspective, forms the basis 

of the traditions of civility.

In sum, Lippmann's conception of the public philosophy 

is characterized by: a body of political and moral prescrip

tions which can be rationally understood and universally 

applied, the general, long-termed interest of a political 

community, and the wisdom of experience gained from Western 

political traditions.

Recall the integral role that the public philosophy 

plays in Lippmann's. doctrine of elite rule: Only a few

talented souls are capable of perceiving and applying the 

principles and wisdom contained in the public philosophy.

How can we identify members of the elite? . Nowhere in his 

writings does Lippmann explicitly establish the criteria 

for membership in the elite; However, certain criteria 

can be deduced from Lippmann's discussion of the public 

philosophy.
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For Lippmann, members of the elite.should be 

rational, objective, analytical, and benevolent. He 

defines rationality thusly:

A rational man acting in the real world may 
be defined as one who decided where he will strike 
a balance between what he desires and what can be 
done. It is only in imaginary worlds that we do 
whatever we wish. In the real world, thore are 
always equations which -have to be adjusted between 
the possible and the desired.18

Hence, an accurate empirical assessment of complex situations 

as well as the application of the "proper" values are pre

requisites for rulers. In addition, a member of the elite 

must be capable of acting in accord with the general 

interest instead of his private interests. Most people do 

not possess these political talents. Moreover, these cri

teria are all subjective— they refer to faculties or talents 

which are not.universally observable. Does Lippmann posit 

any objective criteria? The only objective criteria to 

membership in Lippmann1s elite are education and experience. 

Yet, the extent and kind of education and the kind of 

experience necessary for membership in the elite are never 

mentioned.

18. Ibid., p. 40.



One thing is certain as concerns the criterion of 

education— Lippmann is not referring to a specialist's 

education. Like another twentieth century .elitist— Ortega y 

Gasset— Lippmann1s ideal ruler is a self-disciplined, cul

tured gentleman. He is a man of refined manners as well 

as political intellect. Lippmann approvingly quotes Eric 

Fromm in his description of the Well-educated gentleman: 

"They learn 'to desire what, objectively, it is necessary

for them to,' and 'outer force is . , . replaced by the
. . ' 19inner compulsion' of their own characters." Hence, for

Lippmann, a desirable ruler is an educated, disciplined,

cultured generalist in public affairs.

Yet Lippmann? s. formula for elite rule remains

incomplete. What, is the relationship between the elite

whom Lippmann assumes exist and-good political decisions?

What justification does Lippmann provide for the view that

rulers who act in accord with the public philosophy will

make the right decisions?

19. Ibid., p. 74. See;also the defense of rule by 
the cultured, nineteenth century aristocrat in Jose Ortega y 
Gasset 's The Revolt of the Masses . (New York: W. W.. Norton &
Company, Inc., 19 32); pp. 187-192.
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Lippmann does not satisfactorily answer this 

question. Although he persuasively demonstrates the serious 

condition of Western democracies, he does little more than 

exhort us to renew and to apply the public philosophy. In 

his words:

I believe that the public philosophy can be 
revived, and the reconnaissance which we have 
made has.been a demonstration that when it is 
applied to such century concepts as popular 
sovereignty, property, freedom.of speech, and 
education, the public philosophy clarifies the : 
problems and opens the way towards rational and 
acceptable solutions^ The revival of the public 
philosophy depends on whether its principles and 
precepts— rwhich were articulated before the in
dustrial revolution, before the era of rapid 
technological change, and before the.rise of 
the mass democracies— -depends on whether this 
old philosophy can be.reworked for the modern

; age.20

But, despite his appealing statement of need, t-ippmann does 

not provide us with an explanation pf how the principles of 

the public philosophy result in "right" political judgments. 

At the very best, Lippmann stakes the salvation of Western 

democracies on a body pf vaguely defined principles which, 

provide no tangible guide in policy-making. Like the _ 

Federalists *,"true principles" of politics and other meta

physical standards for:political decisions, the public

20. Lippmann, The Public Philosophy, op. cit.,
pp. ■123-124. :•
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philosophy can be reduced to "Lippmann's canons of politi

cal conduct."

A critique of Lippmann1s doctrine of elite rule 

should treat.the claim that most people are not capable of 

exercising political authority and the claim that democratic 

participation is not possible„ Further, the criteria for 

membership in the elite should be critically examined.

