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THE NATURE OF VOLUNTARY PROGRESS.

FoR the somewhat ambiguous word progress modern thought

has tried to substitute the less inexact term evolution. By
progress in a series of events or of conditions is commonly

meant a tendency in this series toward some final state that
seems to a spectator better than any other member of the

series. Progress is growth that receives the moral or aesthetic
approval of the observer in whose judgment it is progress.

But by evolution is meant any growth according to law, wheth
er pleasing to an observer or displeasing. Two persons who
cannot agree as to whether in a given series of events there is
progress, may be forced to agree as to whether in the same
series there is or is not evolution. By optimist we mean very

often one who believes that progress is universal and never
ending. But a pessimist might believe in evolution. Just as
elsewhere in science words implying a knowledge of objective
sequences are substituted for words expressing subjective im
pressions produced by these sequences, so here in the science
of society we find true advance made when the abstract term
evolution is introduced.

Nevertheless, in the following essay I shall find it convenient
to use the term progress rather than the term evolution. For
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changes in the condition of mankind may be regarded either
as following fixed laws of sequence or as having some relation

to the wishes of men themselves. Only when we regard these
changes in the former way can we be said to study simply the
laws of evolution. When we consider the same facts in the

second way, when, in other words, we ask what men's own
desires have been able to accomplish in the structure of soci
ety, then it seems best to say that we are studying the laws of
progress. For changes that realize the purposes of the men
concerned are called by themselves cases of progress; and so
viewing all these changes in their relations to these purposes

we may apply to them a
ll

the general term voluntary progress.

Whether or not we who observe such changes approve of them,

a
t all events the men who made them approve of them. Thus

we are a
t

once rising above our own subjective judgments, and
yet not abstracting altogether from the subjective element in

the structure and growth o
f society. By studying the nature

o
f voluntary progress I mean, therefore, investigating the way

in which human purposes and desires modify the institutions
and growth o

f society, when they modify them a
t

all.

All cases of voluntary progress are also cases of evolution.
But in studying the laws of voluntary progress we must not
expect to find them the same a

s the laws o
f purely physical

evolution. If we find them different, that does not indicate
that the truth o

f

the laws o
f physical evolution, i.e., of evolu

tion unaffected b
y

conscious human interference, is in any wise
brought into question. Furthermore, in studying voluntary

progress we need not consider even the degree o
f

influence
that men may possess to alter b

y

conscious interference the
phenomena o

f society; we need only investigate the quality

o
f their influence, the tendency of their interference when it

succeeds a
t

all. Finally, not every change in society that re
sults directly o

r indirectly from conscious effort concerns u
s in

the following; but only those results need b
e studied that are

examples o
f

the success o
f

deliberate and persistent efforts.
Hasty undertakings, unwisely conceived and soon followed b
y

repentance, are not cases o
f voluntary progress. Even those
who undertook, and whose efforts were effective, do not ap
prove o

f

the result.
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1. The Subjectice Pre-requisites of Voluntary Progress.-The
study of the phenomena of voluntary progress may best be .
begun by considering what are the pre-requisites in the con
sciousness of mankind which make voluntary progress possible.
Evidently men cannot consciously influence the growth of so
ciety until they themselves have attained the power of criti
cising present conditions, of reflecting on means of bringing

about a change, and of understanding and conceiving in some
general form their needs. Analysis of the present state, dis
covery of laws of change, the formation of ideals, these belong

to a
ll voluntary progress. Voluntary progress is therefore es

pecially characteristic o
f civilization, and grows more distinct

a
s civilization advances. That he is progressive at all, and

more especially that his progress is largely modified b
y

his
volition, seems to distinguish the civilized man more and more

a
s

h
e rises higher.

2
. Consciousness attendant upon Voluntary Progress.-With

these pre-requisites in mind we notice two principal tendencies
that appear in al

l

voluntary progress under normal conditions.
These tendencies are inseparable, though, as we shall see,

where one o
f

them is especially prominent the other is often
kept in the background of consciousness.
The two tendencies referred to I shall call Conservatism and
Optimism. The uncommon tendencies that under some cir
cumstances directly oppose these are the Revolutionary Spirit
and Pessimism. But, as will be shown, these tendencies have
never long been without mixture of the tendencies that they

oppose, and may be regarded as but modifications o
f

the normal
tendencies.

a
. Conservatism.—By Conservatism I mean the tendency to

change old conditions to meet new needs, in such a way as

shall involve the least possible expenditure o
f energy. But

this expression needs explanation. Conservatism is commonly

supposed to b
e simply submission to an existent order o
f things.

Is this true? Let us in answer consider the conditions under
which either conservatism o

r

its opposite is possible. Evi
dently neither o
f

them can b
e spoken o
f

unless the society o
f

which we speak is one whose members have some conscious
power to affect its constitution. There is neither conservatism
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nor liberalism in a flock of sheep. Old customs are indeed
followed by new generations of sheep, but without conscious
ness, without power to resist or approve. There can only be
conservatism when men could change their social condition,

and know that they could. When they have the power to
change in some definite way their social order, and refuse to
do so, then for the first time they show the conservative spirit.

But this power to change an existing order of things, what
does that imply? Evidently an understanding of the existing

order of things, the power of thought already well developed.

An institution or a tradition is not an objective thing of sense.
All kinds of symbols, or of effects, or of outward expressions
of the institution may be seen with the eyes, but the institu
tion or tradition itself must be conceived. But in the act of
understanding a tradition or institution, there is implied on the
one hand the experience of the outward effects or expressions

of the same in concrete instances, and on the other hand the
comprehension of the way in which all these concrete facts are
explained or summed up in the one formula that expresses the
nature of the law or tradition. Now, however, when the
social forms are comprehended in the manner just explained,

what will it be to cling to them, to wish to retain them un
changed? Plainly, such clinging to the old forms can only

mean a tendency to arrange new experiences in the old way,

and to do new things after the old plan. Having seen how
given social phenomena are instances or results of certain forms,

the conservative wishes to find that new social phenomena are
also instances or results of the same social forms. His attitude

then is one of desire to organize his new experiences without
taking the trouble to construct or to accept new forms for the
process of organizing. Conservatism is therefore an effort to

save energy. New conceptions, new plans of action, involve
more effort than is involved in the subsumption of new facts
under old conceptions, or in the undertaking of new work after
old plans. Were it as easy to change the forms of our thought

or the plans of our actions as it is to change the matter of our
thought or the concrete things with which and for which we
act, there would be no conservatism. The conservative, like
every other human being, delights in variety of experiences,
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welcomes the new, and hopes for better things; it is only the
forms of his thought and action which he does not desire to
change.

