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THE SOCIA L BASIS OF CONSCIENCE
BY PROFESSOR JOSIAH ROYCE, HARVARD UNIVERSITY, CAMBRIDGE, MASS.
[ABSTRACT]
In this paper, of which here only a summary can be given, an effort
was made to trace, both in the history of the race and in the life of the
individual, some of the principal factors which have determined the development of the higher levels of the moral consciousness. The word "conscience" was used by the lecturer in a somewhat restricted sense, as a
name for the principle, or the collection of mental principles, which
determines precisely these higher levels of moral consciousness. One has
a conscience when he conceives duty as more or less definitely one, when
he conceives it more or less definitely absolute, and when he conceives
its contents as a single law. In the evolutionary history of conscience
the lecturer first traced the transition from the savage stage of moral consciousness to the civilized stage. The savage possessed numerous moral
impulses, that is, social impulses which could be made of use for moral
development; but he possessed these in a very capricious relation to
impulses which were not moral. For instance, kindness and cruelty,
industry and slothfulness, are capriciously found side by side in his nature.
Nevertheless, he possessed nearly all the bases for the civilized moral
nature, yet he did not possess that organization of moral nature which
constitutes conscience. Secondly, the savage possessed customary
morality of a very complex grade. The customs of the tribe involved
much self-sacrifice on the part of the individual. The authority attributed to moral law is also possessed by savage custom.

Yet savage

custom, and the customary morality founded upon it, nowhere reach
the level of conscience. In the third place, the savage is extremely
religious, if by religion is meant practical relation to an unseen world.
In the tabu the savage possesses a reverence for the unseen, or, at all
events, a dread of the unseen, which involves a great deal of selfrestraint, and which notoriously forms the basis for the later development
of the concept of sanctity. For an object that is tabu, or that is dedicated to the gods or to the spirits, becomes what is later called sacred, in
so faras the individual must respect it, or restrain himself in its presence.
Savage religion thus unquestionably influences conduct, and in directions
which later became of importance for the evolution of conscience. Yet
none of the foregoing three factors are sufficient to make the savage, as
he usually is, possess what can be called a conscience. For the impulses
of the savage, whether good or bad, remai:n capricious; his customs have
no ideal unity, and the tabu of his unseen world of spirits has no
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definite relation to any morally significant duty belonging to the conduct
of life.
The transition from the savage stage of morality to the civilized stage
is made when these three factors assume a new relation. The change is
especially determined by what happened in the savage religion as it
passed to the civilized stage. The laws of the unseen world became
definite and united, the divine beings tended to be conceived as one;
and, in consequence, the tabu-that is to say, the collection of restraints
and commandments supposed to be due to the invisible world-became
more organized, as the invisible world itself became simplified. With the
unification of the religious ideal there came to pass a tendency toward
conceiving customary morality in the light of this ideal, and, in consequence, the desire to organize the impulses of the inner life in accordance
with the new ideal was gradually developed. The lecturer endeavored to
show at some length how, out of this combination of religious idealism,
of a tendency toward a reformed customary morality, and a consequent
respect for the organization of the inner life itself, a conscious ideal of
holiness, of sanctity, or, in some cases, of wisdom, came to supersede the
earlier forms of moral consciousness, so that, as a result, the conscience in
the higher sense was evolved.
The result of this analysis of the social evolution of conscience in
the history of the race was, according to the lecturer, the indication that
the unseen world has had a very important relation in the minds of men
to the development of the higher moral ideal. While, on the other hand,
it is perfectly true that this development was only possible when the
unseen world came to possess particular characters.
The lecturer hereupon proceeded to a study of the moral evolution of
the individual, and to a statement of the parallel between the evolution
of the child and the race, with reference to the same factors as were
studied in case of the evolution of the race. The child has capricious
moral impulses side by side with equally capricious anti-social impulses.
