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Tue first of the two papers which this book contains is
the Herbert Spencer Lecture delivered by Mr. Auberon
Herbert in the Sheldonian Theatre at Oxford on June 7,
1go6. Permission has very kindly been given by the
University Authorities to publish it here for the first
time.

The second paper was only completed by Mr. Herbert
a few days before his death in November, 1go6. He had
intended to circulate this summary of the Voluntaryist
Creed for signature by those who agreed with it.
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MR. SPENCER AND THE
GREAT MACHINE

I

] BEGAN my lecture at Oxford by expressing my sense
of the debt that we owed to Mr. Spencer for his splen-
did attempt to show us the great meanings that underlie
all things—the order, the intelligibility, the coherence,
that exist in this world of ours. I confessed that, on
some great points of his philosophy, I differed from his
teaching, parting, so to speak, at right angles from him;
but that difference did not alter my view of how much
he had helped us in the clear bold way in which he had
traced the great principles running through the like and
unlike things of our world ; and in which with so skilful
a hand he had grouped the facts round those principles,
that he always followed—might 1 say—with the keen
instinct of a hound that follows the scent of the prey in
front of him. Time, I thought, might take away much,
and might add much ; but the effort to unite all parts of
the great whole, to bind and connect them all together,
would remain as a splendid monument of what one man,
treading a path of his own, could achieve.

But to-day we are only concerned with his social and
political teaching, where we may, [ think, follow his
leading with more reliance, and with but little reserve.
I have often laughed and said that, as far as I myself
was concerned, he spoilt my political life. I went into
the House of Commons, as a young man, believing that
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we might do much for the people by a bolder and more
unsparing use of the powers that belonged to the great
law-making machine ; and great, as it then seemed to
me, were those still unexhausted resources of united
national action on behalf of the common welfare. It
was at that moment that I had the privilege of meeting
Mr. Spencer, and the talk which we had—a talk that
will always remain very memorable to me—set me
busily to work to study his writings. As I read and
thought over what he taught, a new window was opened
in my mind. I lost my faith in the great machine; I
saw that thinking and acting for others had always
hindered not helped the real progress ; that all forms of
compulsion deadened the living forces in a nation ; that
every evil violently stamped out still persisted, almost
always in a worse form, when driven out of sight, and
festered under the surface. 1 no longer believed that
the handful of us—however wellintentioned we might
be—spending our nights in the House, could manufac-
ture the life of a nation, could endow it out of hand with
happiness, wisdom and prosperity, and clothe it in all
the virtues. I began to see that we were only playing
with an imaginary magician’s wand ; that the ambitious
work we were trying to do lay far out of the reach of
our hands, far, far, above the small measure of our
strength. It was a work that could only be done in one
way—not by gifts and doles of public money, not by
making that most corrupting and demoralizing of all
things, a common purse ; not by restraints and compul-
sions of each other ; not by seeking to move in a mass,
obedient to the strongest forces of the moment, but by
acting through the living energies of the free individuals
left free to combine in their own way, in their own
groups, finding their own experience, setting before



THE GREAT MACHINE 7

themselves their own hopes and desires, aiming only at
such ends as they truly shared in common, and ever as
the foundation of it all, respecting deeply and religious-
ly alike their own freedom, and the freedom of all others.
And if it was not in our power,—we excellent and
worthy people,—fighting our nightly battle of words,
with our half-light, our patchwork of knowledge, and
our party passions, often swayed, in a great measure
unconsciously, by our own interests, half autocrats, half
puppets, if it was not given to us to create progress, in
any true sense of the word, and to present it to the
nation, ready-made, fresh from our ever busy anvil,
much in the fashion that kind-hearted nurses hand out
cake and jam to expectant children; if all this taking of
a nation’s life out of its own hands into our hands was
but a bewildered dream, a careless conceit on our part,
might it not, on the other hand, be only too easily in our
power to mislead and to injure, to hinder and destroy the
voluntary self-helping efforts and experiments that were
beyond all price, to depress the great qualities, to soften
and break down the national fibre, and in the end, as we
flung our gifts broadcast, to turn the whole people into
two or three reckless quarrelling crowds, that had lost
all confidence in their own qualities and resources, that
were content to remain dependent on what others did
for them—ever disappointed, ever discontented, because
the natural and healthy field of their own energies had
been closed to them, and all that they now had to do
was to clamour as loudly as possible for each new thing
that their favourite speakers hung in glittering phrases
before their eyes? 1 saw that no guiding, no limiting or
moderating principle existed in the competition of poli-
tician against politician ; but that almost all hearts were
filled with the old corrupting desire, that had so long
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haunted the world for its ceaseless sorrow, to possess
that evil mocking gift of power, and to use it in their own
imagined interest—without question, without scruple—
over their fellow men. From that day I gave myself to
preaching, in my own small way, the saving doctrine of
liberty, of self-ownership and self-guidance, and of resist-
ing that lust for power, which had brought such count-
less sufferings and misfortunes on all races in the past,
and which still, to-day, turns the men and women of the
same country, who should be as friends and close allies,
if the word ‘ country ’ has any meaning, into two hostile
armies, ever wastefully, uselessly, and to the destruction
of their own happiness and prosperity, striving against
each other, always dreading, often hating, those whom
the fortunes of war may at any moment make their
masters. Was it for this—this bitter, reckless and
rather sordid warfare—I tried to ask—that we were
leading this wonderful earth-life ; was this the true end,
the true fulfilment of all the great qualities and nobler
ambitions that belonged to our nature ?