LippmannVs contention that widespread participation 

•in decision-making is impossible leads to confusion; His 

pessimistic assessment of the status of Western democracies 

is predicated upon popular influence in political decisions. 

Yet, a major tenet in his case against democratic decision

making is that widespread participation inactual decision

making has ndver taken place». How can one single out popular 

influence as a source of "bad" decisions on one hand, and 

yet Stoutly maintain that public opinion provides no coherent 

guide for public officials on t h e  o t h e r ? 2 1

Lippmann*s position is not a complete contradiction, 

but it is very confusing. His chief difficulty is that he 

does not demonstrate how or why rulers follow the mythical,

21. For a Somewhat different critique of this 
difficulty in Lippmann's political theory, see Spitz,
Patterns of Anti-Democratic Thought, op. cit. , p. 13 8.. :
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nonexistent public opinion. If the basis of public opinion 

is a congery of groups with different opinions, which group's 

opinion should a ruler follow? Are the political opinions 

of all the groups equally "bad" guides in policy-making?

•These questions must be answered before the grave condition 

of Western democracies can be blamed upon popular influence 

in political decision-making.

Lippmann argues both the impossibility and the 

undesirability of democratic decision-making. How valid 

is, his case for the undesirability of popular participation? 

Recall that his argument against rule by the many rests upon 

two assumed failings; the inability Of most citizens to 

perceive the public philosophy, and:the inability of the ' 

many to understand the complexity of twentieth century issues. 

We can dismiss until later the claim that most people are 

not capable of perceiving and .applying the public philosophy. 

What must be taken seriously is the charge that twentieth 

century political iSsues are too complex for popular under

standing.

There is little doubt that questions such as the 

development and use of nuclear power are extremely complex. 

Very few citizens understand the technology or consequences 

of nuclear power. If political judgments are solely the
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products of complex empirical assessments, then, the claim .to 

widespread participation in decision-making is doomed; 

experts skilled in understanding the complexity of political 

issues should make.political decisions for us. But, is an 

empirical understanding of a political issue the most 

important ingredient of political decisions?

Lippmann begs the question by assuming that an 

empirical understanding of a political issue is the key to 

"good" judgments in politics. Like T. D„ Weldon— another 

twentieth century elitist— Lippmann ’argues that political 

judgment-making is ah art to be practiced by experts.

And, the chief pillar of this art is an empirical under-
' 22 '-. standing of a political issue.

Notice one of the difficulties of relying chiefly 

upon empirical assessments as. the guide to sound public 

policy. Perceptions of political.situations differ"from 

person to person. How can we expect universal agreement on 

the "facts" of a political situation? The certainty of 

empirical appraisals evaporates in a mist of individual

22. See T. Di ’Weldon-s discussion of "Empirical 
Politics" in The. Vocabulary of Politics (Baltimore: 
Penguin BoOks, 1953) , pp. 144-180. . ...
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political perceptions. If there are several conflictiitg 

appraisals of the same political issue, on whose assessment 

should we rely? .Empirical assessments alone provide no 

certain guide to sound public policy. Therefore, the charge 

that most citizens are not capable of understanding complex 

political issues loses much of its persuasive force.

This criticism of Lippmann's over-reliance upon the 

empirical basis of political judgments should not detract 

from the necessity of empirical assessments of political 

issues. ' There would be little hope for the future of any 

political community whose decision-makers did not empiri

cally appraise political questions. But democratic decision

makers consider another ingredient to be vital in political 

judgments---the values of those who make, and are affected by 

a decision. In other words, the preferences of those 

affected by a political decision are of prime importance 

in any political judgment. And, political preferences 

or assessments of worth are hot amenable to empirical 

verification.

To illustrate the place of individual preference 

in political judgment-making, consider a political decision

23. Russell, op. cit., p. 20.



193

concerning governmental.budget priorities. Certainly a 

sound political judgment would include a knowledge of avail

able tax resources and an appraisal of the probable economic 

consequences of various budgetary priorities. In addition, a 

historical perspective of past budget priorities would 

be helpful. But there is a missing ingredient in this 

hypothetical political decision. The preferences of those 

who will be. affected by various budget priorities should 

be included. Including individual preferences in a politi

cal decision— widespread involvement— insures a degree of
24compliance with the decision. And certainly one fundamental 

criterion for a sound political decision is widespread 

compliance with the decision. Hence, a knowledge of the 

preferences of those who have a stake in the decision is a 

paramount:consideration for a democratic decision-maker.

