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To America’s citizens,
and to those who have been, and will be,
a great nation’s political leaders


INTRODUCTION
The idea for this anthology was given to a group of us college students by Perry Miller, a professor of literature much interested in the Puritans, who bore down so hard morally, and too, politically, on the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century American settlers of what is now Massachusetts. Our professor reminded us that religiously minded individuals are not without political interests, strategies, activities, going back, of course, to biblical times; and he went on to mention novelists and playwrights who have had similar inclinations to look long and hard at who has power to do what—where, and why, and with which consequences. In particular, we were asked to read Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, George Eliot, and too, we were pointed back to Sophocles—even as, at that time, French philosophical novelists such as Camus and Sartre were wondering (in the wake of the terrible murderousness of Hitler) what to conclude about the future of mankind. We had much to learn from certain storytellers of yore, Miller kept insisting—“novelists who wanted to understand the workings of politics, and the way certain individuals wield power, become leaders, practitioners of political leadership.”
Yes, most of us averred, there was a lot to be learned from the greatly ambitious novels of the English or Russian nineteenth-century masters (even from some more recently alive writers of fiction), but our chief task was to respond to the teaching remarks of our literature professors, who by and large were interested in figuring out literary plots, their devices and hidden meanings, not to mention their respective places in one or another chronology. Politics, history, they were for the social sciences—to which we ought go, if we wanted to know about rulers, their hopes and maneuvers, their manner of exerting the authority they had managed to acquire (through the choice of voters, through stealth, through the accidents and incidents of time).
Years later, in medical school, I would hear an emphatic echo of Perry Miller’s once rather singular assertions—now spoken by an extraordinarily astute clinician whose stethoscope always graced his neck: Yale Kneeland knew how to attend the noises of the heart, figure out the significance of certain neurological reflexes, but also take heed of the stories our patients send our way as we ask them questions, try understanding what has befallen them, gone awry in their bodily (and psychological) everyday life. Again and again he sent us over to bookstores and libraries so that we would, as he kept putting it, “learn about life from those who know how to present it in words to others who know how to read”—such a single, direct, unpretentious manner of rendering what might happen when a person who has put ideas on paper is attended by a reader with willing diligence.
Sometimes, Dr. Kneeland moved from a soaring rhetoric, with the intent of stirring us, to the specificity of a particular sentence, even a paragraph, all put before our waiting eyes through the application of chalk to a blackboard usually taken with numbers, biological and chemical abbreviations, and theoretical formulations meant to get our apprentice medical minds going strong. We learned of Dr. Lydgate, of course, in George Eliot’s Middlemarch, but we also were told of Eliot’s  Felix Holt, the Radical—her effort to indicate the workings of political life as it gets embedded in the personal inclinations and interests (and too, the social dealings) of those who take the lead in matters political. “You might want to think of history as enabled by the politics that brings it participants, moves it along, so you might want to turn to Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoevsky and George Eliot”—then, just as we had taken in the enormity of the suggestion (the urgent request, actually), a lowered voice, seemingly stating a hurried afterthought, intoned, “and Mr. Trollope too.”
I think it fair to say that more of us had scant knowledge of Anthony Trollope’s writing career (never mind his interest in the way politics worked in nineteenth-century England), but Dr. Kneeland knew that in medicine, details count a lot, and he wanted to extend that kind of immediate analytic (and psychoanalytic) thinking to our lives as members of his audience. He set before us authors and the names of their books, and he also got to us more trenchantly by mentioning two names we well knew, that of President (and General) Dwight D. Eisenhower, and that of Britain’s Winston Churchill. Not that we were in for a spell of partisan politics or ideology— rather, we were asked this: “You might want to imagine a novelist going about Eisenhower’s life, or Churchill’s” (or even, he noted, the life of a twentieth-century incarnation of the devil, the German führer, Adolf Hitler, whose life had become a big part of our recent life just a few decades earlier). For sure, we may have silently assented (while shuffling our feet, and awaiting our return to the cardiovascular or pulmonary or renal lecture matter now so noticeably set aside out of the fancy or whim of our erudite physician become literary scholar and lecturer).
