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Matthew Arnold once said that if he merely searched his own consciousness he found 

that he had no idea of having rights but only of hating duties. He meant to convey that 

the idea of rights is essentially artificial; something that social habit has conditioned 

men to look for; but that the deepest part of a man—the real foundation of his being—

expresses itself in recognising duties rather than in claiming rights. What would result 

from Arnold’s method of enquiring if the process was applied to ideas such as public 

opinion, the will of the majority, the will of the people? How far are they artificial? It 

is a question that may help to work towards a clearer understanding of the sanction 

that lies behind political power, and on the other hand, to find at what point one can 

say to authority ‘Stop: you can go no further’. Somehow, then, one must get an idea 

as to what lies behind the principle of majority rule: because, though ‘democracy’ is 

the vaguest of phrases, it is generally regarded as based on the notion that the will of 

the majority should prevail. What nobody wants and what everybody wants raise no 

problems. The pinch comes when something is wanted by rather more people than the 

number who object to it.  

 

 

The Element of Force in Democracy  

When that happens, the minority are generally told that they must accept having their 

wishes overruled, even when they may think, very passionately, that they are in the 

right and may think (as combatants are apt to do) that the other side are merely being 

selfish in insisting on having their way. Or it is put more grandly, ‘Get out, sir: You 

are thwarting the will of the nation’. In the climate of democracy most people, I think, 

feel abashed at being accused of this, and we know that the normal process is that 

they do accept the majority decision and try to make the best of it. But what is being 

appealed to when they are told that they are expected to give in? It might be mere 

force: ‘We are more than you, we are going to have our way, and we will knock you 

on the head if you oppose us’.  

 

There is, I suspect, a stronger element of sheer force at the base of even an advanced 

democratic society than is usually allowed for by those who give it their praises. But 

if force were the dominant element, you could only describe the situation as one of 

tyranny, which must end in explosion and civil war and the appeal to force is not the 

real statement of the democratic argument, in this country at any rate. Is there, then, a 

process of intellectual conversion that goes on: one man’s judgment is as good as 

another’s (which is, after all, the logic of equality), and, if 40,000 people want one 

thing and 20,000 people want another, the 20,000 people must make themselves 

realise that they are in the wrong? I do not think that will do—not for those who have 

any strong sense of right and wrong and are not afraid to feel deeply about what they 

believe in. Besides, I am mixing up what people want with what people think right, 

and (so far) we have come across no guarantee that the 40,000 people on the other 
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side are even trying to decide impartially what is the best course for everyone. I will 

try once more. Perhaps the majority’s right is based on a rule of give and take? 

Recurring parliamentary elections are essential to representative government, and 

each side may expect in course of time to get its turn of power. This may be so, if 

there are only two sides. Meantime, one side has its innings and knocks up as many 

runs as it can.  

 

Personally, I hate sporting metaphors applied to affairs of state. For one thing, they 

are taken from pursuits in which men show a temper very different from the kind of 

feeling that prevails when the big political questions are at issue; for another, sports 

have their own codes, and umpires or referees to enforce them. What I am looking for 

is!: what is the code or set of rules that gives validity to a majority decision, apart 

from the bare fact that the decision records what the majority’s wishes are? And, as I 

have done before, I will try to get it dearer by seeing what ideas or phrases of this 

kind have meant to one or two outstanding men of the past.  

 

But in this case, it must be the recent past, for we are dealing with an idea that is very 

much of our own day. Nothing ever quite originates in the history of ideas, but the 

idea that a man must be ruled in everything by the ‘general will’ of the society he 

lives in can fairly be traced to the genius of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Even if his 

theories have been much misunderstood, he remains one of the great formative 

influences in political thought, one of the men—of whom Karl Marx was another—

whose ideas grow to a life larger than the one they live in their creator’s work.  