A proper question at this point is; What is the 

relationship between conceptions of the nature of political 

decisions and the claim of political inequality? Recall 

Lippmann's claim: Political inequality exists because 

issues in" the twentieth century afe too complex for most 

people to understand. This claim assumes a conception

24. Wolin, op. cit., P- 60.
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of the nature of political decisions which the democrat 

cannot accept.. The democrat does not even assume equal

influence among those involved in the decision-making
25process. But, for the democrat, the preferences of those 

who have a stake in the decision should be considered of 

equal worth. Because there is no method of proving an 

individual's political preference to be superior to another's,- 

we must consider individual preferences to be of equal worth. 

The preferences of those who are involved in political 

decision-making become ends in themsleves. Thus,, the 

principle of political equality is given meaning in the 

context of individual political preferences.

Another more affirmative argument for Widespread 

participation in political decisions is justified by the 

increased scale and complexity df political issues. Recall 

that Lippr&ann contends that the Complexity and scale of 

political issues disqualify most citizens from taking part 

in decision-making. Political questions are indeed complex; 

decisions concerning governmental budget priorities, taxation,

25. For a discussion df the anti-majoritarian 
implications of inequality of influence in political decisions, 
. see Robert1 A.Dahl, A Preface to Democratic Theory (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1956), p. 145.
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and nuclear power require various dimensions of technical

expertise. Further,.contemporary political issues have
26increased: in scope. Hence, eliciting information and 

technical expertise from a number of people would yield a 

better political appraisal than reliance upon the expertise 

of one or a few. The complexity of political questions 

becomes a justification for widespread participation.

Lippmanri1s claim of political inequality is only 

one part of his argument for rule by a talented elite.

His criteria for membership in the elite deserves attention.. 

Three criteria form the basis of membership in the elite.

An ability to perceive and to apply the public philosophy 

is a major criterion. The other two are education and 

experience.

As described by Lippmann, the public philosophy is 

a set of Universal prescriptions which constitute the 

principles of right behavior and sound public policy in a 

society. Further, Lippmann stipulates that a member of the 

elite must be rational, objective, analytical, and benevolent.

26. For a discussion of the implications: of the 
increased scope of political issues, see Cu'rrin V « Shields,
. Democracy and Catholicism in America (New. York: McGraw- 
Hi11 Book Company, 1958) , pp . 263-71.
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Admittedly, these are desirable, traits for any political . 

decision-maker to possess. However, two serious objections . 

can be lodged against the criterion of the public philosophy 

these objections are related to the problem of recognizing 

a member of the elite.

However desirable rationality, objectivity, and 

benevolence might be as traits of political rulers, these 

traits do not admit of Universal recognition. What is a 

rational act to one observer may be abjact irrationality 

to another. What is construed as an objective decision 

by one may be interpreted as a totally biased appraisal 

by another. The difficulty is this; These criteria are 

very Subjective-*-they have no operational meaning. Thus, 

how can we recognize;, members Of the elite?

There is U second difficulty involved. The public 

philosophy—-a metaphysical standard— constitutes the basis 

of "correct" political judgments. Hence, the difficultys 

There is no basis for universal recognitioh of and agreement 

upon the public philosophy as the proper guide to public 

policy. The utility of the publib:philosophy as a guide to 

public decisions must be seriously questioned» Yet, the 

recognition and application of the public philosophy is a 

key premise in Walter Lippmann's doctrine of elite rule.
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Education is another important prerequisite to 

membership in the elite. Recall that Lippmann had in mind 

a generalist's education instead of an education in a speci

alized skill. And recall that the kind of education which 

would aid in developing the.innate talents of the elite 

was never mentioned. Therefore, Lippmann's criterion of 

education lacks an Operational meaning. Although Lippmann's 

case for education as a prerequisite to membership in the 

elite is not convincing, this does not denigrate the 

argument that education is a desirable attribute for politi

cal decision-makers. But a description of the kind of

education involved and the qualities and skills it is
' 27 'expected to produce is essential.

A third criterion to elite/membership is experience. 

Again, the objection of ambiguity must be entered. What 

kind of experience is Lippmann referring to? Does he mean 

the experience of the political activist? Or, is he 

referring to the experience of the informed observer in

27. For example, see John J. Corson's article on 
the desirability of certain kinds of training for decision
makers in the federal public service: "Equipping MCn for V 
Career Growth in the Public Service," Public Administrative 
Review, XXI11 (Ma r Oh, 1963) , pp. 1-9. -/-x
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politics? Little raoire evaluation can take place because his 

criterion of experience is so vague In sum, Lippmann's 

criteria to membership in the elite suffers from the 

difficulties of recognition and ambiguity.