But if this be the explanation of conservatism, where is
there room left for radicalism? If it be true that to change
old forms is in general harder than to alter the material that
comes under these forms, and if the desire to do al

l

things with
the least expenditure o

f

effort be an universal human desire,

where then is there room for a tendency whose nature it is to

seek change o
f form, and whose delight it is to expend energy

without stint? The probable answer seems to be that a stead
fast and permanent tendency to destroy forms because they are
established does not exist. There is, I take it, no absolute
radicalism in voluntary progress. Men never desire, except

in the heat of passing anger, merely to alter institutions or tra
ditions. The Extreme Left in its wildest schemes wishes in

fact to adapt present institutions to new experiences. It is

true that change o
f

social forms is a common object o
f revolu

tionary effort. But the change is sought only because in view

o
f

new experiences and o
f

new needs it is believed that retain
ing the old form would imply a greater waste of energy than
finding a new one, because the old form does not a

t a
ll suit,

i. e
.,

explain o
r generalize the new facts. For total contra

diction between form and matter, between general plan and

individual need, between conception and single experience,

would b
e the greatest expenditure o
f energy possible. A new

form must be sought, and that in the very interest of conserv
atism. The very thing that the conservative desired, viz., to

d
o

new things with the least waste of effort, is now gained by
modifying the old plan. “He is the best conservative who
lops the mouldering branch away.” This might be the ex
pression o

f

the most radical thought; yet it does not essentially
differ from the expression o

f

the most conservative thought.

The question between the conservative and the radical is al
ways a question o

f fact, not one o
f

fundamental principles.

Both must admit, if they but fairly examine their conscious
ness, that they desire new things o
f experience, that neither

wishes mere monotony. Both must admit that they wish the

new things to be dealt with after such a fashion as to econo
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mize effort in mastering and using them. Both must admit
finally, if they reflect, that it is harder to find a new fashion of
dealing with things, than to employ an old fashion for new
purposes, always excepting the case wherein the old fashion is
entirely inadequate for the new purpose. The difference is
then merely about the concrete instance. In this case, will
labor be saved by this change of tradition or of institution?
In brief, then, the radical is for the most part the conserva
tive whose experiences will not fit into the forms to which he
has previously learned to refer all his experiences. He will
cease to b

e
a radical and become once more openly conserva

tive, as soon as his experiences harmonize with his rules and
traditions sufficiently to make the effort o

f carrying out fixed
plans under varying circumstances once more less than the

effort o
f forming new plans.

Experience verifies this construction very clearly. That
conservatism applies only to permanence o

f

form will appear,

if we remember that what the people concerned regard a
s

forms may appear to others, to ourselves for example, as mere

accidental circumstances. Conservatism clings to what it re
gards as a form, and has o

f

course n
o gift of infallibility. To

what is regarded as purely material the conservative tendency
does not extend itself.

That therefore freedom of action within bounds is character

istic o
f

all conservatism, whether extreme o
r otherwise, is plain

enough on the slightest reflection. But that radicalism, un
less we mean thereby the violence o

f

transient passion, and n
o

more, is even in its extremest forms in spirit conservative, and
desires change not from love o

f change, but b
y

reason o
f

the
stress o

f

new experiences and problems, is not o
f

itself so evi
dent. But already we can mention one o

r

two facts that most
clearly indicate this result. For example, experience shows
that very many revolutions claim to be returns to old and for
gotten o

r neglected rules o
r

traditions. Religious reforms, for
example, commonly represent themselves as awakenings to a

new sense o
f

the truth and importance o
f

old teachings. Chris
tianity was at first explained as an effort to fulfil in spirit the
law that had long been encumbered by a mass o
f

later unau
thoritative tradition. The Protestant reformers of modern

f



The Nature of Voluntary Progress. 167

times have generally undertaken to restore primitive Chris.
tianity. The Puritan revolution began with the programme of
rescuing the English Constitution from the abuses brought into
its operation by the Stuart kings and their advisers. Every
now and then some modern thinker calls attention to his doc
trines, and gains support or ridicule for them, by representing

them as having the authority of some ancient system; and thus
Democritus and Plato, or Lucretius, or perhaps Spinoza, in
strangely modernized shapes, are brought in to play as ghosts

on the stage of contemporary controversy. Where a revolu
tionary movement cannot point to an historical tradition as its
authority, it loves to invent a mythical tradition. The fiction
of the Social Contract gave support to the doctrines of the

French Revolution. The authority of a great religious re
former like Buddha, is heightened by a mythical tale of his
life in many preceding states of existence, so that an appear

ance of continuity may show the new religious revolution to be
but a revival of old tendencies.

In all these cases, no doubt, the revolution cannot fully jus
tify itself by it

s appeal to tradition. If the tradition is mythi
cal, all outside the circle of the new faith will remain uncon
vinced by it

. If the tradition is historical, the old rules and
traditions will seldom if ever suffice to justify the new ideas.
The Puritans had at last to break with the English Constitu
tion and dethrone the king. The apostle Paul soon proved to

the early church that it
s theory about restoring the old law

was inadequate to its needs. Protestant reformers, when they

undertake to restore primitive Christianity, soon show b
y

their
results that their real object is something different. Yet this
inability of the reformer to identify his reform with any tradi
tion does not show that he makes an effort to break away from

tradition altogether. His inability proves only that there are
new social needs to be met. His effort proves that in trying

to meet these new needs, h
e

has sought to do so with the least
possible change o

f existing traditions. Nothing can more
plainly show the purely relative nature o

f

radicalism than these
attempts, unsuccessful a
s they prove, to reduce the tendency

towards change o
f

forms as much a
s possible, by making it

appear as much a
s possible like a mere effort to restore. But
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enough of these examples. Our thesis is that conservatism
and radicalism are examples of a single tendency of voluntary

progress, the tendency, namely, to satisfy changing needs with
the least possible change of plan, to gain as much new expe

rience as possible with the least alteration of the ways of gain
ing it

. Yet thus far we exemplify rather than prove the doc
trine.

b
. Optimism.—The second tendency mentioned above a
s

found every where in voluntary progress is the tendency that
for want of a better name we may call optimism. Optimism

I define as the belief that things are in some respect growing
better, and that human effort can make them grow better.
Evidently the belief that a certain measure o

f

success is to

attend human efforts is a necessary part o
f

a
ll

deliberate inter
ference on the part o

f

individuals with the social order. In
terference, selfish o

r otherwise, is prompted by the belief that

it can accomplish some end. Nor can this belief ever be
founded wholly upon experience. Be the changes attempted
great o

r small, no one can ever tell whether o
r

not coming

events will prove the changes successful. Confidence in suc
cess is to a great extent a matter o

f temperament and earnest
ness. Wherever that temperament and that earnestness is
present which is adequate for the purposes o

f

those who are to

bring about social changes, we shall find that confidence in the
triumph o

f

the right which is here called optimism.