 

Rousseau published the Social Contract, in 1767. He gave it this tide, the popular 

phrase of the day, but he had no interest in that rather barren business arrangement 

which was John Locke’s version of the same thing. Rousseau was going to establish a 

new basis for man in his relation with the State: something profound and mystical and 

all-embracing. His theory is extraordinarily hard to diseafangle because so many 

different Rousseaus keep breaking into the text. There is Rousseau the underdog, who 

revenges himself by making fun of all established authority; there is Rousseau the 

revivalist preacher, who can see in the social bond a ‘new birth unto righteousness’; 

and—most elusive of all—there is Rousseau the brilliant journalist, who is fascinated 

by his own phrases. Indeed they are very good: Liberty may be gained, but never 

recovered’, ‘Once give money instead of service, and you will soon be in chains’,  

‘… bear with docility the yoke of public happiness’, and the famous opening 

sentence, ‘Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains’.  

 

Rousseau’s book was not designed to strike off those chains. Its purpose was rather to 

teach that they are self-imposed and to urge the prisoner to find in his servitude a 

perfect freedom. ‘Whoso gives himself to all gives himself to none’, is another of his 

sayings. He was a perfectionist, and his mind seems to have revolted from the idea 

that the authority by which society constrains its members could be force, or contract, 

or indeed anything but their own free choice. Anything less than that would be 

inconsistent with human dignity and freedom. So he begins to speak of the act of 

association which forms a community as an event that substitutes for the person of 

each of the individuals a new person, a moral and collective bo4y which has unity, 

self, and will. As a member of this new moral body a man should ‘unceasingly bless 

the day which freed him for ever from his ancient state’. For, ‘to be subject to appetite 

is to be a slave, while to obey the laws laid down by society is to be free’. In short, 
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Rousseau speaks of a man’s conversion into a citizen in very much the same language 

as St. Paul speaks of a man’s conversion to the Christian faith.  

 

 

The ‘General Will’  

The ‘general will’, then, is the will of this new body; an abstract idea. The general 

will is a tyrant in its rule: ‘Whoever shall refuse to obey the general will’, he says, 

‘must be constrained by the whole body of his fellow citizens to do so—which is no 

more than to say that it may be necessary to compel a man to be free’. This is the 

sense in which ‘the People.’ is sovereign, his pregnant phrase; sovereign because the 

ideal will of the whole community cannot be wrong and is always the master. ‘The 

sovereign, by merely existing, is always what it should be’. If you called the general 

will by another set of titles— divine reason, the will of God, our best self, you would, 

I think, be expressing Rousseau’s idea, though in language that he would have much 

resented.  

 

This is theory, indeed. But when you come to ask how this general will is to be 

discovered in practice, Rousseau eludes your question. The general will turns out to 

have nothing whatever to do with an ordinary majority decision. It is not even the 

same thing as the will of all. If all the citizens of a State could be gathered together 

and if all were to vote on some proposal, there would merely be a sum of individual 

wills and, as these are diverted by party or group interests, a true decision of the 

common interest—the good of all—would not result. The general will—being an 

abstraction—remains ‘constant, pure, and unalterable’, but in practice it may be 

thwarted at any time by the wills of real people pursuing their own ends. It is only 

present, it seems, when everyone votes with no other motive than that of serving the 

public interest: and as there is no means of being sure whether that has happened or 

not, one must put aside Rousseau as a guide in practical affairs of statecraft. Thomas 

Henry Green’s criticism of him seems fair to me: As the will of the people in any 

other sense than the measure of what the people will tolerate is really unascertainable 

in the great nations of Europe, the way is prepared for the sophistries of modem 

political management, for manipulating electoral bodies, for influencing elected 

bodies and for securing plebiscites’.  

 

There is a great deal that might be said about the history of these phrases, the general 

will and the sovereignty of the people. Their true outcome is to exalt the authority of 

the State over the individual and to support the notion than an individual finds his 

moral significance in obedience to the State. But I am not now concerned with the 

triumphs or disasters of that doctrine, which, basically, is no ignoble one, because I 

think that it never had any great effect in this country. It was the words themselves 

that counted much more than their real meaning. It seems to me that Rousseau’s 

‘general will’ got crossed with the principles of the Utilitarians, and that it was 

Bentham, not Rousseau, who broke the older shape of things in England and built up 

the new structure of majority rule.  