Suddenly a hand waving in the air, belonging to one of us—and we all were jolted! Dr. Kneeland took notice, said, “Yes?” The student, with embarrassment, hesitation, gave his comment in the form of a question. “I don’t understand how all this connects with medicine, sir.” Silence, and some heads nodding, while some eyes looked left and right in search of a knowing, agreeing ocular meeting. Finally, a broad smile from our lecturer, and in a second or two this reply: “We are here to understand lives—the troubles, the pain, the worries, of our patients, who teach us all the time as they tell us what hurts them. Every day all of life comes to our eyes and ears, our thinking, wondering minds, and that same life (including our own) lives in neighborhoods, in nations, which certain individuals manage, control, direct, govern, rule—in one fashion or another, lead. You might say (dare I do so?) that political leadership, in Washington or London or wherever, has a kind of life in our clinics, hospital rooms, private offices, where people have come looking for advice, help with instructions, recommendations, prescriptions, to be sure, but we might also regard such an initiative on their part as a search for leadership (even ‘political leadership’): the suffering one asking the healing one to mend things, to say yes or no, many affirmations, not a few remonstrances.” Some of us were quickly admiring, grateful recipients of such remarks sent to us so surprisingly in such an atmosphere, while some of us were impatient, even irritated—yet again the description passed on, over the years, from class to class, rings true: Yale Kneeland, the English professor who somehow got to be a physician, and a professor of medicine, no less.
Still, not a few of Dr. Kneeland’s students went to purchase some of the books he mentioned, their titles on the notepaper we kept readily at hand to help us get closer to being knowing doctors, or the tape recording of his lecture. Indeed, weeks later some of those books became familiar to a few, even recommended to friends, family members. How well, for instance, do I recall some quite similar reactions to President Eisenhower’s triumph over Adlai Stevenson: “Twice—the stuff of Tolstoy or George Eliot!” We had learned our lesson from our medical teacher, and after those few words gained the extended reflection that signaled a willingness to think of a moment of history, of politics, with a narrator’s guidance: the drama of it all, the ironies and paradoxes, the stories of yearning and defeat, of unquestionable good (as seen by some) in a struggle with the unappealing, even the sinister or outright bad (as regarded by others). Literature had become the stuff of political introspection—of a politics we citizens of a great and powerful democracy were daily observing, attempting to fathom.
Twenty years later found me in South Africa, where I was working with white children of English or Afrikaner background in Cape Town, in Johannesburg, and with darker-skinned children living in neighborhoods kept apart from those of their white fellow citizens. I had, before then, lived and worked in our American South, observed the last-ditch struggle to end segregationist dominance of that region, and now, many thousands of miles away, across an ocean, on a different continent, was visiting homes and schools where children and their parents and teachers were at pains to figure out a nation’s tumultuous history, its direfully fought politics. Such abstractions became for me clinical challenges, struggles: how to do justice to “the political life of children”— in my daily life of research, speaking with boys and girls, their families, in the hope of acquiring some sense of how their lives were unfolding, with what accomplishments, what set-backs.
One day, in Cape Town, as I discussed my work with a group of sociologists and psychologists, Nadine Gordimer came up—her novel My Son’s Story is a vigorously discerning and subtle probe, through a story, into the life of a nation (its politics) as it came relentlessly to bear on the life of a child, on a boy’s knowledge of a world, what it allows, what it adamantly refuses to let happen (without a sternly punishing admonition). Soon enough I was reading the novel, and was yet once more back in my mind to Professors Miller and Kneeland, to their eager embrace of literature as a decided assist in the comprehension of politics, in the parallel pursuit of moral reflection. In a sense, Gordimer’s use of dark skin asked this about people with white skin, “Why do some people give orders, and other people get down on their knees and say yes, yes, yes?” A novel’s fourteen-year-old lad posed inquiries, one after the other, offering a vividly affecting description of a present-day political reality—one which brought to my mind some of the starkly stated questions I’d heard in Alabama and Mississippi during the early 1960s: a prelude to the new politics that arrived in 1964 with the adoption, finally, of the voting rights bill of the Congress, and with that outcome a new political reality, a new political leadership in towns, in counties, in city and state offices, across a region. In America’s South, I’d been told to call upon novelists for help in getting closer to a region’s human truths, and now in South Africa, I was pointedly being directed toward a novelist to get a clear idea of how a country’s political leadership gives shape to so many nuances of a people’s lived life.