No doubt the strict meaning of the word optimism would
imply more than merely this. Optimism, as a theory of the
universe, is the assertion that our world is throughout very

good. This assertion has long been out of date. But there is

the disposition to regard things as tending towards the good,

which every where accompanies vigorous civilization. Mr.
James Sully has proposed for this tendency the name melio
rism, but as yet the term shows no signs o

f becoming popular.

As for its nature, this tendency is evidently either a
n aid to

conservatism o
r
a compensation for the absence o
f

conserva
tism. The civilized man, we have said, seeks to retain the
forms o
f

his activity unchanged, o
r

to change with the least
possible expenditure o
f energy when it becomes absolutely
necessary to alter the forms. But when the expenditure of

} !
.
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energy required by the circumstances is very great, then one
must reconcile one's self to the required rebellion against con
servatism by a corresponding increased confidence that one's
great efforts are to meet with becoming reward. And so the
confidence must be greater in proportion as the change that
has to be brought about is of wider scope and profounder in
fluence. Optimism is especially characteristic of great reform
ers, of men engaged in conflicts, of new civilizations. Every
religious journal published by a small sect will furnish an ex
ample of the way in which a heresy is the more confident of
success and of coming universal domination if its present mem
bers are very few. To be sure such optimism is not inconsist
ent with much that is called pessimism. Reformers spend

much time in denouncing the world that they have come to

save. Heretics generally regard the rest of mankind as out
casts, and declare the existent state of things very bad. But
such a belief does not constitute true pessimism. If evils are
merely accidental, and if the reformer knows the way by
which to remove them, then there may be much cause for
grief, but none for despair. All upholders of revolution are
believers in the success ef human effort, are therefore optim

ists. The more ignorant and misguided the revolution, the
more does its optimism appear in glaring colors. For in such
a revolution, since wisdom fails, the faith of the reformer alone

* remains to distinguish it
.

No modern institution is more pure

ly optimistic than the Sand Lot.
Optimism, when not the expression o

f

the undisturbed and

self-satisfied conservative spirit, is thus seen to be the effort on

the part o
f

conservatism to b
e reconciled to those sacrifices

which the conservative spirit must permit. As conservatism
was found to be universal, but in a very relative sense, so we
find optimism a universal tendency o

f

civilized men, only very

much modified by experience and reflection. There are, in

fact, four stages o
f optimism, four forms in which it appears,

each one more modified than the previous, because more en
lightened. The first stage is that of the purely individual
childish optimism, which may be expressed in the formula:

“I shall prosper.” Such optimism, if shared by all the indi
viduals o
f
a community, will express itself in an unbounded
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confidence in the future success of al
l

that the community un
dertakes. But the feeling will be personal, not patriotic, not

a willingness to sacrifice, but a belief o
f

each one that h
e is

destined to be happy. Such is the optimism o
f
a mining camp.

That the fact of misfortune modifies such optimism, and makes

it
,
a
s in the case of the ancient Hebrews, a belief that only a

good man is happy and successful in his undertakings, this
makes the optimism none the less purely selfish, and necessa
rily unable to stand in the face of the experiences of more
complex civilization. Men soon learn that individuals are not

o
f necessity destined to be happy, and the feeling o
f higher

civilization comes to be more and more what we may call
patriotic optimism, a faith that individual efforts, if lost for
the individual himself, are not lost for his community, that the
combined effect o

f every body's efforts is progress and general

good. This second stage of optimism is what characterizes
communities, and nations, and sects, and great organized move
ments o

f thought, while they are yet growing and active. Be
yond this stage the common civilized consciousness never rises.
Yet those few who take interest in humanity a

s a whole and

to whom the chief end is the good o
f

mankind may b
e optim

ists in a higher but more modified sense. Such optimists see
that communities and sects, nations and even races may fail
utterly, but they believe that in the long run mankind a

s a

whole improves, and that efforts in the service of humanity

need never be wholly lost. Whatever the evils of life now,

life they believe tends towards the good. In all their labors
they are hopeful. On each one o

f

these three stages it will be

seen that something is regarded a
s

bad in life though hope is

still entertained that this evil may be removed. The sanguine

individual suffers particular evils, but hopes for good in the
end. The sanguine patriot sees fortune desert him o

r his
friends, but believes in the final triumph o

f the nation The
sanguine humanitarian trusts that somehow good will b

e the

final goal o
f ill, yet has to admit that the ill is at present very

great. A fourth stage is possible which is a more modified, I

will not now say a higher form of optimism. This fourth form

o
f optimism sees so much evil in the world and so little chance

o
f remedy in the regular course o
f things that we commonly
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call it pessimism. Yet this belief is not one of entire despair;
there is still hope for human effort. Only the effort must evi
dently be of an entirely new and strange kind, the good at
tained one that ordinary men would call very scant reward.

This form of modified optimism declares common human life,
with all its ordinary aspirations and ends a failure, and sees no
reason to expect that it will be better by and by. But from
this point of view there is still a way of escape. A new life,
one with altogether different aims is still possible, and in this
ideal life there is good. Such is the doctrine of Buddha, of

asceticism every where, of the author of the “Imitation of
Christ,” and in modern times of Schopenhauer, and even of
the newer schools of English poetry, whose doctrine, to be
sure, is not an ascetic one.
This last form of optimism has itself several varieties. It
may amount to a belief that human life, though a failure in
this world, will be a success in another. It may form for itself
a picture of some entirely unique life on this earth, which
would be perfectly good, though only saints can live it

.
Or it

may conceive o
f

certain states o
f consciousness, which though

they cannot fill the whole of life may from time to time come
into life so as to make the rest of it endurable. Contempla
tion, o

r poetic enjoyment, o
r

some other form o
f impersonal

pleasure, may b
e

chosen a
s the ideal. A world in which such

things are attainable is not wholly bad, and since we may hope
fully strive to attain them, we are still even o

n this stage after

a
ll

the disillusioning process, not without the earnestness that

in the first place was the soul o
f optimism. Absolute pessim

ism does not appear to exist as a permanent state o
f

conscious

ness in civilized men. For several poets and philosophers the
claim has been made that they were absolute pessimists. Per
haps they may have been for a time, for the greater part o

f

their lives even; but they were commonly hard workers and
acute thinkers. Study and thought are activities requiring

earnestness and enthusiasm, and therefore some form o
f hope.