He early acquires a pretty rich, and, it may be, a very pedantic, customary morality. He is likely to possess a strong interest in the unseen
world; and he may repeat many savage forms of tabu, that is, dread of the
unseen, and of acts founded upon such dread. All these constitute in
the child, as in the race, the bases for the evolution of conscience. But
none of these factors are sufficient to constitute conscience, which, in the
child as in the race, is an evolution, and is not innate. The problem of
the education of conscience is the producing in the child of an organization and rearrangement of these three factors, parallel in some respects
to the sort of organization and rearrangement that occurred during the
transition from savagery to civilization, when the ideal of holiness gradually developed out of earlier forms of tabu. The lecturer endeavored to
show at some length in what way it remains true, whatever the particular
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creed of any individual, that it is only by relations to unseen, or ideal,
comrades, friends, heroes, or authorities, that the higher rational and
moral evolution can take place. Conscience, even in the most impersonal forms, is conceived as a sort of ideal comrade. The actual life of
customary morality is full of conflicts and inconsistencies which offend
the practical reason. Only in the inner world of imagination or of ideal
construction can one come to conceive of a harmonious plan in life.
Since this plan is first conceived from within, the formation of it involves
a grade of self-consciousness which makes one henceforth judge conduct,
not in the light of its conventional qualities, nor in the light merely of
its outward results, but in the light of its intentions. So that, in the individual as in the race, the unseen world, however conceived, is, as the
world of one's own inner conceptions and comradeships, at once the
world where self-consciousness can develop with a sense of freedom,
where a harmonious ideal of the plan of life can be, however dimly, suggested, and where, in consequence, the notion of an absolute law, of a
rule of life invisible, but universally valid, can be framed. The lecturer
undertook at some length to show how a child's play with ideal comrades, his hero worship, his disposition to conceive in ideal terms his
own future self, and similar tendencies, may all play, as they grow, the
part in his life which the more idealized forms of religion played in the
earlier evolution of the race. These considerations were used to indicate
under what conditions a religious creed that comes with the definite
authority can be made of service to the child's own inner life. It is not
the external authority, but the inner idealization; it is not the knowledge
of visible custom, or even obedience to valuable principles, that can
develop the true conscience. The true conscience comes when social
relations with an ideal world, however conceived, become rich and complex enough in the inner life to lead to the formation of the idea that in
the real world harmony should reign, as from an ideal point of view it
already seems to reign in the best part of one's inner realm of unseen
guides and heroes. In sum, the theses of the paper were that conscience
is not innate; that it does develop upon the basis of social sensitiveness and of customary morality; that the interest in an unseen world is of
great importance for its full development; and that the transformation
comes to pass when the ideal realm of the unseen, as religion or as hero
worship presents it, becomes sufficiently organized to suggest a plan for
harmonizing all life, and the absolute authority of the law. The essence
of conscience is thus attained whenever the unity of the ideal law gets
conceived. It is not necessary that one should ever reach any abstract
statement of the law, or should be able to define one's duty in any but
these perfectly general terms. Conscience thus wills absolute unity and
harmony of life; but one who has a conscience may be to any extent in
doubt as to just what means to use, at any given time, for the attainment
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of this ideal. Yet the law is conceived as none the less absolute on that
account; and, in the evolution of conscience, one thus learns to put the
ideal law beyond the customary law. Or, finally, one may define the possessor of conscience as one who views his life as the life of a citizen of a
certain invisible city, whose law is the law of complete harmony.
DISCUSSION
H. E. KRATZ, superintendent of schools, Sioux City, Ia.-1 am thoroly convinced, at this moment, that the man who attempts a ten-minute discussion of a profound
sixty-minute paper on the " Social Basis of Conscience " manifests such a lamentable lack
of judgment, or of "practical reason," that it will raise serious doubts in the minds of
his hearers about the birth of his conscience. Perhaps the wisest course for me to pursue
in my discussion of Dr. Royce's able paper is to say, in the words of the old school
director: "Them's my sentiments, tew." In the main, I find but little cause for disagreement, altho some of the statements of the paper were at first a little novel, not to
say startling; but when the content of terms used was carefully weighed, I found myself
but little inclined to dissent.
A long, dreary road of struggle and development toward higher ideals lies between
the animalism of the savage and the fraternalism of civilized man, between tabu and
righteousness. This prolonged struggle of the race from sensualism to altruism possesses
the intensest interest, not simply because it was a heroic struggle for the supremacy of
higher ideals, but also because it parallels each individual's struggle from the sensual to
the moral or spiritual.
