
THE ONE SURE FOUNDATION 
FOR DEMOCRACY 



UNIFORM WITH THIS LECTURE 

Each cloth, 2s. net, by post 2s. 2d.; paper cover, Is. net , 
by post Is. Id, 

1910. THE TASK OF RATIONALISM. By ]OHN RussELL, M.A. (In 
leather, 2S. 6d., or paper cover.) 

1911. PEACE AND WAR IN THE BALANCE. By HxNRY W. 
NEVINSON. {In paper cover only.) 

1912. ART AND THE COMMONWEAL. By WILLIAM ARCII:ER. (In 
paper cover only.) 

1913. WAR AND THE ESSENTIAL REALITIES. By NoRMAN 
ANGELL. (Out of print.) 

1914. THE LIFE PILGRIMAGE OF MONCURE DANIEL CONWAY. 
By the RT. HoN. J. M. RoBERTSON. (Out of print.) 

1915. THE STOIC PHILOSOPHY. By PROF. GILBERT MURRAY. (Out 
of print.) 

1916. GIBBON AND CHRISTIANITY. By EDWARD CLOD D. (In cloth 
only.) 

1917. THE PRINCIPLE OF NATIONALITIES. By ISRAEL ZANGWJLL. 
(In cloth only.) 

1918. ON THE URGENT NEED FOR REFORM IN OUR NATIONAL 
AND CLASS EDUCATION. By SIR HARRY H. jOHNSTON. (In cloth 
or paper cover.) 

1919. RATIONALISM AND RELIGIOUS REACTION. By jANE E. 
HARRISON. (In paper cover only.) 

1920. MYSTICISM AND THE WAY OUT. By IvoR LL. TucKETT, 
M.A., M.D.(Cantab.). (In cloth only.) 

1921. THE PRACTICAL VALUE OF ETHNOLOGY. By PROF. A. C. 
HADDON, M.A., F .R.S. (Out of print.) 

1922. FREETHOUGHT AND OFFICIAL PROPAGANDA. By the 
HoN. BERTRAND RusSELL, M.A., F.R.S. (Out of print.) 

1923. THE POET AND COMMUNICATION. By ]OliN DRINKWATER. 
(In cloth only.) 

1924. WILLIAM JOHNSON FOX (1786-1864). By GRAHAM WALLAS, 
M.A., D.Litt. (In cloth or paper cover.) 

1925. THE RELIGION OF A DARWINIST. By SIR ARTHUR KEITH. 
(Out of print.) 

1926. PROGRESS AND THE UNFIT. By LEONARD HUXLEY, LL.D. 
(In cloth or paper cover.) · 

1927. HUMAN NATURE. By PROF, G. ELLIOT SMITH, F.R.S. (Out 
of print.) 

1928. SCIENCE AND ETHICS. By J. B.S. HALDANE. (In cloth only.) 
1929. THE RELIGIOUS ADVANCE TOWARD RATIONALISM. By 

LAURENCE Housi<AN. (In cloth or paper cover.) 
1930. SCIENCE, RELIGION, AND HUMAN NATURE. By ]Ut.JAN 

S. HUXLEY, M.A. (In cloth only. 
1931. RACE AS A POLITICAL FACTOR. By PROF, J, W. GREGORY, 

LL.D., D.Sc., F.R.S. (In cloth or paper cover.) 
1932. NATIONALISM AND THE FUTURE OF CIVILIZATION. By 

HAROLD J. LASKI. (Out of print.) 
1933. RATIONALISM AND HUMANISM. By JonN A. HoBSON, (In 

cloth or paper cover.) 
1934. SCIENCE IN AN IRRATIONAL SOCIETY. By H. LEvY. (In 

cloth or paper cover.) 
1935. DICTATORSHIP IN THEORY AND PRACTICE. By G. P. 

Goocn, D.Litt., F.B.A. (In cloth or paper cover,) 
1936. THE RETREAT FROM REASON. By LANCELOT HOGB.EN. (In 

cloth or paper cover.) 