It seems bset to say, then, that while the most skeptical form of

optimism hopes for little o
f

that which men commonly call
good, it is not without belief that there is some good in life,
though that good b
e very hard to attain. If selfish activities
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are given up as hopeless, then in labor for the good of others
there is found a permanent and attainable end. Or if practical
life is despaired of, refuge is taken in contemplation. Or if
thought is painful, art for art's sake is the last resort of the
cultivated mind. The active man is never entirely without
hope. -

To sum up our results thus far. Conservatism and optimism

attend voluntary progress every where. But in form they are
modified as experience advances or as circumstances become

more complex. Conservatism sometimes disguises itself as the

wildest radicalism, and optimism sometimes appears as the

dreariest hatred of the world. But throughout the effort of
human consciousness is to preserve intact, as far as possible,

the unity and simplicity of the forms of its thought and action.
When the form must be modified, let the modification be the
least possible. If the change must be great, let the confidence
that the good will triumph be as strong as possible. But if
experience be so complex as not to be reducible to known

forms at all, if our ideas are so disturbed that skepticism re
sults, if our needs are so complex that unity of plan is impossi
ble, and if in the great changes that must be made we can have
little hope of success, then at least when all else fails we seek
the same that we at first sought, unity and simplicity of ideas

and ideals, by breaking altogether with the traditional vein of
life and setting up for our goal something entirely beyond the
range of ordinary human vision. In all these stages we have
exemplified many forms of voluntary progress, but always one
and the same nature.

3. The Law of Voluntary Progress.-If the foregoing analy
sis is correct we have already discovered something of the na
ture of voluntary progress. We shall be led to believe that
voluntary progress is characterized by a tendency to preserve

social forms intact, and so to make them apply to new material.

We shall consider again, if we agree to the foregoing, that
voluntary progress takes the direction of change with the least
possible expenditure of energy, when change of social forms is
required. And yet further, as a corollary to these principles

we shall expect to find that the resultant of voluntary progress

is a simplification of the social structure, a change in the direc
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tion of homogeneity rather than in the direction of heteroge
neity. When in any series of social changes we find growth

towards the heterogeneous and complicated, we shall be led to
believe that deliberate volition is not responsible for the
changes in so far forth as they were changes in the direction of
increased complication. And thus the law of voluntary pro
gress will appear as in one important respect directly opposed
to the law of purely physical evolution, social or extra-social, as

this law is usually formulated.

4. The Types of Voluntary Progress.—Voluntary progress as
the deliberate modification of the forms of human activity to
suit changing needs, will have as many different types as there
are types of human activity. The voluntary activities in which
men are concerned in society are the forms or types which
specially interest us in this essay. We shall have to speak of
individual activities, but we shall do so only in so far as is
necessary to throw light on social activities. In classifying the
types of human action, we shall have for the first, to leave out
of account such activities as are mainly determined in their
nature and growth by external causes, although they may be
in themselves voluntary activities. If we turn to those types
of human activity which are largely under men's control, not
only as regards single acts, but as regards the forms used, our

attention is attracted by four distinct types of action manifest

on the slightest consideration: (1) thought activities; (2) in
dustrial activities; (3) political activities; (4) and moral activ
ities. In all of these a concert of individual actions produces
a resultant greater than the numerical sum of the individual
contributions, or else different in kind from this sum. Thus by

discussion and by the aid of tradition, the united effort of men
produces thoughts which no individual thinking, however
acute and continued, could ever have evolved. The resultant

of united political activity is again the state, an institution dif
ferent in kind from the contributions brought by any one mem
ber of society, whose power is therefore not the mere arith
metical sum of the powers of it

s subjects, but an organic pro
duct o

f

all o
f

them. And so in the case of the other types of

activity mentioned, which are none o
f

them purely individual,

and all of them voluntary, and all of them determined to a con
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siderable extent in their forms by the will of those who engage

in them. In the growth of these activities we shall expect to
find voluntary progress.

5. Voluntary Progress in Thought.—For this part of our
study a definition of thought is needed. Thought is the pro
cess of consciously forming beliefs. A belief is a mental asser
tion to the effect that the individual who believes has had a

certain experience, or will have a certain experience, or under
certain conditions would have a certain experience, or that

other conscious beings have had or will have, or under condi
tions might have a certain experience. These alternatives ex
haust the possibilities of belief. To believe that anything is

,

o
r

has been, o
r will be, is to believe in a past or future or pos

sible state o
f

consciousness in some being. The limits of con
ceivably possible experience are the limits of belief.
On their subjective side, i. e., in their relations to the be
liever himself, beliefs are always the satisfaction o

f individual
wants. No belief can b

e said to be forced upon any one in

any other sense than that it is accepted because it satisfies a

conscious want. I say no belief; the content of consciousness

a
t any moment, whatever we feel to be present in our minds

here and now, that is forced upon us. But beliefs relate to
past, future, o

r possible contents o
f

consciousness. The past,

the future, the possible, are not immediately given facts.
They are only assumed facts, fundamental persuasions. As
such they express fundamental wants o

f

consciousness. We
feel the highest practical interest in holding fast our faith that
there was a past and will be a future, and that our judgments

a
s to the possible have validity. The present moment does

not satisfy us. It is poor and empty. It gains meaning only
when we view it as one of a series, or as one fact in a world of

facts. Therefore, if we say we must believe in past and fu
ture, we do not in general intend to refer to the “must " that
expresses the absolutely binding force o

f present momentary
knowledge; but the “must '' expresses a felt need.
The adjective “true" is applied to a belief b
y

the one
whose intellectual wants it satisfies, at the time when it satis
fies them. The satisfaction of an intellectual want is attended

with the expectation of permanent satisfaction to be gained
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from the same belief. To believe sincerely in anything and
to believe that we always shall believe in it are one and the
same thing. Therefore, by the term truth men express a gen
eral conception of permanent persuasion. He claims to know
the truth about any thing, whose convictions about that thing

never change. The one who possessed absolute truth would
be the one whose convictions never could change about any
thing.

These considerations on the nature of thought are necessary

to the understanding of voluntary thought-progress. But if
this be the nature of thought as the process of forming beliefs,

then thought-progress is to be studied much as we study polit
ical progress. A system of beliefs is held, just as a system of
government endures, so long as it seems to the men concerned
advantageous to cling to it

.

Beliefs change, like institutions,

when they no longer accomplish the end o
f their existence.

And voluntary progress in thought will exemplify those gen
eral characteristics o

f voluntary progress which we have al
ready pointed out. That is to say, voluntary thought-progress

will be possible only when men have advanced far enough not
merely to possess, but to analyze and reflect upon their beliefs.
Voluntary thought-progress will b

e conditioned furthermore
by a knowledge o

f

the way in which new beliefs may be form
ulated and systematized. And a third pre-requisite of volun
tary thought-progress will be the ability to form a

n ideal o
f
a

perfect system o
f beliefs in those matters wherewith the think

e
r
is immediately concerned.