 

 

Utilitarian Principles  

What were those Utilitarian principles? I know that I shall not state them adequately, 

but I will put them this way. First, every man, or at least every sensible, Benthamite 

sort of man, was the best judge of what was best for himself Therefore the State 
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should interfere as little as possible in his affairs, and its main activity should consist 

in clearing obstacles from his path and in preventing him from obstructing the like 

freedom of others. Secondly, one man is as good as another. This is, I think, a 

vulgarised version of the religious truth that one man is no better than another, since 

no man knows the measure of the scales of God. Thirdly, the proper end of 

legislation—and, indeed, of human activity—is to promote the greatest happiness of 

the greatest number. Put these three ideas together, and it follows that what a majority 

of these equally wise, self-regarding persons may happen to want ought to be the law. 

But drop any one of these ideas overboard and you will find that you are at sea with 

the rest: cease to believe either that each man is the best judge of his own interest or 

that it matters greatly whether he is or not, or that men are all equal for the purposes 

of society, or that the greatest happiness of the greatest number provides any 

intelligible test of action. What is left of your faith is not likely to keep society afloat.  

 

Looking back at ideas that are now out of fashion, though I think still very influential, 

one can see that Benthamism was a wonderful destructive force, but less surely 

valuable as a positive inspiration. ‘What is the good of you?’ is always such a difficult 

question. It played havoc with privilege that was unjustified and institutions that had 

lost their purpose, because it challenged them with a test that they could not hope to 

pass. But for all that, there must always be privileges and institutions that can give no 

adequate answer to a question so abrupt. Benthamism was produced to fight existing 

evils and it ruled badly when it had won its victories and was left in possession of the 

field. There is a strong Puritan flavour in its rejection of state authority and its 

elevation of the individual judgment above that authority: no one, priest or ruler, was 

to stand between a man and his God or his duty or to interpret them to him. The best 

of the Utilitarians understood this freedom in the highest sense as the foundation of a 

man’s moral character. In the same way they raised the idea of happiness until it came 

to mean something that was indistinguishable from virtue. But many people accepted 

these convenient principles without being concerned to analyse them at all, and it is 

not difficult to see what their general bearing was likely to be. Laws were to require 

no other justification than that they expressed what the majority of people wanted, for 

selfishness—even though it was dignified by being called enlightened—was the key 

to what would produce the greatest volume of happiness. State authority was to be 

suspect and looked down upon, for the individual judgment was paramount. In fact, 

the best service that power could render to the country was to be feeble.  

 

It seems odd to the spectator that these ideas should have been reigning at a time 

when franchise reform was adding waves of new voters to the electors of parliament, 

for they do not seem well adapted to take the impact of new forces which might turn 

out to he revolutionary forces as well. These new forces might readily share the belief 

that laws should express the wants of the majority, while they might forget or ignore 

the principle that state power should be weak and reluctant to interfere. It is here that 

Walter Bagehot’s book on the English Constitution (1 use his adjective) offers such a 

fascinating commentary on the difference between theory and practice in British 

politics. I deprecate just setting him aside as old-fashioned. His essays were intended 

to describe the Constitution as it stood in 1865, and, after all, many of us have talked 

to men who were boys then. He was writing just before Disraeli’s Reform Act of 

1867, but at a time when extensions of the franchise were not merely in the air but 

were the subject of definite proposals. He was a very shrewd observer of politics, of a 

Radical turn, and there is no doubt that his easy, confidential, business-like way of 
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unravelling constitutional mysteries has had a great influence on readers ever since. 

The interesting thing is that the landscape that he describes, though its features are the 

same, seems somehow the landscape of a different country.  

 

Bagehot’s picture is, I think, the work of an artist who is both confident and 

complacent. He has no doubt about the comparative merits of our Constitution—now 

that it has been tidied up by the nineteenth century—over any other sort of 

arrangement. The Americans have got hopelessly muddled with their doctrine of the 

separation of powers and have got a rigid set-up that no business man would tolerate, 

and the French scream and shout so in debates that they really do not seem fit for 

parliamentary institutions at all. But the secret of the English Constitution’s merit 

consists in its nearly complete fusion, through the Cabinet, of the executive and 

legislative powers. That is one thing; and the other is that the single Chamber of the 

House of Commons wields absolute -power in the country: for, though Bagehot does 

not actually wish to abolish the monarchy or the House of Lords—indeed he thinks 

that they both have their uses as being traditional and decorative and so provoking 

respect from the common people of the country (whose political judgment he does not 

think much 00—still he makes it very plain that he does not consider that Monarch or 

Upper House has any right to oppose or get in the way of anything that the House of 

Commons is really decided about.  