CONWAY MEMORIAL LECTURE 

THE ONE 
SURE FOUNDATION 

FOR DEMOCRACY 

DELIVERED AT CONWAY HALL, RED LION SQUARE, W.C.I, 

ON MAY z6, 1937 . 

.BY 

STANTON COlT, PH.D. 

(Dr. G. P. Gooch in the Chair) 

LoNDON: 

WATTS & CO., 
5 & 6 JOHNSON'S COURT, FLEET STREET, E.C.4 



First published May, I937 

Printed and Published in Great Britain by C . A. Watts & Co. Limited, 
5 & 6 Johnson's Court, Fleet Street. London, E.C.4 



FOREWORD 

THE many friends of Dr. StantonCoit will welcome 
this lecture as a proof that he is an old man in 
nothing but years. He remains young and elastic 
in spirit. He expresses himself as clearly and 
forcibly as ever. He is still the preacher, the 
prophet, the moralist, the idealist, the optimist 
whom we have known so long. Though a devoted 
student of the history of ideas, he is never weighed 
down by his burden of knowledge nor paralysed by 
the authority of illustrious names. He borrows 
freely from Plato, Kant, and other masters; but 
he has a gospel of his own to proclaim, and the 
larger part of it is to be found in this eloquent and 
stimulating address. 

Our political views are determined in the last 
resort by the estimate we have formed of human 
nature. Those who think meanly of it naturally 
cry aloud for autocracy and the strong hand. 
Those who think highly of it inevitably desire 
the maximum of self-determination and self
realization and the minimum of constraint. Dr. 
Coit, it is scarcely necessary to say, belongs to the 
latter class. But we shall find no flattery in these 
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pages. More dangerous than too great readiness to 
believe evil of men, he tells us, is an excessive desire 
to believe only good of them. And no one knows 
better how difficult democracy is to work, and 
what a sorry thing it can be if it is not operated in 
the right spirit. Corruptio optimi pessima. Man 
is fundamentally a teachable animal, and he has 
climbed high by his ability to learn. But he is 
also a very gullible animal, and his adventurous 
ascent is retarded by the ease and frequency with 
which he is deceived. During the nineteenth 
century, which Dr. Marvin has picturesquely 
labelled the Century of Hope, the triumph of 
democracy seemed assured. Such facile optimism 
was destroyed by the War and the immense con
fusion, material and spiritual, which it bequeathed. 
The Dictators and other enemies of democracy 
shout in our ears not only that it deserved to die, 
but that it is already dead. That is demonstrably 
untrue; yet even its best friends admit that it 
is fighting for its life. 

Assuming as we do that democracy-the sharing 
of power, the sharing of responsibility, the sharing 
of opportunity-is worth saving, how is it to be 
saved ? Not by mere changes of political machinery 
or by economic readjustments, however necessary 
they may be, but by the cultivation of certain 
intellectual and moral qualities. The key to the 
problem, as Dr. Coit sees it, is the cultivation of 
moral insight. That this precious faculty may have 
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its chance a minimum standard of leisure, general 
education, wealth, and security of life is essential, 
and, in the opinion of the lecturer, is not beyond 
our grasp. Man, he believes, possesses an inborn 
gift of spiritual discrimination, which is commonly 
suppressed or deformed. " If a foundation of 
direct moral insight be laid in the hearts and wills 
of all the members of a community, they will have 
the power to withstand and ultimately to abolish 
unjust taxation, the domination of priests and 
princes, and the aggressions of militarism, and will 
be able to build up a political and economic temple 
made not by force but by the spirit." 