Years later, also, I was trying to teach college students and graduate students about “Politics and the Good”—about the trials and tribulations that can come upon those who take part in political life, become sometime followers of this or that person, party, program, sometime advocates of a particular agenda. I began college teaching, working alongside Erik H. Erikson, who was much interested in leadership—not only that of Luther and Gandhi (discussed in his books) but the leadership, as he once described it in a lecture, “of those who take a step out of the ordinary, and in time, become themselves extraordinary”: men or women, he was asserting, who get followed out of admiration that becomes devotion— leaders for followers eager to have ideas addressed as ideals that summon commitment. When asked for a course’s syllabus of my own teaching, I turned to memories of Perry Miller and Yale Kneeland, their advocacy of literature as a repository (among many things) of political reflection, even, at times, wisdom. I also turned to twentieth-century writers who had dared contemplate the way politics works—the pitfalls or breakthrough times that go with leadership exerted in a given nation’s political life. George Orwell, Carl Sandburg, Robert Penn Warren, became for us in a seminar, introspective or suggestive guides—helpful, indeed, as storytelling or lyrical observers, and occasionally provocateurs, ready to confront us readers with authority become compliance obtained, or disagreement vigorously disputed.
There were additional times of musing—encounters with individuals who in their ongoing political lives had very much become leaders (elected to be a governor, a senator), and thereby held high by many, or conversely, derided insistently by others: political leadership as a defining divide that prompts a pro, a con, from countless others who go to the polls, or answer pollsters with opinions of applause or decided dislike. How well I recall Georgia’s then (1967) governor Lester Maddox telling me, during a meeting, that I ought to talk to those who had rallied around him over the years. “You’ve got to have followers if you’re going to be a leader,” he remarked quite pointedly as I kept going after him, his beliefs, his policies, his political way of self-preservation—and belatedly, after writing about him for those who read the pages of a magazine, I took his advice, heard from (a few times) self-described followers who gave their explicit, and often quite touching and revealing, reasons for “falling in line,” as one Georgia citizen called it, who explained his own decision to say yes to Lester, even if there was a no or two in his mind: “You have to raise your hand and say to yourself that this guy’s got you (got to you), or no sir, he’s not for you (you’re following his line, or you’re walking away, and shaking your head with a no way look on your face). That’s how it goes in this life, you follow the leader or you turn to another leader, so the people asking questions, about who you’re for or against, hear you say ‘nope’ to someone, or ‘You bet, I’ll buy the goods he’s peddling in his speeches!’ ”
Living the life of leadership means linking arms with those many others who avidly seek a given person’s sponsorship, attention, passion—the ability to speak for followers, earn from them a trust that turns, ultimately, to boxes checked, levers pulled, at the voting place, and before then, after then, feelings accepted, words addressed to oneself in silence, to others in the course of a family’s life, a neighborhood or working place occupied. No wonder Robert F. Kennedy once remarked that “it takes two to tango,” and then used a metaphor pursued further, considered in its practical application to political leadership as it all the time becomes enacted, then taken to heart by others: “Part of leadership is getting yourself across to others, so they’re willing to sign on the dotted line, say they’re enough with you, for you, to be on your side, your team. (It’s an agreement, a little like a dance, you could say—the political candidate going down the aisles, or streets in his city or state, and some will look and listen and say sure thing, and others will say not for me. I want no  part of that!)” Living political leadership is someone stepping briskly, adroitly, in response to rhythms of thought and conviction, of want and apprehension, of need and alarm—so that the walker, the person living a political life that aims at political leadership, is eventually held to, even held up high—the followers’ embrace become the successful officeholder’s sure ticket to a public esteem, signaled over many years through repeated victories at the hands of a persuaded (occasionally enamored) electorate. So the pages ahead, in their respective ways, imply, signal us to keep in mind.
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I
POLITICAL STORIES FROM THE PAST
WE LIVE IN history, its heritage a powerful force in our present-day lives. And so it goes with nations as well. Past political errors or breakthroughs inform the way we think about nationhood and how we act as citizens in the country we call our own.