The paper clearly sets forth three prominent features of savage moral life, viz.:
S. Social impulses similar to ours, but manifesting gross inconsistencies in mingling
evil with good, such as manifesting kindness and sympathy one moment and wanton
cruelty, or perfidious treachery, the next.
2. Helpless submission to custom, such as patiently submitting to the painful process
of tattooing or the terrible ordeal of becoming a warrior of the tribe.
3. Excessively religious or superstitious ideas, as indicated by the savage surrounding himself with a world of spirits, but unfortunately moved by like passions as himself.
We can understand how these social impulses would become less gross and inconsistent in the clearer light thrown upon them from experience. We can see how the
golden rule could slowly evolve from the teachings of experience. We can also admit
that helpless submission to custom has a slight moral element in it which may lead from
blind obedience to an external influence, to intelligent obedience to a voice within. The
outward attitude of obedience may assist in inculcating the inward grace of true obedience.
We can also see how, in this progress toward righteousness, the savage would people the unseen world of spirits with a less and less gross, or immoral, order of beings,
since these must be to some extent the reflection of himself. The gods, or god, must be
constructed, apprehended anthropomorphically., Robert G. Ingersoll stated an important
truth when he inverted the popular epigram and made it read: "An honest God's the
noblest work of man."
And so, from the evolutionary point of view, man, as he rises to a higher moral plane
of action, endows his god with higher and nobler attributes; and this nobler god, in turn,
is pleased with the observance of a higher standard of conduct by man. Thus each acts
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and reacts to the uplifting, upbuilding of the other. Not that God is changed in this
process, but only man's conception of God, and what is pleasing to him in man's conduct.
To some unphilosophic minds this may suggest a little of the same kind of philosophy
which advocates that man can lift himself up by pulling on his boot straps. And yet
this is not quite a parallel case. But why not make the Great Ruler of the universe a
little more prominent factor in man's moral regeneration? Is it, then, so irrational, so
unscientific, so unphilosophical, that it dare not be considered? While accepting evolution as operative in the invention or discovery of conscience, why shut out direct revelation
of God's will, either by his word or thru the manifestations of his spirit? But this may
be too baldly orthodox to suit the philosophic mind. It must be confessed, and with
deep regret, that the pulpits of our land have emphasized entirely too much the supernatural and miraculous side of Christianity, leading its disciples to expect and depend upon
direct divine interposition in their daily lives, rather than so to shape their lives that they
will come in harmony with God's laws. Too many of our so-called orthodox pulpits are
unduly exalting the work of the spirit, relegating the larger portion of the Christian life
to the realm of the supernatural or miraculous, and thus tending to make a man a puppet
rather than the arbiter of his own destiny. Against both these extremes I must raise my
protest.
One of the most interesting features of Dr. Royce's paper is his discussion of the
development of the modern child's conscience in the light of the development of the race
conscience.
Any close student of children recognizes that the child in his moral development
manifests the same characteristics which the paper points out in the moral development
of the savage, viz.:
I. Social impulses similar to ours, but grossly inconsistent.
2. Helpless submission to custom.
3. Excessively religious or superstitious ideas.
The culture-epoch theorists have here some further material out of which to strengthen
their theory.
Dr. Royce claims that the child's moral development, like that of the race, arises
chiefly out of his conception of the invisible world. If the child be led to conceive of
that invisible world as united, as having one consistent, humane, loving ruler, who is
interested in him and desires him to act righteously - if this be consciously conceived by the
child, conscience is born.
But the great danger here is, as the paper indicates, that these religious truths may
become mere empty forms and exercise no regenerating influence on the child's life.
This step in the evolution of the child's conscience needs most careful attention, and is
one of the most suggestive and helpful features of the paper.
The paper seems to feel the need of something else than social impulses, helpless
submission to custom, and excessively religious ideas to mark the evolution of conscience.
Another element is brought in, which is called the "practical reason," and which seems
to stand outside of conscience. To quote: "Customary morality is full of inconsistencies. The practical reason does not like these inconsistencies. Practical reason, in
weighing conflicts of social ideals,.... is puzzled; yet in all this it still unconsciously
seeks for unity. Its very effort to solve its puzzles involves an unconscious ideal of
wholeness. Make this ideal conscious, and you will have a conscience." This practical reason, then, desires consistency of life, unity of purpose, wholeness of spirit, harmony in every act, and possesses this ideal yet not consciously. Only when practical
reason becomes conscious of its ideal, then is conscience born, or discovered, or invented.