In maintaining that a revolution-or, let us say, 
a development-in education and religion is the 
presupposition of successful democracy, Dr. Coit 
merely reiterates the message of his long career. 
Democracy, he teaches, can be built only upon 
diffused individual insight, keenly responsive and 
alert to the measure of right and wrong in the 
experiences of daily life. This training must begin 
with the classes whose economic position renders it 
easiest for them to think and to learn ; but even 
with them it is not an easy process. Our lecturer 
discovers the great enemy of progress, not in the 
deliberate choice of evil, but in the moral deadness 
and moral blindness which he attributes above all 
to the practice of imposing morality authoritatively 
instead of training it on creative lines. How this 
should be dorte is best taught in the New Testa-
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ment; and the revolution in religion and education 
for which our lecturer is pleading is presented as 
the very essence of Christian ethics as they must 
appear to a believer in democracy. Like many 
other students of Christianity, both within and 
without the fold, he hails it as an ally in the struggle 
against political and economic tyrannies, and 
expresses the hope that in one, two, or three 
centuries all the Christian Churches will fall into 
line. He summons us, not to build fantastic 
castles in the air, but to draw water from the deep 
wells of the spirit which alone can create and 
sustain what Aristotle long ago taught us to call 
the good life. 

G. P. GoocH. 



THE ONE SURE FOUNDATION FOR 
DEMOCRACY 

I 

DuRING a century and a half it has been the 
custom of writers on democracy not to proceed 
as independent investigators until they have 
wrestled with Jean Jacques Rousseau and ex
tricated themselves, as best they could, from 
his grip. In accord with this august tradition, 
let us first consider the mingled wisdom and 
folly of three of Rousseau's sentences. Then, 
taking their wisdom with us, let us descend 
into the depths of human nature and of the 
eternal order of things until we find, if such 
there be, a bedrock so firm that on it the 
government of a modern nation-State, under 
consent of all its sane members, could stand 
secure for centuries, without fear of demagogues, 
factions, kings of industry or dictators from 
within, of international financiers or of mili
tary aggressors from without. 

However much historians may differ in their 
judgment as to the ideal value of government 
under consent of all the governed, they are 
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agreed on one point-namely, that the greater 
the proportion of the population admitted to 
the franchise, the more unstable becomes the 
political administration. In his heightened 
way Rousseau declares that democracy is 
merely an ideal. His exact words are : "To 
use the term in a rigorous sense, true democ
racy has never existed and will never exist." 
That history gives us no instance of any 
State embodying fully the democratic principle 
is beyond dispute. Accordingly Rousseau's 
judgment and insight concerning the past are 
sound. But when he presumes to foresee the 
future he lays claim to an acquaintance with 
the untapped resources of human nature which 
in his day, more than in ours, were almost 
wholly unexplored. In all men there may 
always have been a stratum of intelligence and 
character and, in their physical environment, 
mechanical forces which might have been used 
as a foundation for democracy, except for the 
fact that this stratum and these forces had not 
yet been discovered. Before research has ex
hausted the possibilities of human nature 
and man's material and spiritual environment, 
it is rank dogmatism to affirm that no founda
tion will ever be found in him and the world 
he lives in upon which a government under 
consent of all the governed could be erected 
and made stable. Moreover, should a true 
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democracy never exist, that will be no proof 
that it was impossible; it might merely show 
that no nation-State ever cared to prepare and 
use the materials on which a democratic 
superstructure might have been raised. 

In the sentence I have quoted Rousseau in 
applying the adjective true to democracy con
cedes that there may be a counterfeit; and he 
does not hazard the statement that the spurious 
thing has never existed and will never exist. 
History, modern and ancient, furnishes many 
specimens. But, if logic be logic and language 
reliable, a false democracy is not a democracy 
at all, any more than a false face is a face. 
It is simply a plutocracy, oligarchy, despotism, 
dictatorship, or what not, masquerading in 
the plumage of popular government, to hood
wink and to entrap, consciously or uncon
sciously, the unwary masses by making them 
think that they are giving their free consent 
to the power that uses them for its own 
ascendancy. Universal suffrage, a free Press, 
free speech and assembly-all these and a 
hundred other so-called democratic devices are 
no guarantee of consent by the governed. 
They are compatible with a wily hypnotization, 
a doping and a gagging of the people. Unless 
by something which is altogether outside of 
political administration the masses are ren
dered immune against deception, democratic 
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machinery inevitably becomes an instrument 
of tyranny. 