In the following political stories of the past, we see how the process of politics is enacted by those who rule, and how it impacts those who follow. Through the eyes of tragedians of long ago, such as Sophocles, and later through the words of nineteenth-century novelists of England and Russia, such as George Eliot and Dostoevsky, we learn how average people tried to live, and tried to make do, in families and neighborhoods. But these same introspective writers were also attempting to render the political side of our lives—depicting the leaders to whom we acquiesce, and the doubt (even, at times, outright disapproval or disdain) we have with respect to them.
Here, then, are political moments of the past, given the suggestive life high art can convey to a reader’s later time. Through them, we see how politics works—we witness the manipulations of power and ambition, the art of compromise, the rise and fall of political careers, and the desire to conquer. In short, the past becomes the teacher of the present. 
GEORGE ELIOT
George Eliot (1819–80), the pseudonym of Mary Ann Evans, is regarded as one of the great Victorian novelists, especially noted for her insightful psychological characterizations. Her best-known novel, Middlemarch (1871–72), follows the emotional and intellectual frustrations of Dorothea Brooke. As Oscar Wilde once remarked in 1897, Eliot “is the embodiment of philosophy in fiction.”
In Felix Holt, the Radical, written in 1866, Eliot observes that progressive reformers can be even more self-interested than their conservative opponents. Young Harold Transome returns to England from the American colonies with a self-made fortune, then scandalizes his district by running for Parliament as a Radical.
This excerpt from Felix Holt introduces the concept of “political consciousness,” which can be understood as a continuing and acute sense of the role politics plays in everyday life. Through Felix Holt’s actions, George Eliot shows us how average people are affected by politics—how their values and daily activities are connected to, and shaped by, government.
For George Eliot, the political process articulated a given country’s social values—it provided public expression for the customs and conflicts of daily life. The theater of politics becomes, then, an affirmation of a citizenry’s values, concerns, and aspirations.
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From FELIX HOLT, THE RADICAL
Thus Treby Magna, which had lived quietly through the great earthquakes of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars, which had remained unmoved by the “Rights of Man,” and saw little in Mr. Cobbett’s “Weekly Register” except that he held eccentric views about potatoes, began at last to know the higher pains of a dim political consciousness; and the development had been greatly helped by the recent agitation about the Reform Bill. Tory, Whig, and Radical did not perhaps become clearer in their definition of each other; but the names seemed to acquire so strong a stamp of honour or infamy, that definitions would only have weakened the impression. As to the short and easy method of judging opinions by the personal character of those who held them, it was liable to be much frustrated in Treby. It so happened in that particular town that the Reformers were not all of them large-hearted patriots or ardent lovers of justice; indeed, one of them, in the very midst of the agitation, was detected in using unequal scales—a fact to which many Tories pointed with disgust as showing plainly enough, without further argument, that the cry for a change in the representative system was hollow trickery. Again, the Tories were far from being all oppressors, disposed to grind down the working classes into serfdom; and it was undeniable that the inspector at the tape manufactory, who spoke with much eloquence on the extension of the suffrage, was a more tyrannical personage than openhanded Mr. Wace, whose chief political tenet was, that it was all nonsense giving men votes when they had no stake in the country. On the other hand, there were some Tories who gave themselves a great deal of leisure to abuse hypocrites, Radicals, Dissenters, and atheism generally, but whose inflamed faces, theistic swearing, and frankness in expressing a wish to borrow, certainly did not mark them out strongly as holding opinions likely to save society.
The Reformers had triumphed: it was clear that the wheels were going whither they were pulling, and they were in fine spirits for exertion. But if they were pulling towards the country’s ruin, there was the more need for others to hang on behind and get the wheels to stick if possible. In Treby, as elsewhere, people were told they must “rally” at the coming election; but there was now a large number of waverers— men of flexible, practical minds, who were not such bigots as to cling to any views when a good tangible reason could be urged against them; while some regarded it as the most neighbourly thing to hold a little with both sides, and were not sure that they should rally or vote at all. It seemed an invidious thing to vote for one gentleman rather than another.