These are rather fine philosophical distinctions. If practical reason dislikes inconsistency and likes consistency, can it be said that it is unconscious of these? But I have
no desire to quibble over these fine distinctions.
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Let me say, in conclusion, that the paper is a masterly presentation of the facts in
the evolution of conscience, and cannot fail to carry with it the approval of candid,
thoughtful minds. As those who guide the youth of our land, it should be our first concern to know that we have heard the voice of conscience, that the absolute plan has been
whispered in our ear, and that its eternal meaning is definitely known to us.
CHARLES C. RAMSAY, Fall River, Mass.-In the case of an adult member of a
civilized community, how far is the motive, the reason, the sanction, for doing a thing
because others do it commendable?
PROFESSOR ROYCE.-That is an entirely unanswerable question, specifically, in the
very nature of the case. Once any particular action of any organism performs a wholesome and useful function, you cannot tell, apart from the life of that organism, the value
of that function, but only from its relation to the life of the organism. The doing of
what other people do is unquestionably doing something; whether it is well to do what
these other people do depends upon what they are doing or saying. The question can
only be answered with reference to the harmony of the whole. It is always much more
important first to consider that generally, in such a discussion as this, rather than specifically.
MR. RAMSAY.-Does it play a very great part or tendency, in the moral development
of man, to respond to the demand of his fellows? In your opinion, does it account for
the source or origin of moral obligation?
PROFESSOR ROYCE.-The sense of moral obligation proper is precisely the higher
quality upon which I laid a good deal of stress. The individual must first reach the
lower level of conscientious action. He would never reach this lower level, perhaps,
without example. Therefore, unquestionably, the attempt at imitation is the beginning
of the acquisition of wisdom. It is better to be imitative than to be merely capricious;
altho, on the other hand, whenever you have reached the moral idea, you will find your
moral consciousness perfectly ready to do something merely because that something is
right.
MR. RAMSAY.-The moral judgment will come in and tell us what we ought to
imitate and what we should decline?
PROFESSOR ROYCE.-Mr. Ramsay, it now comes into the region of the difficulty of
the application of a general rule. I should say, in general terms, precisely this: the act
of doing things because other people do those things is always the result of a motive
belonging to the lower level. That will lead toward morality, toward the higher, and that
is always better than mere obstinacy and willfulness. On the other hand, the higher level,
where we have an activity and conscientious individual effort, is more desirable. Never,
under any circumstances, sacrifice principle to conformity; about that there can be no
doubt.
MIss MARSH, of Michigan.-Why is it that a child seems to have a stronger idea
of eternity, of the future life, at the age of three or four than at a later period?
PROFESSOR ROYCE.-Whether that is universally true or not I am not certain. I
have seen that interest in the future life very early; I certainly have seen it later, and I
certainly have seen the absence of it very late. When one sees a very early interest in
unseen things, it indicates generally that the child is very eager to take up those mysterious things which people tell him about, and consequently you will find him quite as much
concerned in what he does not understand as what he does, if only someone authoritatively suggests the matter. Later in life people come to have definite ideas. They
speak more definitely of things and principles. They have more definite notions
and plans, which is one of the benefits of modern education. Then, sometimes, follows
the age of rationalism, when, as we know, there is a revival of interest in the unseen.
Miss MARSH.-I take my opinion from answers given to Dr. Hall's syllabi on that
question. I believe, out of several hundred answers that he had to the question, "When
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does a child first express an idea of infinity?" perhaps 80 per cent. placed the strongest
idea at the age I have stated.
PROFESSOR ROYCE.-Some of those returns are necessarily subject to various
interpretations, and it is difficult for us to speak without facts. All such data are very
suggestive and useful. With regard to what is happening in any individual child, I feel
sure we do not know, for our facts are not well enough collected.
MR. BRAND, of Philadelphia.-Would you approve of the tendency to recognize
our educational system as an instrument toward the development of what might be
termed an educated consciousness, that is, in the line of the effort of the present time to
make moral character the conscious aim in education?