CHAPTER 10

ELITIST CLAIMS AND POLITICAL EQUALITY

Two characteristic elitist assumptions can be 
found in the preceding chapters. One is a qualitative 
assumption concerning the incidence of political superi
ority among certain people. The other assumption is 
quantitative— political superiority can Only be found 
among a few individuals. According to the qualitative 
assumption, a superior few possess political wisdom which 
entitles them to exercise authority. A corollary to the 
claim of political superiority is the claim that most 
people are politically inferior— most people do not 
possess political wisdom. These two assumptions and the 
supporting claims of political superiority will be criti
cally examined below. Arguments justifying rule by the 

few contain the elitist conception of the nature of a 
political question and the elitist conception of political 
knowledge. Elitist notions of the nature of political 
questions and political knowledge are summarized below.

199
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The claim of political superiority is not: compatible 

with the democratic principle of political equality. The 

principle of political equality means that each vote should 

count as one in political decision-making. Is this a 

defensible principle? What is the nature of the democrat's 

defense? It is twofold. It consists of (1) a rejection of 

the arguments advanced to support claims of political 

superiority, and (2) arguments which demonstrate the desira

bility of adopting political equality as a valued principle 

in political communities and decision-making. Hence, the 

democrat begins his defense of political equality by 

examining and rejecting claims of political superiority.

In his defense, the democrat provides his conception of 

political questions and criteria for good: political 

decisions. Finally, a democratic defense of political 

equality demonstrates why better political decisions result 

from widespread participation in political judgment-making. 

Before constructing a defense of the principle of politi

cal equality, a review of the nature of elitist criteria 

of political superiority would be helpful.

- The. criteria of ;poiiticai: superiority are the . 

tests by which the superior and the inferior are identified. 

The kind, of Criterion employed in each elite doctrine is of
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utmost importance to formulas of elite rule. If the cri

terion to membership in the elite is questionable, the 

entire claim of political superiority is shaken. There

fore, the kind of criterion employed is integral in any 

attempt to classify elitist doctrines. According to one 

author, various claims of political superiority have been 

predicated upon the following appeals: race, ancestry,

age, sex, religion^ military strength, culture> wealth.,; 

and knowledge.̂  For example, elitists like George Fitzhugh 

and the German National Socialists argued that the test of 

political superiority is. determined by membership in a 

particular racial group. Or, Alexander Hamilton contended 

that the possession of wealth is an index of political 

superiority.

But there, are other considerations in an attempt 

to classify elite doctrines. One could consider whether, 

the criterion is objective or subjective. An objective 

criterion should admit of universal recognition; in 

contrast, a subjective criterion presents many difficulties 

to>a formula of political selection. Why? When a

1. Leslie Lipson, The Great Issues.of Politics:
An Introduction to Political Science (2nd ed.; New Jersey: 

.vPrentice-Hall, Inc.,. 1960) , p. 95,.
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subjective criterion is employed, universal recognition of 

the elite1s superiority is not possible. An example of a 

subjective criterion is the rare gift of political wisdom 

possessed by Plato's philosopher-kings. Plato contended 

that this, innate, intuitive wisdom allowed members of the 

elite to make "correct" political judgments. But more 

about the problem of recognition in elite doctrines below.

Professor David Spitz offers yet another possible 

standard for classifying elite doctrines— the general nature 

of the argument.% Using this standard, the elitist arguments 

considered in this study should be included in one of two 

broad categories: (1) arguments which deny the possibility

of establishing the principle of political equality in 

political communities, and (2) arguments which attempt to 

demonstrate the undesirability of establishing this 

principle in political communities and decision-making 

situations. In the following taxonomy of elite doctrines, 

the general nature of the. argument, the objectiveness or 

subjectiveness of the criterion, and the kind of criterion 

employed constitute the basis of the: classification.V

2. Spitz, Patterns of Anti-Democratic Thought,
op. cit., pp. 32-39.
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The elite doctrines treated in this study provide. 

formulas for various answers'to the question: Who should

rule? All of the elitist thinkers claim that a special 

few should rule. Sometimes, however, the normative elitist 

claim is integrally related to descriptions of the "real" 

world. For example, William Graham Sumner's elite doctrine 

exemplifies a claim of the impossibility of political 

equality and the "necessity" of rule by the superior few. 