Besides these conditions the same tendencies that appear in

voluntary progress elsewhere may b
e supposed to exist in case

o
f thought-progress. Normal and ordinary thought-progress,

if our conclusions are right, will be characterized b
y

conserva
tism and optimism. The optimism will show itself in a belief
that truth in the direction o

f

research is attainable. The con

servatism will tend to preserve established forms of thought,
established methods o

r persuasions, with as little modification

a
s is possible. The four stages or kinds of optimism distin

guished above may also b
e distinguished in voluntary thought

progress. There is the individual or personal optimism o
f

school-boys and enthusiasts generally, the optimism o
f

the par
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adoxical thinker. There is the optimism of the disciple of
some master, or of the specialist. Here the individual knows
he is fallible, but trusts in the power of his church, or of his
school, or of his science, to attain truth. This corresponds to
the optimism of the patriot. Then there is the still more
skeptical optimism of the man who thinks that, though error
is vastly in excess of truth in this world, yet the truth is cer.
tain to win in the long run. The fourth stage is what many

would call universal skepticism or thought-pessimism. Yet it
is a familiar fact that absolute skepticism, the doubting that
one doubts, is an impossible frame of mind. And in fact the
despair that mankind will ever attain absolute truth is not at
all incompatible with an earnest devotion to the interests of
science and philosophy. The effort to formulate and systema

tize and simplify and generalize our thought, need not be
given up or pursued with less earnestness when we have aban
doned the hope of ever perfecting and so ending our knowledge.

If we undertake now to explain in a single formula the na
ture of voluntary thought-progress, we shall, I conceive, be led
to the following: Voluntary progress in thought may consist
(1) in the modification of old principles or beliefs or concep
tions to meet the demands of new experience. And since
these old beliefs or notions are the expression of certain human
interests, if the interests remain the same, the beliefs or no
tions will be altered only so much as is necessary to keep them
from manifest contradiction with the new experience; and the

alterations will tend, if possible, to simplify, unify, and render
homogeneous the old beliefs, so as to make them directer ex
pressions of the old systems. (2), Voluntary thought-progress
may be the formation of new beliefs or conceptions different

from any before possessed, for the sake of meeting the de
mands of entirely novel experience. And here the interest of
thought will be the formation of such beliefs or conceptions as
will conduce to the understanding of al

l

the new experiences

with the least expenditure of thought-energy. The result will
be an explanation o
f

the new phenomena by analogy with pre
vious phenomena, and the formation o
f simple and general

conceptions; and will here be a tendency towards unity of con
ception. (3), Voluntary thought-progress may be occasioned
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by a change in the interests which men take in experience.

And here the progress will consist in an effort to express most
simply and with the least waste of energy the new interests in
terms of new or of old experience. Each one of these forms

of voluntary thought-progress demands a further study.

a. Progress as the Modification of Old Beliefs.-At the time
when voluntary progress begins, that is

,

when men first begin

to reflect on their thought and it
s work, they find beliefs a
l

ready existing. We have not therefore to explain the origin

o
f belief, but only to see how volition modifies it
. All these

primitive beliefs, I say, express human interests. How d
o

they express them?

In general, a belief expresses a human interest by concern
ing itself with those experiences only that appeal to this in
terest, and by bringing these experiences into such a

n order as

shall make them most simply and clearly conceived. In the
search for truth, i. e., for enduring belief, our consciousness is

(1), selective: it pays attention to those facts only that affect
some one o

f

our interests. And (2), on the other hand, con
sciousness is not merely selective, but also a faculty o

f organi

zation. And to organize experience is to treat the greatest
possible number of data with the greatest uniformity o

f method,

and to regard them a
s examples o
f

the fewest possible distinct

forms o
f reality. Every belief will be therefore the simplest

possible adaptation o
f

the facts o
f experience to our desires re

garding experience; the easiest possible compromise between
prejudice and reality.

But if the same interests continue of which any belief is the
expression, then modification o

f

the belief can result only from
the appearance o

f

new facts o
f experience. When the form is

no longer adequate to the matter, the same interest which re
alized itself in the old form will seek a new one. The change
from the old form to the new one will follow the law o

f

least

expense o
f energy, the general law o
f

conservative progress.

Instances o
f

this process in matters of vague popular opinion

could easily be found. More interesting, however, would b
e

a
n example furnished b
y
a great epoch in the progress of

thought.

As it is true that no single scientific idea springs from moth
12
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ing, so it is true that the whole body of modern scientific
thought grew by slow degrees out of previous non-scientific

tendencies that were for the most part theological. Let us see
how this growth originated. Every one would call the origin

of modern thought a case of voluntary progress. In it were
expressed human interests. But what interests? The mere
delight in novelty of conceptions? History shows the contrary.

In its earliest forms modern thought appears indeed as the re
volt against authority, as the desire to free one's self from Aris
totle and from the Church. But what interest was expressed in
this revolt? The same in fact that was expressed in the philo
sophical movements in the early Church, in the movements re
sulting in the formation of the orthodox dogmas. The effort
was to reconcile the religious consciousness of mankind with
experience and with the universal desire for simplicity of con
ception. The early Church had found itself in the possession

of certain vague faiths. These had to be formulated, i.e., re
duced to unity and simplicity. This work had been done by

the Fathers and the Councils. Now, however, the Christian
part of mankind was brought, by the crusades and by the oth
er world-historic events of the time, again face to face with the

fact of the diversity of religious beliefs, and, by the knowledge

of antiquity, into the presence of many thought-tendencies
long since forgotten. Variety, eontrast, and contradiction, in
experience, faith, and dogma, were thus brought into view.

The variety must be reduced to unity, the contrasts understood
as different forms of one reality, the contradictions got out of
sight. The first great effort to do this took form in the second
period of Scholasticism, which found in the conceptions of the
Aristotelian philosophy, as added to and corrected by the dog
mas of the Church, the unifying principle which was to satisfy

the needs of belief. Later, when yet further experiences re
fused to be reconciled with the scholastic conceptions, there
sprang up the Renascence philosophy. But this philosophy,
though apparently in spirit a revolt against the theology of the
Church, was unwilling to desert the faith entirely. The ten
dency to reconcile new needs with old forms is nowhere better
realized than in the doctrine of the so-called double truth.