In the second place, would you be disposed to approve of the classification that has
been offered by Dr. Harris and by Professor Butler, in the direction of giving harmony to
our school curriculum, by the classification that says a child is entitled to its mathematical
inheritance, to its literary inheritance, to its scientific inheritance, to its aesthetic inheritance, to its institutional inheritance?
If an educated conscience, if moral character in the sense of an educated conscience,
is to be made the conscious aim of our educational system, is that conscious'aim to prevail all along the line, or at the end of the system as at present organized in the United
States? That is to say, should the conscious aim be at the apex of our system or in the
elementary school?
PROFESSOR ROYCE.-In answer to these three questions, I have at once to explain
that I feel decidedly the limitation of my own views, for I have small authority to speak
of the organization of any educational system, being myself concerned with problems
that lie decidedly out of that field, and having, myself, only a humble place in that
educational system, as at present developed, as a teacher in one branch of the work.
To the first of the three questions the answer seems to be obvious, and I answer as
I did the preceding question, that there is no doubt that the chief purpose of education
is to make the best character in human beings possible to be made. I confess my entire
ignorance as to the best way to classify educational systems. I suppose one may say
that on this practical side a great deal of the work of the teacher must lie in the
development of customary morality.
Secondly, I should say most distinctly: When a teacher is teaching mathematics and
natural science, let him not then and there be concerned that it is all for the ethical purpose; let the result follow, but it is not necessary to mention it. It is precisely so in the
conduct of all the work of the teacher. During all the work, the teacher should feel that
a larger consciousness is the goal, and that can be reached in manifold ways. This
goal may be reached by different persons in different ways. There may be dangers in
developing too much of the esthetic.
I should say, as a general answer to the three questions, that I suppose the result of
organized activity, in so far as it is a part of our educational system, does tend toward that
universal conscience which I should put at the head.
PROFESSOR ORMOND, of Princeton.-I should like Professor Royce to state where he
would locate, and how he would ground, that principle of free initiative in connection with
the principle of conformity to the habit and principle of imitation. One of the most
valuable features of the discussion is this contrast between plain morality, for example,
and the ordinary motives of morality, on the one hand, and the sphere of religion, of the
spirit world, using those terms in a large and unconventional sense, on the other. It
seems to me the child has a right to that inheritance; it is part of the born inheritance
of our humanity that the motives which spring from that unseen world are the most
important motives in the evolution of our -piritual manhood, and it is therefore that we
cannot afford to make them merely contributory to our moral development. I am one of
those, therefore, always in favor of emphasizing to the uttermost the importance of the
religious motives in the development of morality and of moral education.
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PROFESSOR ROYCE.-In reply to the question of Professor Ormond, I should be
entering a wide field if I attempted to be at all adequate, from my own point of view, in
discussing this subject. There are suggestions contained in the paper; there is a theory
of psychology and self-consciousness, and an attempt to trace moral development. What
I meant by my "finite self" is always known to me as something, a man's own acts and
feelings, set over in contrast with somebody else's; it is the contrast between another and
myself. If you direct my attention, I try to follow, if I am trying to grasp your meaning.
If you criticise me, I respond to the criticism. Now, in all such cases I am self-conscious.
In ordinary conversation we have various phases of self-consciousness.
MR. SANFORD, of New York.--I have listened to this discussion with a great deal
of interest. I have listened in vain for what I conceive to be the proper thought to be
expressed in connection with this paper. I would not desire to do any injustice to the
writer of the paper. I possibly may not have grasped the right idea, but it seems to me,
if there is any trend in this paper at all to anything that is practical, it is a direct trend
toward agnosticism, and if that be true, I say here and now, most emphatically, that I
wish to enter my protest. I have consulted several leading members in this audience,
and they have all said to me the same thing. Perhaps we do not understand it rightly.
I do not believe that conscience is an invention of speech. It is placed in our bosoms by
the creator of all the earth. I stand here today in favor of the God of Israel, not evolution.