Now, whether you judge that I acted rightly or
wrongly in thus yielding myself to Mr. Spencer’s
influence, you will not, I think, quarrel very seriously
with me, if I say that between Mr. Spencer’s mind and
the mind of the politician there lies the deepest of all
gulfs; and that there is no region of human thought
which is so disorderly, so confused, so lawless, so little
under the rule of the great principles, as the region of
political thought. It must be so, because that disorder
and confusion are the inevitable consequence and
penalty of the strife for power. You cannot serve two
masters. You cannot devote yourself to the winning of
power, and remain faithful to the great principles.
The great principles, and the tactics of the political
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campaign, can never be made one, never be reconciled.
In that region of mental and moral disorder, which we
call political life, men must shape their thoughts and
actions according to the circumstances of the hour, and
in obedience to the tyrant necessity of defeating their
rivals.  When you strive for power, you may form
a temporary, fleeting alliance with the great principles,
if they happen to serve your purpose of the moment,
but the hour socon comes, as the great conflict enters
a new phase, when they will not only cease to be
serviceable to you, but are likely to prove highly
inconvenient and embarrassing. If you really mean to
have and to hold power, you must sit lightly in your
saddle, and make and remake your principles with the
needs of each new day; for you are as much under the
necessity of pleasing and attracting, as those who gain
their livelihood in the street. We all know that the
course which our politicians of both parties will take,
even in the near future, the wisest man cannot foresee.
We all know that it will probably be a zig-zag course;
that it will have ‘sharp curves’, that it may be in self-
evident contradiction to its own past; that although
there are many honourable and high-minded men in both
parties, the interest of the party, as a party, ever tends
to be the supreme influence, overriding the scruples
of the truer-judging, the wiser and more careful. Why
must it be so, as things are to-day? Because this
conflict for power over each other is altogether different
in its nature to all other—more or less useful and
stimulating—conflicts in which we engage in daily life.
As soon as we place unlimited power in the hands of
those who govern, the conflict which decides who is to
possess the absolute sovereignty over us involves our
deepest interests, involves all our rights over ourselves,
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all our relations to each other, all that we most deeply
cherish, all that we have, all that we are in ourselves.
It is a conflict of such supreme fateful importance, as
we shall presently see in more detail, that once engaged
in it we must win, whatever the cost; and we can
hardly suffer anything, however great or good in itself,
to stand between us and victory. In that conflict
affecting all the supreme issues of life, neither you nor
I, if we are on different sides, can afford to be beaten.
Think carefully what this conflict and what the posses-
sion of unlimited power in plainest matter of fact
means. If I win, I can deal with you and yours as
I please; you are my creature, my subject for experi-
ment, my plastic material, to which I shall give any
shape that I please; if you win, you in the same way
can deal with me and mine, just as you please; I am
your political plaything, ‘your chattel, your anything.’
Ought we to wonder that, with so vast a stake flung
down on the table, even good men forget and disregard
all the restraints of their higher nature, and in the
excitement of the great game become utterly un-
scrupulous? There are grim stories of men who have
staked body and soul in the madness of their play; are
we after all so much unlike them—we gamesters of
the political table—staking all rights, all liberties, and
the very ownership of ourselves? And what results,
what must result from our consenting to enter into this
reckless soul-destroying conflict for power over each
other? Will there not necessarily be the ever-present,
the haunting, the maddening dread of how I shall deal
with you if I win; and how you will deal with me if
you win? That dread of each other, vague and un-
defined, yet very real, is perhaps the worst of all the
counsellors that men can admit to their hearts. A man
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who fears, no longer guides and controls himself; right
and wrong become shadowy and indifferent to him;
the grim phantom drives, and he betakes himself to the
path—whatever it is—that seems to offer the best
chance of safety. We see the same vague dread
acting upon the nations. At times you may have an
aggressive and ambitious Government, planning a world-
policy for its own aggrandizement, that endangers the
peace of all other nations; but in most cases it is the
vague dread of what some other rival nation will do
with its power that slowly leads up to those disastrous
and desolating international conflicts. So it is with our
political parties. We live dreading each other, and
become the reckless slaves of that dread, losing
conscience, losing guidance and definite purpose, in
our desperate effort to escape from falling under the
subjection of those whose thoughts and beliefs and
aims are all opposed to our own. True it is that the
leaders of a party may have their own higher desires,
their own personal sense of right, but it is a higher
desire and sense of right which they must often with
a sigh—or without a sigh—put away into their pockets,
bowing themselves before the ever present necessity
of winning the conflict and saving their own party from
defeat. The stake is too great to allow room for
scruples, or the more delicate balancings of what is right
and wrong in itself. We all know—* Need must, when
the devil drives.” *Skin for a skin, what will a man not
do for his skin.’