These social changes in Treby parish are comparatively public matters, and this history is chiefly concerned with the private lot of a few men and women; but there is no private life which has not been determined by a wider public life, from the time when the primeval milkmaid had to wander with the wanderings of her clan, because the cow she milked was one of a herd which had made the pastures bare. Even in that conservatory existence where the fair Camellia is sighed for by the noble young Pineapple, neither of them needing to care about the frost or rain outside, there is a nether apparatus of hot-water pipes liable to cool down on a strike of the gardeners or a scarcity of coal. And the lives we are about to look back upon do not belong to those conservatory species; they are rooted in the common earth, having to endure all the ordinary chances of past and present weather. As to the weather of 1832, the Zadkiel of that time had predicted that the electrical condition of the clouds in the political hemisphere would produce unusual perturbations in organic existence, and he would perhaps have seen a fulfilment of his remarkable prophecy in that mutual influence of dissimilar destinies which we shall see gradually unfolding itself. For if the mixed political conditions of Treby Magna had not been acted on by the passing of the Reform Bill, Mr. Harold Transome would not have presented himself as a candidate for North Loamshire, Treby would not have been a polling-place, Mr. Matthew Jermyn would not have been on affable terms with a Dissenting preacher and his flock, and the venerable town would not have been placarded with handbills, more or less complimentary and retrospective— conditions in this case essential to the “where,” and the “what,” without which, as the learned know, there can be no event whatever.
How Harold Transome came to be a Liberal in opposition to all the traditions of his family, was a more subtle inquiry than he had ever cared to follow out. The newspapers undertook to explain it. The North Loamshire Herald witnessed with a grief and disgust certain to be shared by all persons who were actuated by wholesome British feeling, an example of defection in the inheritor of a family name which in times past had been associated with attachment to right principle, and with the maintenance of our constitution in Church and State; and pointed to it as an additional proof that men who had passed any large portion of their lives beyond the limits of our favoured country, usually contracted not only a laxity of feeling towards Protestantism, nay, towards religion itself—a latitudinarian spirit hardly distinguishable from atheism— but also a levity of disposition, inducing them to tamper with those institutions by which alone Great Britain had risen to her pre-eminence among the nations. Such men, infected with outlandish habits, intoxicated with vanity, grasping at momentary power by flattery of the multitude, fearless because godless, liberal because un-English, were ready to pull one stone from under another in the national edifice, till the great structure tottered to its fall. On the other hand, the Duffield Watchman saw in this signal instance of self-liberation from the trammels of prejudice, a decisive guarantee of intellectual pre-eminence, united with a generous sensibility to the claims of man as man, which had burst asunder, and cast off, by a spontaneous exertion of energy, the cramping out-worn shell of hereditary bias and class interest.
But these large-minded guides of public opinion argued from wider data than could be furnished by any knowledge of the particular case concerned. Harold Transome was neither the dissolute cosmopolitan so vigorously sketched by the Tory Herald, nor the intellectual giant and moral lobster suggested by the liberal imagination of the Watchman. Twenty years ago he had been a bright, active, good-tempered lad, with sharp eyes and a good aim; he delighted in success and in predominance; but he did not long for an impossible predominance, and become sour and sulky because it was impossible. He played at the games he was clever in, and usually won; all other games he let alone, and thought them of little worth. At home and at Eton he had been side by side with his stupid elder brother Durfey, whom he despised; and he very early began to reflect that since this Caliban in miniature was older than himself, he must carve out his own fortune. That was a nuisance; and on the whole the world seemed rather ill-arranged, at Eton especially, where there were many reasons why Harold made no great figure. He was not sorry the money was wanting to send him to Oxford; he did not see the good of Oxford; he had been surrounded by many things during his short life, of which he had distinctly said to himself that he did not see the good, and he was not disposed to venerate on the strength of any good that others saw. He turned his back on home very cheerfully, though he was rather fond of his mother, and very fond of Transome Court, and the river where he had been used to fish; but he said to himself as he passed the lodge-gates, “I’ll get rich somehow, and have an estate of my own, and do what I like with it.” This determined aiming at something not easy but clearly possible, marked the direction in which Harold’s nature was strong; he had the energetic will and muscle, the self-confidence, the quick perception, and the narrow imagination which make what is admiringly called the practical mind.