According to Sumner, the jungle-like struggle among the 

"fit" and the "failures" is proof that the principle of 

political equality is "unnatural" and that the superior 

few do and should rule. In the Sumner tradition, 

twentieth century writers such as Robert Michels, Vilfredo 

Pareto, and James Burnham all deny the possibility of 

maintaining, the principle of political equality in decision

making. 3

Most of the elitist arguments considered in.this 

study prescribe the undesirability of employing the 

principle of political equality in decision-making.

Jonathan Mitchei and Jonathan Boucher contended that God

3. For a thorough critique of the arguments 
sUppofting Michels 1, Pareto's and Burnham's claims,. see 
Spitz, Patterns of Anti-Democratic Thought, op. cit., .
pp. 43-123. y . ' -



' 204
sanctioned elite rule„ Mitchel's elite doctrine relied 

upon.an appeal to subjective criteria of a religious nature 

as the test of political superiority. In contrast, Boucher 

relied upon hereditary right as the test of political 

superiority in his elite formula. In the twentieth century, 

it is doubtful that elitist appeals would be predicated 

upon appeals to religious principles. However, appeals to 

religibus principles occupy ah important place in the 

history of American elitist thought.

Several of the elitist thinkers analyzed in this 

study employed objective criteria as tests to political 

superiority, but they failed to state the criteria with

precision. The lack of precision resulted in theoretical
' • ■ ' ■ , . difficulties; the test or criterion.of political superiority

was not an operational index to superiority. Alexander

Hamilton's criterion of wealth and George Fitzhugh's

standard of race can be categorized thusly. Mencken's

criterion of general cultural superiority as an index to .

political superiority suffers from lack of precision, too.

It is an open question, however;: whether Mencken's criteria

to elite membership.should be classified as Objective or

subjective. One criterion in Mencken's elite formula is

subjective: Mencken insisted that members of the elite
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possess a "will to power".which helps to explain their . 

success. Certainly this criterion is subjective-— Mencken 

never provided an objective means by which to recognize 

the "will to power." This criterion can best be described 

as a moral attribute which members of the elite possess.

The most challenging elitist arguments are those 

relying upon an explicit appeal to superior political 

knowledge. In this study, John Adams and Walter Lippmann 

represent this, appeal„ Although all elitists claim that 

members of their elite make "correct" political judgments, 

most elitist arguments do not rely upon the criterion of 

superior political knowledge itself. Both Adams and 

Lippmann relied upon a conception of political knowledge 

which could not be objectively recognized.. Whether it be 

an appeal to Adams' "true principles" of politics Or 

Lippmann1s "public philosophy," the two thinkers failed to 

provide means whereby members of the elite could be 

recognized.

A discussion of the characteristics and consequences 

of the appeal to the possession of special knowledge is 

desirable because this appeal forms the core of elitist 

doctrines. From Plato to Lippmann, there are certain 

similarities in this appeal: The appeal relies upon an
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assumed special insight into political reality. In using 

this argument, the elitist contends that only a few possess 

the requisite talent to make "correct" political decisions. 

Elitists employing this appeal make a host of assumptions 

about political knowledge and political decisions. They 

assume that there is only one "true" knowledge about 

politics. For the elitist, it naturally follows that 

political questions permit of only one "correct" decision.

In untangling this intricate and subtle set of 

assumptions, we find that elitists entertain very similar 

views concerning political communities. Again, elitists 

from Plato to Lippmann maintain that only one set of 

"correct" policy goals exist for a political community.

Thus, the search for desirable policy goals of a community 

becomes a quest foi eternal political truths. Further, the 

search for acceptable means by which to implement these 

policy goals become the task of "political experts" endowed 

with the proper insight for "right" political decisions.

The quest.for eternal truths in politics leads the elitist 

to believe in an external criterion for political judgments. 

The legitimacy of a political decision is not determined by 

the members of a political community; rather, legitimacy 

is determined by the decision's compatibility with an
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external criterion, such as the "public philosophy" or 

"true principles" of politics.

This brings us to the elitist conception of politi

cal decisions. Adams and Lippmann entertain an architec

tonic view of political judgment-making.^ Their visions of 

what is right and proper in political judgments admit of 

no exceptions, no revisions. To them, there is only pne 

design of what is right and proper in political questions.

The possibility that a political community might have 

different or even competing conceptions of the good life 

never, occurs to elitist thinkers.