It is as true to-day as it was in 1762, when 
Rousseau's Social Contract first appeared, that 
government with the consent of all has never 
existed. Certainly the United States, at least 
until the Presidential election of November 
1936, had always been a government by land
grabbers or by industrial magnates who 
through the public Press misled the wage
earning class. At the last election, for the 
first time in the history of America, big busi
ness and the Press failed to control the popular 
vote. Whether Russia, since the ratification in 
November 1936 of the New Constitution of the 
Soviet Republics, has now really become, as 
Stalin boasts, a true democracy remains for 
time to demonstrate. But I suspect that 
Stalin, with his Marxian materialism, has not 
opened up that mental and moral stratum of 
human nature upon which alone genuine con
sent of the governed is conceivable. If he has 
failed to do this, he will re-establish, if he can, 
a dictatorship of the proletariat; and, if he 
cannot, Russia may disintegrate and become 
the prey of neighbouring States. 

II 

Before considering the two other sentences 
of Rousseau to which I have alluded, let me 
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for a moment spring over my argument to the 
conclusion which I shall present later in fuller 
detail. There is, I believe, a certain capacity 
(or active principle) in all normal men and 
women, however illiterate and inexperienced, 
which, if universally appealed to, if encouraged 
and trained, would render government with 
the consent of all not only a possible but an 
impregnable form of political administration. 
But I am not so sanguine or optimistic as to 
hope that even in the next thousand years it 
will be adequately appealed to and trained. 
My conviction is simply that the material for 
a sure foundation exists, that recent moral 
experience and the study of social and personal 
psychology have unearthed it, and that it is 
henceforth available and ought to be exploited. 
But for all I know, and perhaps because of 
what we all know, it may for ever remain 
neglected, or wilfully rejected. 

Rousseau closes his chapter on Democracy 
with these two sentences: "If there were a 
people of gods, its government would be demo
cratic. So perfect a government is not suit
able to men." If by gods are meant beings of 
the highest conceivable intelligence and virtue, 
we may readily believe they would organize 
their society in all its phases and aspects under 
the continuous active consent and with the 
voluntary and happy co-operation of all. 
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How could beings radiant with creative energy 
submit to a ruler not approved by them, or 
allow any individual among themselves to dis
rupt the State by petty self-interest or lust of 
domination? By the expression " so perfect 
a government" we must give Rousseau the 
credit of meaning a government suitable only 
for beings complete in virtue and intelligence, 
or (in his own words) for gods. If this be his 
meaning, his reasoning is logical and his state
ment significant. A government, we must all 
admit, which is suitable only for beings per
fect in virtue and intelligence is not suitable 
for men. 

III 

This proposition, self-evident to anyone 
acquainted with human nature, leads me to 
the essential question which I wish to submit 
to you this evening, and to which I shall offer 
the most exact and profound answer I have 
been able to formulate with the help of the 
wisest psychologists and philosophers whom I 
have studied. 

Is it true that a superhuman degree and 
quality of mind and morals would need to be 
diffused throughout the members of a modem 
state before they could become equal to the 
task of choosing and controlling an efficient, 
beneficent, and enduring government, capable 
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of withstanding foreign foes and of suppressing 
native egoists insane with lust for power? 
Are even the highest human intelligence and 
character a necessary condition? Would all 
the men or even a large minority in a demo
cratic community need to stand on the moral 
heights of a Socrates, a Gautama, and a 
Jesus, and would all the women voters need to 
have the genius of Joan of Arc or Florence 
Nightingale? And must they have attained 
the intellectual heights of an Aristotle, Kant, 
Galileo, Newton, or Einstein, or of great states
men, inventors, and discoverers? Surely not! 
My central question, then, comes to this : 
Exactly what kind and degree of intellectual 
and moral qualities are the prerequisite of 
democracy? Are they such as are within the 
innate equipment' of common, average human 
beings? 