Since then his character had been ripened by a various experience, and also by much knowledge which he had set himself deliberately to gain. But the man was no more than the boy writ large, with an extensive commentary. The years had nourished an inclination to as much opposition as would enable him to assert his own independence and power without throwing himself into that tabooed condition which robs power of its triumph. And this inclination had helped his shrewdness in forming judgments which were at once innovating and moderate. He was addicted at once to rebellion and to conformity, and only an intimate personal knowledge could enable any one to predict where his conformity would begin. The limit was not defined by theory, but was drawn in an irregular zigzag by early disposition and association; and his resolution, of which he had never lost hold, to be a thorough Englishman again some day, had kept up the habit of considering all his conclusions with reference to English politics and English social conditions. He meant to stand up for every change that the economical condition of the country required, and he had an angry contempt for men with coronets on their coaches, but too small a share of brains to see when they had better make a virtue of necessity. His respect was rather for men who had no coronets, but who achieved a just influence by furthering all measures which the common sense of the country, and the increasing self-assertion of the majority, peremptorily demanded. He could be such a man himself.
“It is such a beautiful day,” he said, “it would do you good to go into the air. Let me take you along the river towards Little Treby, will you?”
“I will put my bonnet on,” said Esther, unhesitatingly, though they had never walked out together before.
It is true that to get into the fields they had to pass through the street; and when Esther saw some acquaintances, she reflected that her walking alone with Felix might be a subject of remark—all the more because of his cap, patched boots, no cravat, and thick stick. Esther was a little amazed herself at what she had come to. So our lives glide on: the river ends we don’t know where, and the sea begins, and then there is no more jumping ashore.
When they were in the streets Esther hardly spoke. Felix talked with his usual readiness, as easily as if he were not doing it solely to divert her thoughts, first about Job Tudge’s delicate chest, and the probability that the little white-faced monkey would not live long; and then about a miserable beginning of a night-school, which was all he could get together at Sproxton; and the dismalness of that hamlet, which was a sort of lip to the coalpit on one side and the “public” on the other—and yet a paradise compared with the wynds of Glasgow, where there was little more than a chink of daylight to show the hatred in women’s faces.
But soon they got into the fields, where there was a right of way towards Little Treby, now following the course of the river, now crossing towards a lane, and now turning into a cart-track through a plantation.
“Here we are!” said Felix, when they had crossed the wooden bridge, and were treading on the slanting shadows made by the elm trunks. “I think this is delicious. I never feel less unhappy than in these late autumn afternoons when they are sunny.”
“Less unhappy! There now!” said Esther, smiling at him with some of her habitual sauciness, “I have caught you in self-contradiction. I have heard you quite furious against puling, melancholy people. If I had said what you have just said, you would have given me a long lecture, and told me to go home and interest myself in the reason of the rule of three.”
“Very likely,” said Felix, beating the weeds, according to the foible of our common humanity when it has a stick in its hand. “But I don’t think myself a fine fellow because I’m melancholy. I don’t measure my force by the negations in me, and think my soul must be a mighty one because it is more given to idle suffering than to beneficent activity. That’s what your favourite gentlemen do, of the Byronic-bilious style.”
“I don’t admit that those are my favourite gentlemen.”
“I’ve heard you defend them—gentlemen like your Rénés, who have no particular talent for the finite, but a general sense that the infinite is the right thing for them. They might as well boast of nausea as a proof of a strong inside.”
“Stop, stop! You run on in that way to get out of my reach. I convicted you of confessing that you are melancholy.”
“Yes!” said Felix, thrusting his left hand into his pocket, with a shrug; “as I could confess to a great many other things I’m not proud of. The fact is, there are not many easy lots to be drawn in the world at present; and such as they are I am not envious of them. I don’t say life is not worth having: it is worth having to a man who has some sparks of sense and feeling and bravery in him. And the finest fellow of all would be the one who could be glad to have lived because the world was chiefly miserable, and his life had come to help some one who needed it. He would be the man who had the most powers and the fewest selfish wants. But I’m not up to the level of what I see to be best. I’m often a hungry discontented fellow.”
“Why have you made your life so hard then?” said Esther, rather frightened as she asked the question. “It seems to me you have tried to find just the most difficult task.”
“Not at all,” said Felix, with curt decision. “My course was a very simple one. It was pointed out to me by conditions that I saw as clearly as I see the bars of this stile. It’s a difficult stile too,” added Felix, striding over. “Shall I help you, or will you be left to yourself?”
“I can do without help, thank you.”
“It was all simple enough,” continued Felix, as they walked on. “If I meant to put a stop to the sale of those drugs, I must keep my mother, and of course at her age she would not leave the place she had been used to. And I had made up my mind against what they call genteel businesses.”