A final consequence follows from this set of 

elitist assumptions: Reliance upon the preferences of the

members of a political community is a dangerous practice. 

According to the assumption of quantity, only a few-possess 

"true" political wisdom. The implication of this assumption 

for widespread political participation in decision-making 

is all too clear— participation in political judgment- 

making is the reserved domain of the few. The political 

perceptions and preferences of-the many are hot to be 

trusted. Hence, we - return to the initial elitist

4. Wolin, op. cit., pp. 40-51.



prescription—-the politically superior few should rule the 

politically inferior many*

The theoretical difficulties encountered by the 

native elitists considered in this study can now be 

summarized„ The first problem concerns the confusion of 

difference with superiority. Adams and Fitzhugh were 

particularly the victims of this confusion. Differences 

in racial or ethnic origin, differences in cultural 

attributes, and differences in educational attainment are 

not ipso- facto proof of superiority. There is confusion 

between two levels of questions: Indices of difference

cannot logically be accepted as indices of worth. But 

more importantly, cultural, educational, or racial : 

differences most certainly cannot be accepted as valid 

indices to political superiority. In short, elitist 

thinkers consistently confuse difference and superiority. 

Notice that one Can accept the fact of an infinite variety 

of differences among people and still consistently deny 

the claim of political superiority.

ReCall the characteristic elitist.assumption of 

quantity— only a few possess political superiority. This 

is a major .assumption, in elitist thought. Yet, why should 

we accept the claim, that only a few are endowed with
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superior political wisdom? Why are there so few "saints". 

and so many "sinners"? Elitists provide no answers to 

these critical questions. An even greater indictment of 

elite doctrines is that they provide no evidence to 

substantiate the assumption of quantity. Indeed, the 

contrary assumption is just as credible, i.e., that the 

many possess requisite political skills.

The criteria or tests of superiority employed by 

the elitists are unconvincing. The problem of recognizing 

the criteria has been mentioned above". Elitists like 

Mitchel, Adams, Mencken,. and Lippmann rely upon subjective 

criteria for membership in the elite. In the context of 

competing claims to political authority, reliance upon 

subjective criteria or ill-defined objective criteria 

simply, is no answer. If widespread agreement cannot be 

reached concerning the existence and possession of the 

criteria to elite membership, then dissension and dis^ 

agreement will be a probable result. Only easily 

recognized and open criteria can be employed to determine 

who is best qualified to exercise political authority.

Recall that Jefferson offered open and nonexclusive 

criteria for leaders.5

5. Supra, p . 71.
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Another characteristic elitist dilemma is the 

problem of selecting the elite.. Fearful that the "right" 

men will not be elected to office, elitists establish a 

closed corporation for rulers and possible rulers. Various 

elitist schemes can be reduced to this proposition: Only

members of the elite can recognize potential members of. 

the elite. The Puritan practices of selection and Adams' 

elaborate legal framework are typical of the elitist 

selection process. The failure of the elitist rationale 

is laid bare. Failing in their attempt to provide a valid 

and persuasive case for the superiority of the elite, 

thinkers such as Mitchel and Adams endorse a selection 

process that insures rule by the superior few. Bluntly, 

stated, the politically superior few and their spokesmen 

fail to convince people of their superiority. Therefore, 

elitists are forced to rely upon processes of selection 

and legal structures which guarantee the perpetuation of 

the elite. .

Finally, there is the problem of disagreement 

among the elite. No elitist thinker in this study satis

factorily resolved this difficulty. Elitist .thinkers claim 

that only a few are endowed with an insight into political 

reality. Yet, what are we to think when the few disagree?
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Is it possible that there are two versions of political 

reality? If this is the .case, then members of the elite 

are not equal. Further, if two versions of political 

"truth" exist,, should we hot conclude that there are two 

or more valid perceptions of political "truth"?

But an intelligent elitist thinker would see the 

flaw in this criticism. He would contend that there is only 

one "correct" decision to reach in political questions; in 

cases of disagreement, some members of the elite are quite 

obviously "wrong" and others are "right." But a theo

retical dilemma still persists: Who are. we to believe

among the feuding elitists? How can those who are not 

members of the elite determine who is "right" and who is 

"wrong"? The political.ramifications of this dilemma 

are great; Those who are not members of the elite have 

no method of determining the legitimacy of the contested 

political judgment.

The final theoretical problem left unresolved by 

elitist thinkers concerns the claim that the politically 

superior few make "correct" political judgments. The 

criterion of political superiority is not at issue here. 