MR. DYER, of Ohio.- Professor Royce tells us that the teacher must be candid;
how can that teacher associate ideal characteristics with the actual person, without some
lack of candor? When the time of disillusionment comes to that child, will he not be
disappointed? Will there not be a revolt which will put that child in a worse state than.if
he had not thought on the subject?
Secondly, can any religious ideas be taught a child which do not cluster around anri
actual personage? Can he understand the abstract, or associate anything with the
abstract; must it not be actual? In conclusion, how can we jave religious ideas taught
the child?
PROFESSOR ROYCE.- The questions are thoroly justified iht themselves. Two different
things come in sight at this point of the discussion, and they are very interesting questions:
firstly, as regards the relation of the evolutionary theory of conscience and religion,
which I take to be in the mind of the speaker before the last. I endeavored in two or
three different statements in the paper to make perfectly clear what the relation is. In
the first place, the paper itself is dealing with a theoretical question; not the question of
faith from a philosophical standpoint or from any point of view, but with a human conception, to wit, a conception to distinguish between right and wrong in its various forms and
degrees. What is manifested to the consciousness of the infant before six months of age,
by those who have observed, leaves no doubt that all knowledge of truth grows with the
individual as he grows. That the same is equally true with the race no student of human
history has any difficulty in regarding as by far the most probable hypothesis. Yet, there
is absolutely no light on any question as to what truth is. All knowledge is the result of
growth, education, development, evolution. The human race has been struggling with
all these problems, and they are gradually coming to be understood. There is no lack of
harmony between the great truths in nature and in life.
There is no doubt, therefore, as to my position, and should be none with regard to
my expression, in so far as I distinctly stated the purpose of the paper, and in so far as I
again and again pointed out in passing that the invention of the conscience was also
unquestionably a discovery. Every truth has to be unfolded to the race, or discovered.
One need not fear that the truth is touched by any new discovery, however we regard the
evolution of our knowledge concerning that truth.
Secondly, as to the religious training of the child, in the paper I endeavored to point
out a suggestion that there may well be a wide difference in theological beliefs, and perhaps a variety of religions, and that they must all be developed; and it was my purpose
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that thru the moral development of the child the best results would be attained. A
knowledge of God can only be acquired by searching for the truth diligently thru all the
means at hand, and, looking and honestly seeking, the human soul shall surely find him.
THE DUTY OF THE STATE IN EDUCATION
BY DR. EMERSON E. WHITE, COLUMBUS, O.
[ABSTRACT]
Childhood is a warfare. In the being of a child are two forces in
conflict for rulership in its life. On one side are reason and conscience,
the child's higher nature, the rightful ruler in its life. On the other is a
gang of animal appetites, a horde of bandit propensities, eager to rule,
and ready to barter earth or heaven to secure it. Not in the lion's lair
are these passions one-half so fearful as lurk in the being of the most
innocent child. The sweet babe of Askalon became the murderous
Herod, and the gentle pupil of the wise Seneca became the cruel Nero
whose word caused an empire to tremble.
On the issues of this conflict between the two natures of the child
hang all the issues of its life. If the higher nature conquers, if reason
and conscience win the throne, out of such a victory will come a life of
honor and beneficence; but, if the lower nature gain dominion, manhood
may be turned to shame and hopes to ashes.
What capabilities 'are the inheritance of a child! In its nature is a
wealth of intellect and heart, inviting it to a life worthy of the gods; but
all these divine capabilities may be buried in a napkin or bartered for a
mess of pottage.
What possibilities of action and influence nestle in the being of a
child No one can look in the face of a pauper's child and possibly
guess what is to be in its life. History is full of examples of high achieve.
ment by those who were born in extreme poverty and lowliness. [Joan
of Arc and Lincoln were cited as illustrations.]
Out of the being of every child three voices plead for its control,
nurture, education - its needs, its capabilities, its possibilities. Whose
duty is it to hear this cry of childhood? It is the duty (I) of the father
and the mother, who are God's vice-gerents on earth for this high duty;
(2) of the community in which the child is born, either a blessing or a
curse; and (3) of the state in which, as a citizen, he is to be an element
of its weal or its woe. The property of the state is all under mortgageand first mortgage, too-for the education of the children born into its
liberty.
It is thus seen that under God three agencies stand by the cradle of
every child - the family, the community, and the state; and these are

