Agrégation — John Dewey, The Public and its Problems V. Boyer

It will be said, that a conclusion ought not to be drawn from the unthinking conduct of the great majority
of an aristocratical body, against the capability of such a body for acting wisely in the management of public
affairs; because the body will always contain a certain proportion of wise men, and the rest will be governed
by them. Nothing but this can be said with pertinency. And, under certain modifications, this may be said
with truth. The wise and good in any class of men do, to all general purposes, govern the rest. The
comparison, however, must go on. Of that body, whose interests are identified with those of the community,
it may also be said, that if one portion of them are unthinking, there is another portion wise; and that, in
matters of state, the less wise would be governed by the more wise, not less certainly than in that body,
whose interests, if they were entrusted with power, could not be identified with those of the community.

If we compare in each of these two contrasted bodies the two descriptions of persons, we shall not find
that the foolish part of the democratical body are more foolish than that of the aristocratical, nor the wise
part less wise. Though, according to the opinions which fashion has propagated, it may appear a little
paradoxical, we shall probably find the very reverse.

That there is not only as great a proportion of wise men in that part of the community which is not the
aristocracy, as in that which is; but that, under the present state of education, and the diffusion of knowledge,
there is a much greater, we presume, there are few persons who will be disposed to dispute. It is to be
observed, that the class which is universally described, as both the most wise, and the most virtuous part of
every community, the middle rank, are wholly included in that part of the community which is not the
aristocratical. It is also not disputed, that in Great Britain the middle rank are numerous, and form a large
proportion of the whole body of the people. Another proposition may be stated, with a perfect confidence
of the concurrence of all those men who have attentively considered the formation of opinions in the great
body of society, or, indeed, the principles of human nature in general. It is, that the opinions of that class of
the people, who are below the middle rank, are formed, and their minds are directed by that intelligent and
virtuous rank, who come the most immediately in contact with them, who are in the constant habit of
intimate communication with them, to whom they fly for advice and assistance in all their numerous
difficulties, upon whom they feel an immediate and daily dependence, in health and in sickness, in infancy
and in old age; to whom their children look up as models for their imitation, whose opinions they have daily
repeated, and account it their honour to adopt. There can be no doubt whatever that the middle rank, which
gives their most distinguished ornaments to science, to art, and to legislation itself, to every thing which
exalts and refines human nature, is that part of the community of which, if the basis of representation were
now so far extended, the opinion would ultimately decide. Of the people beneath them, a vast majority would
be sure to be guided by their advice and example.

The incidents which have been urged as exceptions to this general rule, and even as reasons for rejecting
it, may be considered as contributing to its proof. What signify the irregularities of a mob, more than half
composed, in the greater number of instances, of boys and idlers, and disturbing, for a few hours or days, a
particular town? What signifies the occasional turbulence of a manufacturing district, peculiarly unhappy
from a very great deficiency of a middle rank, as there the population almost wholly consists of rich
manufacturers and poor workmen; with whose minds no pains are taken by any body; with whose afflictions
there is no virtuous family of the middle rank to sympathize; whose children have no good example of such
a family to see and to admire; and who are placed in the highly unfavourable situation of fluctuating between
very high wages in one year, and very low wages in another? It is altogether futile with regard to the
foundation of good government, to say that this, or the other portion of the people, may at this, or the other
time, depart from the wisdom of the middle rank. It is enough that the great majority of the people never
cease to be guided by that rank; and we may, with some confidence, challenge the adversaries of the people
to produce a single instance to the contrary in the history of the world.
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