
FAITH IN DEMOCRACY
Democracy is on its trial, and no one knows how it 

will stand the ordeal. Abounding about us are pessimistic 
prophets. Fickleness and violence used to be, but are no 
longer, the vices which they charge to democracy. What 
its critics now affirm is that its preferences are inveterately 
for the inferior. So it was in the beginning, they say, and 
so it will be world without end. Vulgarity enthroned and 
institutionalized, elbowing everything superior from the high
way, this, they tell us, is our irremediable destiny; and the pic
ture papers of the European Continent are already drawing 
Uncle Sam with the hog instead of the eagle for his heraldic 
emblem. The privileged aristocracies of the foretime, with 
all their iniquities, did at least preserve some taste for higher 
human quality, and honor certain forms of refinement by 
their enduring traditions. But when democracy is sovereign, 
its doubters say, nobility will form a sort of invisible church, 
and sincerity and refinement, stripped of honor, precedence, 
and favor, will have to vegetate on sufferance in private cor
ners. They will have no general influence . . . Democracy 
as a whole may undergo self-poisoning. But, on the other 
hand, democracy is a kind of religion, and we are bound 
not to admit its failure . . . The best of us are filled with 
the contrary vision of a democracy stumbling through every 
error till its institutions glow with justice and its customs 
shine with beauty. Our better men shall show the way and 
we shall follow them. — William James in The Individual 
and Society.