The Renascence philosophers tried to persuade themselves that
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there could be two kinds of verity, one theological and one
philosophical. The theological truth they preferred to regard

as of the higher order. But in addition to the data of faith
there were to be received the data of reason. The contradic

tion which seemed to exist was not to be admitted. Now, to

a superficial observer, this doctrine of the double truth might

indeed seem to be growth in the direction of multiplicity and
contrast of ideas. But in fact the doctrine was an effort to

make the real multiplicity and contrast given in experience

seem less than it actually was. When we reflect that the
thinkers of the Renascence were for the most part sincere in
their doctrine of the double truth, and that by the doctrine
philosophical truth was viewed as truth of a secondary, lower
order, and theological truth as the one highest revelation of
existence, we shall see that in so far as in this case there was a
growth towards complexity and contrast of ideas, the growth

was involuntary, and that in so far as there was voluntary pro
gress, this progress was in the direction of simplicity and har
mony of conception. Throughout modern thought we should
find upon search this same tendency to reduce new doctrines

to old doctrines, and to conceal as much as possible the magni

tude of a change when it must be made. It is as if the new
hated it

s

own existence, and would only be reconciled to its
place in thought when it was able to name its own ancestors
and to show itself forth a

s the heir o
f

ancient virtues and rights.

Thoughts are like men, and dislike to be regarded as creatures

o
f yesterday.

In fine then, voluntary progress in thought follows the plan

o
f modifying old conceptions to meet new experiences, when

any such modification is possible. And the laws of this kind

o
f voluntary progress are: first, the modification is always a

minimum, resulting in the most favorable compromise possible
for the old ideas in view o

f

the new data; second, the modifi
cation is

,

so far as it is voluntary, a change in the direction

o
f unity, simplicity and homogeneity of thought, as opposed

to the increase o
f complexity which naturally would take place.

b
. Voluntary Progress a
s

the Formation o
f

New Beliefs.—In
previous paragraphs we have been considering the process that
may be called adaptation, i. e
.,

the subordination o
f

new per
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cepts to old concepts. But wide as is the use of adaptation it does
not satisfy a

ll

the demands o
f experience. Old conceptions some

times fail altogether to apply to new experiences. In such
cases we have the formation o

f
a distinct science or branch of

science not naturally growing out o
f any previous science; o
r
o
f

a new belief that is not a modification o
f
a previous belief.

The work of voluntary progress in this case is mainly inven
tive. Fundamental conceptions must be formed, such as will
reduce the new phenomena to order. What conceptions are
chosen? The answer is

,

the simplest couceptions possible. Of
two scientific hypotheses equally suggested and confirmed by
experience, we invariably accept the simpler, in case the dif
ference between the two is at all marked. Why do we do
this? Who has revealed to us that of two methods o

f doing

the same thing nature always takes the simpler? No one. The
so-called axioms, that nature makes n

o leap, o
r

that nature

takes the shortest way to every goal, o
r

that nature permits

no waste, either mean nothing, o
r they are merely postulates

o
f

our subjective thought, determinations to see in the world
simplicity and unity, because simplicity and unity of thought

mean saving o
f

labor for us.
The result of voluntary progress in this case is

,

therefore,

briefly stated, transition from complexity, heterogeneity, and
vagueness o

f conceptions, to simplicity, unity, i. e
., homoge

neity, and definiteness o
f conceptions. Here then voluntary

progress appears again as a simplifying process. The law of

physical evolution a
s

stated b
y

Spencer seems thus to differ
from this law of voluntary progress, in that while in both cases
we have growth from the indefinite to the definite, we find in

physical evolution growth towards the complex, and in volun
tary progress growth towards the simple. If nature loves many
contrasting forms o

f life, thought in expressing any one o
f it
s

interests loves even monotony o
f

form in its ideas.

c. Voluntary Progress with Change o
f Thought-interests.-Yet

experience is not the only changing factor in the formation o
f

belief. Change o
f

form may be caused not only b
y

the ap
pearance o
f

new facts but also b
y

a
n alteration o
f

human inter
ests. In considering what bearing these alterations of tenden

cy have upon our understanding o
f voluntary progress, it is
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necessary to remember that the change of interest is itself not
voluntary. Progress, in so far as voluntary, follows certain
fixed directions; lies, as it were, all in the same plane. The
causes which change the plane of voluntary progress, the direc
tions of its efficacy, cannot be understood without an appeal to

the laws of involuntary change; and into the study of these we
have not here to enter. But when the change of interest has
once occurred the further process may be in the main volunta
ry progress.

I mention the class of cases thus defined chiefly to point out
that certain tendencies in the growth of beliefs which seem to
contradict the law before stated, the law of conservative pro
gress towards unity and simplicity with the least expenditure

of effort, are in reality not exceptions to the general rule. In
so far as they are voluntary they result from a change of inter
est. No one makes or changes his own desires. The change

of his interests is an involuntary process. Of the tendencies
referred to as apparent exceptions to the rule two classes occur
readily to our minds. There is first the general rule that sys

tems of thought once formulated and widely accepted, in pro
cess of time tend to disintegrate by a kind of internal decay of
the school that accepted them. The second class of cases is
the one referred to in the rule that opinions develop in rhythms,

that the growth of thought is in returning cycles. To explain

both these classes of instances I should adopt the same general
method. In both of them we have change of interest. As for
disintegration, the first of the classes of phenomena mentioned,

it is commonly the work of a new generation. Young men learn
from their masters the elaborate doctrines of some system.

The doctrines like spider-webs cover every thing valuable in
the world of thought. If they are accepted as infallible there
is little more room for individual efforts. But young men
must have reputations, and they can make them only by work
ing for them. Could they have made their reputations by
building up the old system, nothing would have pleased them
better. But that cannot be done, because it has already been
done by their fathers. No reputation is to be gained by de
fending the established faith, therefore these young men with
one accord tear it down or sweep it away, and then fall to



182 The Nature of Voluntary Progress.

fighting over the ruins. This is what we call disintegration.
It is a voluntary progress to be sure, but its peculiar character
depends upon the change o

f

interest involved. I see therefore

in these instances nothing contradictory to the general princi
ple o

f

the conservatism o
f voluntary progress as laid down a
t

the outset of this discussion. In so far as voluntary, the new
growth is conservative. Only so far as it is physically forced

b
y

the working of extra-volitional psychological laws, is it

essentially non-conservative.

The second case, that of the rhythm o
f opinion, the general

theory o
f reactions, is more difficult. To state briefly and

without proof the way in which I should explain the phenom
ena in question: I should declare reactions in thought-history to

b
e the results, first o
f purely physical causes, either political o
r

economical, and secondly, o
f

the fact that the fundamental in
terests o

f

human thought in the explanation of the world are
not one but various. Any one of these fundamental interests
may b

e

obscured a
t any time b
y

special causes, but will be

certain to reassert itself again after a while. For example:

there are two fundamental methods o
f explaining the facts o
f

experience, either by noting their relations in so far as the
things explained are coexistent, o

r b
y

noting the laws o
f their

sequence. That is
,

in science we study either the nature of

phenomena o
r

the history o
f phenomena; we analyze the ele

ments whereof reality is composed, o
r

we relate the way in

which real things change and grow. The type of the one kind

o
f study is pure mathematical science, which analyzes elements

altogether. The type of the other kind of study is our mod
ern theory o

f evolution, which confines itself mainly to the
study o

f

the history o
f things. Now the antithesis between

the mathematical and the historical tendencies in thought runs
through the whole history o

f

belief. Commonly one method

is for a while in favor and then the other appears prominently

once more. The change of interest is plain.