Now let us look how that winning of the political
battle has to be done? Winning means securing for
our side the larger crowd ; and that can only be done,
as we know in our hearts, though we don’t always put
it into words, by clever baiting of the hook which is to
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catch the fish. It is of little use throwing the bare hook
into the salmon pool; you must have the colours
brightly and artistically blended—the colours that suit
the particular pool, the state of the water, the state of
the weather. Unless you are learned in the fisherman’s
art, it is but few fish you will carry home in your
basket. So in the political pool you must skilfully
combine all the glittering attractions that you have to
offer; you must appeal to all the different special
interests, using the well chosen lure for each. It is
true that there may be exceptional moments with all
nations when the political arts lose much of their
importance, when some great matter rises above special
interests, and the people also rise above themselves.
But that is human nature at its best; and not the
human nature as we have to deal with it on most days
of the week. It is also true that the best men in every
party stoop unwillingly; but, as I have said, they are
not their own masters; they are acting under forces
which decide for them the course they must follow, and
reduce to silence the voice within them. They have
gone in for the winning of power, and those who play
for that stake must accept the conditions of the game.
You can’t make resolutions—it is said—with rose-water ;
and you can’t play at politics, and at the same time
listen to what your soul has to say in the matter. The
soul of a high-minded man is one thing; and the great
game of politics is another thing. You are now part of
a machine with a purpose of its own—not the purpose
of serving the fixed and supreme principles—the great
game laughs at all things that stand before and above
itself, and brushes them scornfully aside, but the purpose
of securing victory ; and to that purpose all the more
scrupulous men must conform, like the weaker brethren,
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or—as the noblest men do occasionally—stand aside.
As our system works, it is the party interests that rule
and compel us to do their bidding. It must be so; for
without unity in the party there is no victory, and
without victory no power to be enjoyed. When once
we have taken our place in the great game, all choice
as regards ourselves is at an end. We must win;
and we must do the things which mean winning, even
if those things are not very beautiful in themselves.
And what is it that we have to do? In plain words—
and plainness of thought, directness of speech, is the
only wholesome course—we must buy the larger half of
the nation; and buying the nation means setting up
before all the various groups, of which it is composed,
the supreme object, the idol of their own special interests.
We must offer something that makes it worth while for
each group to give us their support, and that something
must be more than our rivals offer. Put your own self-
interests in the first place, and see that you get them—
1s the watchword of all politics—though we don’t often
express it in those crude and unashamed terms. Politi-
cal art has, like many another accomplishment, its own
refinements for half veiling the real meanings. If we
wish to do our work in the finer fashion, in the artist’s
way, we must use the light and skilful hand ; we must
mix in the attractive phrases, appeal to patriotic motives,
borrow—a little cautiously—such assistance as we can
from the great principles—a slight passing bow that
does not too deeply commit us to their acquaintance as
regards the future—and throw dexterously over it all—
as a clever cook introduces into her dishes her choicest
seasoning—a flavour of noble and disinterested purpose.
It is a fine art of its own, to buy, and at the same time
to gild and beautify the buying; to get the voter into