 

A pure theorist of politics might be rather taken aback by all this, and might explain 

that what was being described to him was the classic definition of a tyranny. But 

Bagehot says No, in fact it works very fairly and reasonably. The clue is that he could 

not imagine our Constitution without genuine representative government, and 

therefore he makes the House of Commons the real masters of what goes on: not the 

Cabinet, nor a party organisation, nor the electorate. He speaks of the Cabinet, and, 

indeed, the Prime Minister, as being appointed by the House of Commons: he speaks 

of the House as seating and unseating ministries. But then he was writing at a date 

before the closely organised party had become a dominant factor in politics, and his 

picture of the House of Commons is this: ‘Its various members ought to represent the 

various special interests, special opinions, special prejudices to be found in the 

community. There ought to be an advocate for every particular sect, and a vast neutral 

body of no sect—homogeneous and judicial, like the nation itself’. If you can go 

along with him and regard parliament as mainly composed of a ‘vast neutral body of 

no sect’, you have gone a long way towards restoring in another form the separation 

of powers: because the Cabinet representing the executive is faced by a block of 

neutral or middle opinion which it has to satisfy if it is to retain the control of the 

legislature.  

 

 

Opinion of ‘the Man at the Back of the Omnibus’  

That is how Bagehot thought that the system saved itself, in effect by a sort of 

business-like moderation. It would break down, he says, if parties were made up of 

warm partisans. ‘The Body is eager hut the atoms are cool. If it were otherwise, 

parliamentary government would become the worst of governments—a sectarian 

government’. And again, ‘Our English system…makes party government permanent 

and possible in the sole way in which it can be so—by making it mild ‘ It seems to me 

.an almost awe-inspiring self-confidence that we should base the success of our 

Constitution upon a permanent lowness of temperature in our legislators. But Bagehot 
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is convinced that what the country likes to be ruled by is a body of ‘sensible men of 

substantial means’, the ‘heavy, sensible class’. These, it seems, are supported by 

public opinion, which is nowadays, he says, ‘the opinion of the bald- headed man at 

the back of the omnibus’. Finally, England is a happy instance of the type of 

‘deferential’ country, in which the general public takes pleasure in finding that it is 

ruled by people unlike itself.  

 

But what if people give up their taste for being ruled by heavy, sensible men? What if 

there are not enough bald-headed men on omnibuses to control public opinion? Not 

that there is anything to cavil at in being bald-headed or on an omnibus: but I do think 

that there is something deficient in the outlook of a man who can cheerfully describe 

public opinion in those terms. And what, lastly, if the public ceases to be a deferential 

public? Not, again, that there is any better qualification for public affairs than the 

willingness to defer to the best when we see it: but that is rather a different form of 

deference. I think that Bagehot’s reply to all these questions would be the same: the 

English Constitution which he knew and praised bad passed away.  

 

He may seem to us curiously unaware how much his existing values might be 

challenged by anyone who was to drive the idea of equality to its logical conclusion. 

But if he was, others were not. The nineteenth century was a century rich in 

formidable public debaters and equality was to be one of their favourite themes. The 

opposition carried heavy guns. Acton, Newman, Froude, Carlyle, Ruskin, Matthew 

Arnold, Huxley, Fitzjames Stephen, Sumner Maine: starting from what were often 

quite different premises they joined to attack the whole principle of equality. Not 

political equality the sharing of equal political rights which most of them treated as 

unimportant in itself, but the idea of individual equality one man’s judgment as good 

as another’s which is the true foundation of a majority’s tyranny. For once 

government by privilege was seen to be a defeated system, men turned to the question 

whether representative systems and self-government were by themselves any 

necessary protection against this newer form of despotism.  