5
. Voluntary Progress in Industrial, Political, and Moral Ae

tivities.—I have discussed a
t

considerable length voluntary pro
gress in thought, because I regard it as a typical case. We
must now define what is the nature of voluntary interference
with growth in industrial development, politics, and morals,
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and we must see how the simple method of explanation pre
viously suggested will apply to them all.

-

In each of the three types of activity mentioned, there are
human interests concerned. Industrial activities are the ex
pression of the interest in supplying the physical wants of in
dividuals. They are the most direct expressions in society of
the instinct of self-preservation. Political activities represent

the same interest on a higher plane of intelligence, with more
foresight and more understanding of the way in which self
preservation is to be furthered by the use of force. Moral
activities result from an extended interest in conscious life

as such, and express a desire for the preservation and bettering

of living beings because they are living beings, and not be
cause they are important to one's self. Voluntary progress in
carrying on any one of these three kinds of activity will be
possible only under the conditions mentioned at the outset.
Furthermore, voluntary progress here will, according to our
previous postulate, be attended by the tendencies already

explained, Conservatism and Optimism. And as a conse
quence, voluntary progress in the forms of trade, of manufac
ture, of government, of law, and of morals will tend, in so far
forth as it is voluntary, towards regularity, unity, homogenei
ty, simplicity, and of course definiteness of form. And as a
further consequence, every change of form will be a change

forced upon man by external nature, or else springing from an
involuntary change in those interests which are themselves the
basis of a

ll voluntary action. When the change is forced upon

men by external needs, it will follow the law of least expendi

ture o
f energy. The change will be the least that will satisfy

the demands o
f experience. When the change is the result of

a
n alteration o
f interest, it will again b
e the least change possi

ble that will satisfy the desires.
These are the conclusions to which we should be led accord
ing to our theory. Let us now see how they compare with the
facts. The great fact which seems to contradict our theory is

the one expressed in the law of differentiation o
f

social func
tions, o
r

division of labor. There seems to be here a tendency

towards the manifold, and this tendency seems to result from

conscious human interference. Yet in speaking of division of



184 - The Nature of Voluntary Progress.

labor we surely must not forget the principle according to
which labor is divided. In differentiating social functions,
surely we are not differentiating social aims; and voluntary
progress seeks homogeneity of action viewed in relation to aim.

Because our occupations are various, no one imagines that our

fundamental objects are as various as our labors. There is not
one virtue for the miller and another for the schoolmaster and

another for the official. It was a cruder system of ethics, an
imperfect understanding of the meaning of division of labor,

that led Plato to distinguish the virtues of one class from those
of another, or Aristotle to the doctrine that some men are born
to be slaves and must of right remain so. Again before the dif
ferentiation of trades, every man would have his own way of sat
isfying each one of his needs, of hunting, or fishing, or making

arms. Or if there were uniformity of method among different
individuals, that would be only because voluntary progress had
already been at work, simplifying methods. But when trades
are differentiated, then all of a trade work alike. The mani
fold wants that previously existed and that are by nature and
not by volition manifold, are satisfied as before, but by uni
form and simple means. Civilization, indeed, increases vastly
the number of wants, and so the number of trades. But
this evolution of conscious needs is not itself voluntary. In
fact, we may distinguish in this matter of the division of labor
two tendencies at work, one voluntary, tending towards unity,

one tending towards multiplicity, but involuntary. Voluntary

is the division of labor in so far forth as it is an organizing of
labor. Whoever brings into a state of society where labor was
undivided and so indefinitely heterogeneous in character, be
cause dependent for its form and time and success upon the
caprice and ignorance of individuals, a plan for assigning to
each individual his particular work, and for giving him reason
to carry it on steadily and systematically, such a reformer does
not make the structure of society more heterogeneous, but less
so. The same work was previously done, but done badly.

There was the same variety of tasks to be performed, only no
one had united the efforts of men, and so none of the tasks

were completely accomplished. There was the heterogeneity

of tasks, and there was the heterogeneity of individuals, who
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W.

did not coöperate because they could not agree upon their ends,

and there was the heterogeneity of occupations for each one.
Organization of labor is the unifying of labor. On the other
hand, the division of labor is an involuntary process in so far
forth as it corresponds to a multiplication of needs, such as
must take place in civilization. If new trades arise because
men need new things, there is indeed growth towards variety,

but the will of man is not responsible for the variety. Who
ever is able to distinguish between tendencies or desires

and deliberate efforts to satisfy desire, will be able to see that
the multiplication of interests is not itself a voluntary process.

When we pass from general considerations to a more special
study of these classes of voluntary progress, we find in case of
each special exemplifications of the law. There is space only

for a brief discussion of certain phenomena of voluntary pro
gress in political institutions. Here, to be sure, the facts are
very complicated, but the tendency towards unity seems to me
plain. The greatest foe to voluntary progress everywhere,

and especially in politics and morals, is the selfishness of indi
viduals. The tendency of selfishness is towards diversity, but
only because of the diversity of individuals. The most selfish
will, in so far as it has definite interests, sets towards unity. A
higher order of volition is that which, recognizing the waste
of labor involved in conflict, seeks to save labor by harmony.

Political progress consists in harmonizing and unifying the de
sires of men. I regard that view of human nature as very
one-sided which holds the normal condition of mankind to be

even now one of warfare. Conflict of interests is deliberately

tolerated only so long as no way out of it is seen. The normal
condition of men who seek progress at a

ll may b
e

considered
as a condition of continual search for such aims as are broad
enough and mighty enough to fill the whole of their lives.
Show men one who is stronger than they, and they will follow
and assist him, not because h

e

has conquered them, but because
they delight in strength. Now this willingness to join inwhat
ever undertaking promises magnitude o

f

result with unity of

aim, shows itself in political growth wherever such growth is

affected by conscious volition. The state depends not wholly
upon physical force, but also upon the fact that it
s physical
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force takes certain definite and uniform traditional channels

whenever exercised. The traditions of a constitution express

the national aims as distinguished from the caprice of individ
ual legislators or subjects. The state is sure of support so long
as the constitution is adhered to and is not obsolete. Dread of

the sovereign power is subordinate to the real guarantee of
national permanence, viz., desire for simple and uniform meth
ods of carrying on the affairs of life.