However, it is crucial for elitists to establish that the. 

elite can reach "right" political judgments. Why? The /



basic rationale for constructing elaborate arguments 

defending elite rule rests upon the premise that the politi

cally superior few make "correct" political decisions. Yet, 

in argument after argument, elitist thinkers have failed to 

treat the crucial relationship between "superiority" and 

"right" political judgments. Mitchel, Boucher, Adams, 

Sumner, and Lippmann all issue dire warnings about what will 

happen if the few do not rule. Political order and social. 

progress will be impaired. But all fail to demonstrate why , 

the superior political talents of the few enable them to,; 

make "correct" political judgments. Why should we believe . 

that a wealthy person makes "correct" political judgments 

while a poor person does not? Why should we believe that 

a Caucasian makes "correct" political judgments while a 

Negro does not? Why should we believe that an educated 

person makes "right" political judgments while an uneducated 

person does not? When, these questions are put to elitist 

thinkers, there is silencePossibly there is a corre

lation between prudent political judgments and the degree 

of education a person has received, but Adams and Lippmann 

did not:establish the correlation; nor«did the other . 

elitists in their respective arguments. Thus, the very 

rationale for advancing claims of rule by the politically
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superior has not been established.

Elitist doctrines constitute a characteristic 

response to the question of who should exercise political 

authority and how that authority .should be exercised.

The elitist response poses a challenge for students of 

democratic theory. The democrat contends that all members 

of a political community should be allowed to partake in 

the exercise of political authority. In contrast to the 

elitist claim of political superiority, the democrat makes 

rro distinction between the ruler and the ruled. Each 

member of a political community should count as one in 

the exercise of authority. Notice that the democrat's 

conception of political equality includes participation 

in both personnel and policy decisions.

Widespread participation in political decision- 

making constitutes the democrat's position on the issue 

of who should rule; but is there a persuasive and viable. 

argument supporting that position? .The nature of the 

detiibcrat's defense of the principle of political equality 

includes a discussion of the criterion for political 

leaders. In addition, the democrat entertains a distinct 

view Of the nature of political questions. Finally, the .
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democrat's case rests upon the conviction that the use of 

the principle of political equality results in more widely 

accepted political judgments.

What kind of criteria for rulers, is compatible 

with the principle of political equality? Indeed, can 

the democrat insist upon any criteria for rulers and 

still subscribe to the principle of political equality?

The democrat does offer a criterion which is compatible 

with the principle of political equality. Roger Williams 

and Thomas Jefferson provide insight into this issue.

Jefferson argued that each society and each com

munity could easily recognize the "natural aristocrats"—  

the political leaders. Jefferson recognized that many 

different leaders with many different talents exist in a 

plural society composed of different groups and communities 

of interest. This is a sensible view; Jefferson realized 

that perceptions and preferences of civic virtue and talent 

vary from group to group, from community to community.

Roger Williams reached the same conclusion. More

over', Williams' insisted upon honesty from those who seek 

to exercise political authority. A case could be made for 

adding any number of other desirable criteria to a civic
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sense, various talents, and honesty. But enumerating 

desirable criteria is not essential to the democrat's 

argument. The distinctive aspect of the democrat's 

conception of criteria for leaders.is that the members of 

political communities define the criteria themselves.

Members of each political community hold different per^ 

ceptions of the requisite traits for public leaders. They 

hold different perceptions of the kind of talent requisite 

for the exercise of political authority. Hence, the demo

crat's criterion does not exclude various members of a 

political community— the criterion is nonexclusive. The 

hidden assumption in the democrat's criterion is this: 

Members of various political communities are able to 

recognize "natural" political leaders within their 

respective communities. Certainly this assumption is as 

plausible as the elitist conviction that only a few possess 

extraordinary political talent which only members of the 

elite can recognize. And, certainly the democrat's view.is 

more compatible with the diversity of perceptions and pre

ferences of criteria for political leaders in a plural 

society. In a word, the democrat is more realistic about 

the issue.
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Elitists assume that political questions are 

essentially questions of expertise. For the elitist, the 

art of "correct" political judgments consists Of the 

application of a special political expertise by the decision

maker. Thus, for the elitist, political judgment-making is 

analogous to decision-making in any other field. Political 

judgment-making is simply a matter of discovering and 

applying "true" political knowledge. The democrat entertains 

a very different conception of political questions and 

political decision-making.