“But suppose every one did as you do? Please to forgive me for saying so; but I cannot see why you could not have lived as honourably with some employment that presupposes education and refinement.”
“Because you can’t see my history or my nature,” said Felix, bluntly. “I have to determine for myself, and not for other men. I don’t blame them, or think I am better than they; their circumstances are different. I would never choose to withdraw myself from the labour and common burthen of the world; but I do choose to withdraw myself from the push and the scramble for money and position. Any man is at liberty to call me a fool, and say that mankind are benefited by the push and the scramble in the long-run. But I care for the people who live now and will not be living when the long-run comes. As it is, I prefer going shares with the unlucky.”
Esther did not speak, and there was silence between them for a minute or two, till they passed through a gate into a plantation where there was no large timber, but only thin-stemmed trees and underwood, so that the sunlight fell on the mossy spaces which lay open here and there.
“See how beautiful those stooping birch-stems are with the light on them!” said Felix. “Here is an old felled trunk they have not thought worth carrying away. Shall we sit down a little while?”
“Yes, the mossy ground with the dry leaves sprinkled over it is delightful to one’s feet.” Esther sat down and took off her bonnet, that the light breeze might fall on her head. Felix, too, threw down his cap and stick, lying on the ground with his back against the felled trunk.
“I wish I felt more as you do,” she said, looking at the point of her foot, which was playing with a tuft of moss. “I can’t help caring very much what happens to me. And you seem to care so little about yourself.”
“You are thoroughly mistaken,” said Felix. “It is just because I’m a very ambitious fellow, with very hungry passions, wanting a great deal to satisfy me, that I have chosen to give up what people call worldly good. At least that has been one determining reason. It all depends on what a man gets into his consciousness—what life thrusts into his mind, so that it becomes present to him as remorse is present to the guilty, or a mechanical problem to an inventive genius. There are two things I’ve got present in that way: one of them is the picture of what I should hate to be. I’m determined never to go about making my face simpering or solemn, and telling professional lies for profit; or to get tangled in affairs where I must wink at dishonesty and pocket the proceeds, and justify that knavery as part of a system that I can’t alter. If I once went into that sort of struggle for success, I should want to win—I should defend the wrong that I had once identified myself with. I should become everything that I see now beforehand to be detestable. And what’s more, I should do this, as men are doing it every day, for a ridiculously small prize—perhaps for none at all—perhaps for the sake of two parlours, a rank eligible for the churchwardenship, a discontented wife and several unhopeful children.”
Esther felt a terrible pressure on her heart—the certainty of her remoteness from Felix—the sense that she was utterly trivial to him.
“The other thing that’s got into my mind like a splinter,” said Felix, after a pause, “is the life of the miserable—the spawning life of vice and hunger. I’ll never be one of the sleek dogs. The old Catholics are right, with their higher rule and their lower. Some are called to subject themselves to a harder discipline, and renounce things voluntarily which are lawful for others. It is the old word—‘necessity is laid upon me.’ ”
“It seems to me you are stricter than my father is.”
“No! I quarrel with no delight that is not base or cruel, but one must sometimes accommodate oneself to a small share. That is the lot of the majority. I would wish the minority joy, only they don’t want my wishes.”
Again there was silence. Esther’s cheeks were hot in spite of the breeze that sent her hair floating backward. She felt an inward strain, a demand on her to see things in a light that was not easy or soothing. When Felix had asked to walk, he had seemed so kind, so alive to what might be her feelings, that she had thought herself nearer to him than she had ever been before; but since they had come out, he had appeared to forget all that. And yet she was conscious that this impatience of hers was very petty. Battling in this way with her own little impulses, and looking at the birch-stems opposite till her gaze was too wide for her to see anything distinctly, she was unaware how long they had remained without speaking. She did not know that Felix had changed his attitude a little, and was resting his elbow on the tree-trunk, while he supported his head, which was turned towards her. Suddenly he said, in a lower tone than was habitual to him.
“You are very beautiful.”
She started and looked round at him, to see whether his face would give some help to the interpretation of this novel speech. He was looking up at her quite calmly, very much as a reverential Protestant might look at a picture of the Virgin, with a devoutness suggested by the type rather than by the image. Esther’s vanity was not in the least gratified: she felt that, somehow or other, Felix was going to reproach her.