If the state itself is the expression of the unifying tendency,
political growth shows the same tendency. For it must be
admitted that the normal development of any one govern
ment, when undisturbed by conflicting class-interests, is to
ward centralization. But any one government in it

s

normal
development shows voluntary progress without change o

f

the

interests involved. And centralization means unity. Again

the functions o
f government seem slowly but surely extend

ing. Our own governments in this country are new, and
their functions small. Hasty legislation, too, produces popular
disappointment and reactions in favor of limiting even the few
governmental powers already existent. In al

l

nations ignor
ance o

f

the means o
f organizing work under government direc.

tion limits the tendency, and makes socialistic ideals seem for
the present idle if not wicked fancies. But slowly the unifying
process goes on. Once every one was his own policeman.

Later every one employed his own mail carrier. For a yet
longer time every one was his own school master, o

r

else found

his teachers b
y

supporting private enterprises. Now, police

and mails and schools are largely in the hands of the govern

ment. England adds the telegraph service and the post office
savings banks to the functions o

f government. Elsewhere

railroads are under government control. Where will the pro

cess end? I see no limit but human ignorance and our present
incapacity for organizing labor.
But, says some one, the ideal is after al

l

progress towards

human freedom. Human freedom is a personal affair. Man

cannot b
e free; men must be. I reply that if individual free

dom means limitless eccentricity, individuality without other
aim than to be peculiar, then this tendency towards a sav
age diversity o

f wills and aims and thoughts is one that
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cannot be contemplated without horror. Individual freedom
we indeed desire for all the world. But our desire means
this, that, as we hold, in an ideal state every one would give

himself up to whatever work were before him, every one
would feel that the world's ends were his euds, and no human
will would be coerced by another, because perfect submission
would be the attitude of every one. That is

,

the desire for

freedom a
s

a
n universally desirable end, is nothing more

than a desire for perfect harmony and absence o
f

conflict.

So long as there is conflict in the world, there never will be
perfect freedom. In a conflict some one is always vanquished.
The ideal of freedom is therefore just like the socialistic ideal
when properly understood, the ideal o

f
a state o
f things where

in men should b
e in harmony and wherein their ends should be

one and their social forms so homogeneous as not to produce con
flict. Both ideals are alike impracticable, and alike useful as

ideals. There is
,
to be sure, no reason to suppose that men will

not always actually be a
t variance, striving and miserable. That

they will sometime b
e better off than they are now may be

hoped; and when they are better off, there will be, no doubt,

much more unity in government, language, and customs, much
more centralization o

f

the functions o
f government, much more

organization o
f labor, much more interest on the part o
f every

man in the welfare of the whole of conscious life, in fine much
more o

f unity than there is now. For such is the nature of

deliberate volition, this great agency o
f economy and unity. If

that could work untrammeled the end would be certain. And

o
n the other hand, there is no reason to suppose that men

will ever be much happier than they are now, unless their de
liberate volition interpose to make them so.

6
. Summary and Conclusion.—That in voluntary progress

there is a law of what we have called the Conservation of So
cial Forms; that when forms are altered the alteration takes
place with the least expenditure of energy; that voluntary pro
gress adds to it

s

conservatism some one o
f

the forms o
f optim

ism; that volumtary progress is thus in every way character
ized b

y
a tendency to simplify the structure of society; that

evolution a
s modified by the deliberate volition o
f

men differs

from physical evolution in being everywhere a growth towards
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unity and homogeneity of actions considered in reference to
their ends; that finally growth in the direction of the com
plex is always involuntary growth, in so far as it is growth in
this direction: these are the principal results which this paper

has tried to make probable and to illustrate.

At the close of the whole investigation two reflections arise.
Is the universal goal of voluntary progress as we have defined
it one that is after al

l
worth seeking? And again, if worth

seeking, is it ultimately attainable, or is man condemned to an

endless and hopeless warfare with a nature that seeks limitless
diversity o

f form, and that delights in conflict, while he seeks
unity o

f form, and wishes harmony? As to the first question,

it seems as if the simplicity and unity which we all are seeking
would if we attained it appear to us a tedious and intolerable
monotony; that the goal o

f voluntary progress, if reached,
would b

e

soon cast aside a
s worthless; and that the change o
f

interest o
f

which we spoke above, would eternally goad u
s

onward in a never ending pursuit of phantoms. I admit this
contradiction, which I consider inseparable from every theory

o
f voluntary action. It is the nature of the human will to be

content with nothing that it possesses, and to be always look
ing for something new. A theory of ends and motives can
not be refuted by saying that were the ends attained, new
motives would arise and new ends be sought. Pictures of en
during happiness always fail. Happiness is best pictured a

s
a

transient moment. Our theory suffers, in the contradiction
pointed out, only what long since happened to the old ideas o

f

the state o
f

the blessed in heaven, whereof Schopenhauer re
marks that when every definite torment had been banished to

hell, there was left nothing but the dreariest monotony for the
picture o

f

bliss. To say that no goal would satisfy us, is to say

that unrest, dissatisfaction, is an eternal part o
f

conscious life.
Sometimes we are content to be forever active, and sometimes

we rebel against the fact that we are finite, and say that con
scious life is a failure. So long as we are at work we incline

to the former opinion. Whichever one is the fairer, the prob

lem involved is everlasting.

As to the second question, whether we can ever triumph

over nature, and whether she will not always tear down what
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ever we build up, the only answer is
,

the ignoramus e
t ignora

bimus with which a distinguished scientific investigator some
years ago expressed his sense o

f

the “limits of human knowl.
edge.” In so far as nature is responsible for the pain and evil
that there is in life, I see n

o

reason for being confident that
good will ever triumph over evil in more than a very restricted
sense. If at any moment there were triumph we could not be

certain o
f

its permanence. According to our present notion of

the universe, we stand alone, a few specks o
f life in the dark

ness o
f infinite space, in the midst of nature-forces whose re

sources we shall never more than very meagrely estimate, with
an unknown future before us, in which what appalling acci
dents may happen, we can never even with faint show of accu
racy foresee. But if the triumph of the good is uncertain, if

voluntary progress is always a venturing into a mysterious fu
ture, there is no reason why we should o

n that account work
less vigorously, o

r

make our aims less lofty. It is a cowardly
soul that needs the certainty o

f

success before it will work. It

is a craven who despairs and does nothing because what h
e
can

d
o may turn out a failure. Whatever future growth elimin

ates from human nature, it is to be hoped that one trace of the
era o

f

universal warfare will survive, namely, the courage that
can face possible, even probable destruction, with the delight

o
f
a hero in resisting and planning and working so long as h
e

can raise his arm. JosLAH ROYCE.

ºrº
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