For the democrat, political questions involve a 

scope and considerations for the decision-maker different 

from those of the elitist. Political issues and decisions 

concern a number of conflicting qlaims in a society. The 

democrat contends that political issues and judgments should 

encompass the aspirations,rclaims, and counterclaims of 

the entire political community. He recognizes that politi

cal questions have consequences far.beyond the closed circle 

of the few. Thus, the democrat argues that political 

questions and decisions are sui generis; if the interests 

of the entire community are to be considered, political 

issues cannot be reduced to questions of narrow expertise 

or technical knowledge alone.
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The elitist approach to public judgment-making 

ignores the multitude of conflicting interests of a 

political community. The elitist approach to decision

making also ignores the preferences of a political 

community-®-those who have a stake in the decision. In 

contrast, the democrat's Conception of political issues 

and judgment-making is more desirable because it attempts 

to include the preferences to all the members of a politi

cal community in public decisions. The realism and 

desirability of the democrat's conception of political 

questions and decisions are captured in the following 

eloquent passage from a contemporary political thinker:

As Aristotle shrewdly pointed out, there is 
no problem of political judgment when one claim 
alone: is admitted to be valid and enthroned above 
all the rest. The result of this condition, however, 
is that the political association is replaced by the . 
state of siege. But once the political association 
is defined as a compound of many diverse parts, and 
once it is allowed that these 'parts' will have 
different opinions, interests, and claims, the 
politicalness of the judgment will depend on a 
sensitivity to diversities. A political judgment, 
in other words, is 'true' when it is public, not 
public when it accords to some standard external 
to politics.7

7„ Wolih, opcit.y p..- 63.
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But the all important question still remains

unanswered: If the principle of political equality is

employed in decision-making instead of an elitist formula

for rule by the few, can we expect "better" political

judgments? This question raises another query: What should

be the criterion for a good political judgment? Two

standards for political decisions are particularly important

to any political community: (1) the criterion of "politi-
8cal comprehensiveness" and (2) the degree of compliance 

with a political decision among the members of a community. 

The criterion of political comprehensiveness would include 

considerations such as the following:

.. . . [I]s the judgment, in. its factual 
aspects, attentive to the actual tendencies 
of political.forces, such as the.attitudes 
and strategies of active social groups, the 
state of economic relationships; and Other 
politically relevant factors? And, is the 
judgment one that will be in accord with the 
dominant values held by the major groups 
in the society?9

8. Ibid., p. 61.

9. Idem.
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The criterion of compliance needs little elabo

ration . Widespread civil disobedience is one indicator 

that a political decision is not compatible with the 

preferences of certain segments of society. Civil 

disobedience is an indicator that the politics of persuasion 

have failed— the alternative to persuasion is the use of 

force to gain compliance with decisions. Suffice it to 

say that the use of force is not ah acceptable alternative 

to the democrat.

But what is the relationship between the principle, 

of political equality and the criterion of political 

judgments? The principle of political equality establishes 

a condition for greater political participation within a 

community. The democrat's criterion for political leaders 

is nonexclusive— all members of a political community are 

encouraged to participate in the exercise of political 

authority. Greater involvement in political judgment- 

making increases the public character of political 

decisions. Further, the democrat argues that a 

comprehensive political judgment is a desirable one.

Finally, widespread participation in political decision

making increases the probability of compliance with 

decisions. Hence, the probability of fulfilling the
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criterion of compliance increases if the principle of 

political equality is implemented— more people are allowed 

to participate in public decision-making.

The elitist maintains that "good" political 

decisions can be reached only by the few endowed with 

special political wisdom. Elitists defend this propo

sition in terms of what is "realistic" in politics and in 

terms of what is desirable. In this study, we have found 

that the elitist contention is not persuasive, theore

tically coherent, nor "realistic." The probable 

consequences of rule by the "superior" fen.are a series 

of political decisions which largely benefit the elite; 

consequently, dissension, disagreement, and noncompliance 

with civil authority are the expected results among the 

body politic.

In conclusion, it is ironical that elitists 

claim to be "political realists" in contrast to "fuzzy- 

headed defenders" of political equality. Elitists persist 

in their beliefs in the uhproven political superiority of 

the few and in political principles and realities which 

can only be perceived by the talented few. The irony is 

that the "realists" become Utopians in search of the
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"Holy Grail" of political reality and certainty which can 

only be perceived by the superior few. Elitists take to 

the battlefield of debate under the banner of political 

realism, but they retreat under the banner of political 

iancy.
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