 

Even John Stuart Mill recognised this. ‘The will of the people…’ he says in his Essay 

on Liberty ‘…practically means the will of the most numerous or the most active pan 

of the people: the majority or those who succeed in making themselves accepted as 

the majority: the people, consequently, may desire to oppress a part of their number, 

and precautions are as much needed against this as against any other abuse of power’. 

Mill stands apart from the others as the inheritor of the tradition of the Utilitarians, 

and he stands apart from the other Utilitarians as much the most persuasive and 

gracious expounder of their doctrines. So persuasive that it is sometimes said that he 

transformed them into something else. He, at any rate, was firm in the belief that 

government by consent, given a true representative system, was the noblest form of 

government that men could live under. But his book on representative government, 

published in 1861, makes rather sad reading, for one sees how many were the 

qualifications and how stern the requirements that he laid down for its success. 

Almost he seems at times to say with Rousseau ‘Were there such a thing as a Nation 

of Gods it would be a democracy. So perfect a form of government is not suited to 

mere men’.  

 

Mill’s sovereign remedy for the evils that attend democracy is proportional 

representation, for he thought that this was the only device that would ensure 
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minorities the right to be heard: and with Mill a man of whom John Morley said 

‘Respect for him became an element of men’s own self-respect ‘ the right to have a 

grievance heard was the right to have a grievance redressed. He believed ardently in 

the justice of proportional representation—a scheme by which like-minded voters of a 

sufficient number, could, as it were, form their own constituency. Such a scheme has 

never been operated in this country, though we have certainly not heard the last of it. 

At least it is calculated to get a minority group to Westminster instead of leaving it in 

the constituencies, scattered and unrepresented.  

 

Like many of his contemporaries Mill was uneasy when he thought what might 

happen to parliamentary institutions under the onrush of new voters. Their fears seem 

exaggerated when one looks back, but they were, after all, facing an electorate in 

which there existed no general system of education at all. He was perhaps less like his 

contemporaries in having the courage to propose statutory qualifications for voters: 

they should have some educational acquirement, they should bear some share of 

taxation and not be in receipt of poor relief, there should be plurality of votes for 

mental superiority but not for property. Years afterwards Mill wrote of his advocacy 

of such measures: ‘As far as I have been able to observe, it has found favour with 

nobody: all who desire any sort of inequality in the electoral vote desiring it in favour 

of property and not of intelligence or knowledge’.  

 

Two things sustained him among all his misgivings for the future of what be felt 

ought to be, and yet might so well not be, the highest form of government One was 

his belief in the value of free discussion; the other his belief in liberty. It seems cheap 

to say now that he much overestimated the importance of the first and that he 

attributed to men more readiness than they possess to let their actions be governed by 

rational discussion. But I cannot help thinking that he did greatly exaggerate the 

rational element in discussion. When I work through Mill’s books and the 

counterblast of his critic Fitzjames Stephen, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, I am left at 

the end with the feeling that both sides’ arguments are so close, so logical, so 

merciless in their terms that somehow real life has been squeezed out in the process. 

But when Mill stops arguing and explains. his general conception of liberty his words 

are memorable. To him it was an absolute value. If men could bring his passion to 

their thought of it, if they could feel his reverence in their respect for it, here indeed 

would be the answer to all aggressions of governments and powers.  

 

I know that his definition is not the whole truth, that it can be criticised as inadequate, 

because it is a negative, and that the very terms in which he defines it can be turned 

upon themselves: but here is something at least which belongs to the permanent 

structure of English thought, words which should be scrubbed into the minds of all the 

petty tyrants of our fields. Liberty of conscience, thought, and opinion; of expression, 

taste, or pursuit; of association and combination. He lists them all, and then ‘No 

society in which these liberties are not, on the whole, respected is free, whatever may 

be its form of government; and none is completely free in which they do not exist 

absolute and unqualified. The only freedom which deserves the name is that of 

pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as we do not deprive others of theirs 

or impede their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of his own health, 

whether bodily or mental or spiritual. Mankind are greater gainers by suffering each 

other to live as seems good to themselves than by compelling each to live as seems 

good to the rest’. 