“I wonder,” he went on, still looking at her, “whether the subtle measuring of forces will ever come to measuring the force there would be in one beautiful woman whose mind was as noble as her face was beautiful—who made a man’s passion for her rush in one current with all the great aims of his life.”
Esther’s eyes got hot and smarting. It was no use trying to be dignified. She had turned away her head, and now said, rather bitterly, “It is difficult for a woman ever to try to be anything good when she is not believed in—when it is always supposed that she must be contemptible.”
“No, dear Esther”—it was the first time Felix had been prompted to call her by her Christian name, and as he did so he laid his large hand on her two little hands, which were clasped on her knees. “You don’t believe that I think you contemptible. When I first saw you—”
“I know, I know,” said Esther, interrupting him impetuously, but still looking away. “You mean you did think me contemptible then. But it was very narrow of you to judge me in that way, when my life had been so different from yours. I have great faults. I know I am selfish, and think too much of my own small tastes and too little of what affects others. But I am not stupid. I am not unfeeling. I can see what is better.”
“But I have not done you injustice since I knew more of you,” said Felix, gently.
“Yes, you have,” said Esther, turning and smiling at him through her tears. “You talk to me like an angry pedagogue. Were you always wise? Remember the time when you were foolish or naughty.”
“That is not far off,” said Felix, curtly, taking away his hand and clasping it with the other at the back of his head. The talk, which seemed to be introducing a mutual understanding, such as had not existed before, seemed to have undergone some check.
“Shall we get up and walk back now?” said Esther, after a few moments.
“No,” said Felix, entreatingly. “Don’t move yet. I dare say we shall never walk together or sit here again.”
“Why not?”
“Because I am a man who am warned by visions. Those old stories of visions and dreams guiding men have their truth: we are saved by making the future present to ourselves.”
“I wish I could get visions, then,” said Esther, smiling at him, with an effort at playfulness, in resistance to something vaguely mournful within her.
“That is what I want,” said Felix, looking at her very earnestly. “Don’t turn your head. Do look at me, and then I shall know if I may go on speaking. I do believe in you; but I want you to have such a vision of the future that you may never lose your best self. Some charm or other may be flung about you—some of your atta-of-rose fascinations—and nothing but a good strong terrible vision will save you. And if it did save you, you might be that woman I was thinking of a little while ago when I looked at your face: the woman whose beauty makes a great task easier to men instead of turning them away from it. I am not likely to see such fine issues; but they may come where a woman’s spirit is finely touched. I should like to be sure they would come to you.”
“Why are you not likely to know what becomes of me?” said Esther, turning away her eyes in spite of his command. “Why should you not always be my father’s friend and mine?”
“O, I shall go away as soon as I can to some large town,” said Felix, in his more usual tone,—“some ugly, wicked, miserable place. I want to be a demagogue of a new sort; an honest one, if possible, who will tell the people they are blind and foolish, and neither flatter them nor fatten on them. I have my heritage—an order I belong to. I have the blood of a line of handicraftsmen in my veins, and I want to stand up for the lot of the handicraftsman as a good lot, in which a man may be better trained to all the best functions of his nature than if he belonged to the grimacing set who have visiting-cards, and are proud to be thought richer than their neighbours.”
“Would nothing ever make it seem right to you to change your mind?” said Esther (she had rapidly woven some possibilities out of the new uncertainties in her own lot, though she would not for the world have had Felix know of her weaving). “Suppose, by some means or other, a fortune might come to you honourably—by marriage, or in any other unexpected way—would you see no change in your course?”
“No,” said Felix, peremptorily; “I will never be rich. I don’t count that as any peculiar virtue. Some men do well to accept riches, but that is not my inward vocation: I have no fellow-feeling with the rich as a class; the habits of their lives are odious to me. Thousands of men have wedded poverty because they expect to go to heaven for it; I don’t expect to go to heaven for it, but I wed it because it enables me to do what I most want to do on earth. Whatever the hopes for the world may be—whether great or small—I am a man of this generation; I will try to make life less bitter for a few within my reach. It is held reasonable enough to toil for the fortunes of a family, though it may turn to imbecility in the third generation. I choose a family with more chances in it.”
Esther looked before her dreamily till she said, “That seems a hard lot; yet it is
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