A subsidiary problem here arises. A certain 
minimum of leisure, general education, wealth, 
and security of life is an essential condition for 
the intelligent and disinterested choice and 
control of the political administrators of any 
modern State. Is the bestowal of this mini
mum of leisure, general education, wealth, 
and security of life beyond the resources of a 
modern community? All open-minded econo
mists assure us that the production of wealth 
in approximately normal times is adequate to 

.... 
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sustain the whole population above the level 
of want. As regards education, the experience 
of Europe and America is that all boys and 
girls up to the age of sixteen or even eighteen 
could attend school regularly. As regards 
leisure, the consensus of competent opinion is 
that even to-day not the lack but the waste of 
leisure, even the misuse of it, is what would 
stand in the way of true democracy. As 
regards security, despotisms and dictatorships 
promise it confidently, and undoubtedly can 
provide it. If it be lacking in the false democ
racies of America and Europe, that is perhaps 
because they are a monstrous cross between 
despotism and true democracy, lacking the 
staying power of pure despotism and that 
stability which democracy, if it once came 
into existence, would possess. But the same 
criticism which holds good of leisure holds 
good also of wealth, general education, and 
security. It is evident that wealth may be 
wasted and misused, that education may train 
the youth of the land to blind obedience, to 
superstitious worship of authority, to standards 
of life in absolute antagonism to those of 
universal liberty, equality, and fraternity. 
Much cunning sophistry is practised by dic
tators, political and spiritual, in flaunting their 
devotion to education before the unsuspecting 
proletariats of the world. The fact is that 
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general education, wealth, and security of life, 
as well as leisure, may become instruments of 
oppression, equally with universal suffrage and 
the right of free speech and assembly. Even 
the advocacy of intelligence and virtue may 
be a trick of unscrupulous demagogues. It 
must be remembered that the word " intelli
gence " covers a multitude of diametrically 
antagonistic functions of so-called reason, and 
that the word " virtue " is used to apply to 
diametrically opposite attitudes of heart and 
will. We must find out the precise type of 
intellectual activity which, if prevalent not 
only among the masses and the weak but 
also among the geniuses and strong men of a 
nation, could bring into existence and render 
unassailable a government by all the account
able moral agents within a community. Even 
security of life may militate against the 
specific type of intelligent virtue which could 
serve as a bedrock for popular government. 
It is a tragic fact that security may put to 
sleep creative energy, humane sympathy, and 
heroic sacrifice, while periods of insecurity 
often stimulate to deeds of daring rectitude. 
Let us then focus our attention upon the 
question: What exactly is the peculiar mental 
dynamic which must continuously and ever 
afresh inspire education, security, leisure, and 
wealth if democracy is ever to descend from 

B 
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its ideal realm into the grim sphere of political 
actuality? 

IV 
Perhaps the path of least resistance along 

which to lead my hearers to an acceptance of 
my answer to this question would be through 
two passages from the writings of Immanuel 
Kant-passages which, when I first read them 
sixty years ago, converted me to what I have 
ever since held to be the one sure foundation 
of all legitimate liberty, genuine equality, and 
virile fraternity. In his Methodology of Pure 
Practical Reason Kant says:-

When we attend to the course of conversation in 
mixed companies, consisting not merely of learned 
persons and subtle reasoners, but also of men of 
business and of women, we observe that, besides 
story-telling and jesting, another kind of enter
tainment finds a place, namely, arguing; for 
stories, if they are to have novelty and interest, are 
soon exhausted, and jesting is likely to become 
insipid. 

Now of all arguments there is none in which 
persons are more ready to join, who find any other 
subtle discussion tedious, none that brings more 
liveliness into the company, than that which 
concerns the moral worth of this or that action by 
which the character of some person is to be made 
out. Persons, to whom in other cases anything 
subtle and speculative is dry and irksome, presently 
join in when the question is to make out the moral 
import of a good or a bad action that has been 
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related, and they display an exactness, a refinement, 
a subtlety, in excogitating everything that might 
lessen the purity of motive, and consequently the 
degree of virtue in it, which we do not expect from 
them in any other kind of speculation .... 

I do not know why the educators of youth have 
not long since made use of this propensity of reason 
to enter with pleasure upon the most subtle ex
amination of the practical questions that are thrown 
up .... This is a thing in which they would find 
that even early youth, which is still unripe for 
speculation of other kinds, would soon become very 
acute and not a little interested . . . ; and, what is 
most important, educators could hope with con
fidence that the frequent practice of knowing and 
approving good conduct in its purity and of remark
ing with regret or contempt the least deviation from 
it, although it may be pursued only as a sport in 
which children may compete with one another, yet 
will leave a lasting impression of esteem for what is 
good and disgust at what is bad. And so, by the 
mere habit of looking on such actions as deserving 
approval or blame, a solid foundation would be laid 
for uprightness of life. . . . If it be asked what 
then is pure morality, by which we can test the 
moral worth of every action, I answer that only 
philosophers can make the decision of this question 
doubtful. To common sense it has been decided 
long ago, not by abstract formulre but by 
habitual use, like our distinction between the 
right and left hand.* 

* In the main I have followed T. K.Abbott's translation. 
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v 
Kant says that he does not know why edu

cators have not made use of this propensity of 
common people, and even of young children, to 
enter with delight into a consideration of the 
moral import of good or bad actions and of pure 
or impure motives. But if educators have 
always been in the pay and under the authority 
of class-rulers, of political dictators, or of spirit
ual autocrats; if the masters of teachers and 
preachers have always laid down rules of con
duct that would uphold their own supremacy, 
how could the teachers and preachers themselves 
be expected to appeal to that propensity which, 
if constantly stimulated and made highly dis
criminating and dominant, would render every 
man, woman, and child able and alert to pass 
independent moral judgment upon their econ
omic and social superiors? If this propensity, 
which could be cultivated to a high degree even 
in persons who could not read and write and 
who had no training in abstract thinking, should 
become the mainspring of all secular and re
ligious instruction throughout a community, 
Fascism, Nazism, economic dictatorship, priest
craft, even a public Press controlled by big 
business, could not withstand for a day the 
blasts of its contempt or endure exposure to 
the pure light of its insight and to the heat of 
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its indignation. From the beginning of re
corded time no instance is found of moral 
instruction by parents, priests, or lawgivers 
which did not base its precepts upon the 
authority and prestige of rulers political and 
spiritual. There is no instance in history of 
any educational system which stimulated and 
aroused independent spiritual insight and judg
ment as to concrete instances of right and wrong 
action, and good and bad motives. Accord
ingly all systems of education, secular as well 
as religious, have laid a foundation upon which 
every other mrm of political government might 
stand secure for ages, but not that form which 
requires a universally diffused practice of dis
cerning and approving goodness of conduct the 
moment it confronts one in real life, and of 
noting with outspoken regret and contempt the 
least deviation from it. Education then, as it 
is to-day and always has been in the past, 
stands in the way of building that sort of 
mental and moral foundation which government 
with consent of all would require. How it will 
ever be possible to substitute for the prevailing 
systems of instruction and discipline the prin
ciples which Kant commends I shall not pre
sume to suggest. Only this I will say, that 
unless there be a complete revolution in religious 
and moral doctrine and practice, no democracy 
will ever come into existence; or, if in time of 
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some social convulsion it be set up, it will not 
be able to endure for a decade. 

VI 
There is, however, something besides system

atic education which prevents the cultivation 
of free spontaneous approval or contempt of 
the deeds and motives which surround us in 
society and which we ourselves exemplify in 
our own inward and outward behaviour. 
Almost universally in the conversation of mixed 
companies of ordinary people it is something 
other than the moral worth of this or that 
action and of this or that person which arouses 
keen interest. Story-telling and jesting are 
not so soon exhausted as Kant seems to have 
thought. But, what is more alarming, nine
tenths of even serious discussion is devoted to 
aspects of human interest which have no 
reference whatever to the moral worth of any 
action or character. A man's physical strength 
or skill, a woman's beauty of face or dress, the 
pageantry of social life, the poverty and riches 
of families and nations, the worldly success and 
failure of powerful personalities-such things, 
you will agree with me, almost monopolize 
attention in conversation, as well as in the 
popular Press of the day, and in fiction, in the 
cinema, and on the stage. It is perhaps true 
of Spinoza, Kant, Thomas a Kempis, and their 




