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THE MANLY VIRTUES AND PRACTICAL POLITICS.

SoMETIMES, in addressing men who sincerely desire the better-
ment of our public affairs, but who have not taken active part in
directing them, I feel tempted to tell them that there are two gospels
which should be preached to every reformer. The first is the gospel
of morality; the second is the gospel of efficiency.

To decent, upright citizens it is hardly necessary to preach the
doctrine of morality as applied to the affairs of public life. It is an
even graver offence to sin against the commonwealth than to sin
against an individual. The man who debauches our public life,
whether by malversation of funds in office, by the actual bribery of

_ voters or of legislators, or by the corrupt use of the offices as spoils
wherewith to reward the unworthy and the vicious for their noxious
and interested activity in the baser walks of political life,—this man
is & greater foe to our well-being as a nation than is even the default-
ing cashier of a bank, or the betrayer of a private trust. No amount
of intelligence and no amount of energy will save a nation which is
not honest, and no government can ever be a permanent success if
administered in accordance with base ideals. The first requisite in
the citizen who wishes to share the work of our publie life, whether
he wishes himself to hold office or merely to do his plain duty as an
Amnerican by taking part in the management of our political machin-
ery, is that he shall act disinterestedly and with a sincere purpose to
serve the whole commonwealth. )

But disinterestedness and honesty and unselfish desire to do what is
right are not enough in themselves. A man must not only be disin-
terested, but he must be efficient. If he goes into politics he must
go into practical politics, in order to make his influence felt. Prac-
tical politics must not be construed to mean dirty politics. On the
contrary, in the long run the politics of fraud and treachery and foul-
ness is unpractical politics, and the most practical of all politicians
is the politician who is clean and decent and upright. But a man
who goes into the actual battles of the pohtlcal world must prepare
himself much as he would for the struggle in any other branch of
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our life. He must be prepared to meet men of far lower ideas than
his own, and to face things, not as he would wish them, but as they
are. He must not lose his own high ideal, and yet he must face the
fact that the majority of the men with whom he must work have
lower ideals. He must stand firmly for what he believes, and yet he
must realize that political action, to be effective, must be’ the joint
action of many men, and that he must sacrifice somewhat of his own
opinions to those of his associates if he ever hopes to see his desires
take practical shape.

"~ The prime thing that every man who takes an interest in politics
should remember is that he must act, and not merely criticise the
actions of others. It is not the man who sits by his fireside reading
his evening paper, and saying how bad our politics and politicians
are, who will ever do anything to save us; it is the man who goes
out into the rough hurly-burly of the caucus, the primary, and the
political meeting, and there faces his fellows on equal terms. The
real service is rendered, not by the critic who stands aloof from the
contest, but by the man who enters into it and bears his part as a
man should, undeterred by the blood and the sweat. It is a pleasant
but a dangerous thing to associate merely with cultivated, refined
men of high ideals and sincere purpose to do right, and to think that
one has done all one’s duty by discussing polities with such associ-
ates. Itisa good thing to meet men of this stamp; indeed it is a
necessary thing, for we thereby brighten our ideals, and keep in
touch with the people who are unselfish in their purposes; but if we
associate with such men execlusively we can accomplish nothing. The
actual battle must be fought out on other and less pleasant fields.
The actual advance must be made in the field of practical politics
among the men who represent or guide or control the mass of the
voters, the men who are sometimes rough and coarse, who sometimes
have lower ideals than they should, but who are capable, masterful,
and efficient. It is only by mingling on equal terms with such men,
by showing them that one is able to give and to receive heavy pun-
ishment without flinching, and that one can master the details of
political management as well as they can, that it is possible for a
man to establish a standing that will be useful to him in fighting for
a great reform. Every man who wishes well to his country is in
honor bound to take an active part in political life. If he does his
duty and takes that active part he will be sure occasionally to commit
mistakes and to be guilty of shortcomings. For these mistakes and
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shortcomings he will receive the unmeasured denunciation of the
crities who commit neither because they never do anything but eriti-
cise. Nevertheless he will have the satisfaction of knowing that the
salvation of the country ultimately lies, not in the hands of his critics,
but in the hands of those who, however imperfectly, actually do the
work of the nation. I would not for one moment be understood as
objecting to criticism or failing to appreciate its importance. We
need fearless criticism of our public men and public parties; we need
unsparing condemnation of all persons and all principles that count
for evil in our public life: but it behooves every man to remember
that the work of the critic, important though it is, is of altogether
secondary importance, and that, in the end, progress is accomplished
by the man who does the things, and not by the man who talks about
how they ought or ought not to be done.

Therefore the man who wishes to do good in his community must
go into active political life. If he is a Republican, let him join his
local Republican association; if a Democrat, the Democratic associa-
tion; if an Independent, then let him put himself in touch with those
who think as he does. In any event let him make himself an active
force and make his influence felt. Whether he works within or
without party lines he can surely find plenty of men who are desirous
of good government, and who, if they act together, become at once a
power on the side of righteousness. Of course, in a government like
ours, a man can accomplish anything only by acting in combination
with others, and equally, of course, a number of people can act together
only by each sacrificing certain of his beliefs or prejudices. That
man is indeed unfortunate who cannot in any given district find some
people with whom he can conscientiously act. He may find that he
san do best by acting within a party organization; he may find that
e can do best by acting, at least for certain purposes, or at certain
times, outside of party organizations, in an independent body of some
kind; but with some association he must act if he wishes to exert
any real influence.

One thing to be always remembered is that neither independence
on the one hand nor party fealty on the other can ever be accepted
a8 an excuse for failure to do active work in politics. The party
man who offers his allegiance to party as an excuse for blindly fol-
lowing his party, right or wrong, and who fails to try to make that
party in any way better, commits a crime against the country; and
a crime quite as serious is committed by the independent who makes
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his independence an excuse for easy self-indulgence, and who
thinks that when he says he belongs to neither party he is excused
from the duty of taking part in the practical work of party organiza-
tions. The party man is bound to do his full share in party manage-
ment. He is bound to attend the caucuses and the primaries, to see
that only good men are put up, and to exert his influence as strenu-
ously against the foes of good government within his party, as, through
his party machinery, he does against those who are without the party.
In the same way the independent, if he cannot take part in the regu-
lar organizations, is bound to do just as much active constructive work
(not merely the work of criticism) outside; he is bound to try to getup
an organization of his own and to try to make that organization felt
in some effective manner. Whatever course the man who wishes to
do his duty by his country takes in reference to parties or to inde-
pendence of parties, he is bound to try to put himself in touch with
men who think as he does, and to help make their joint influence felt
in behalf of the powers that go for decency and good government.
Yet another thing to be remembered by the man who wishes to
make his influence felt for good in our politics is that he must act
purely as an American. If he is not deeply imbued with the Ameri-
can spirit he cannot succeed. Any organization which tries to work
along the line of caste or creed, which fails to treat all American
citizens on their merits as men, will fail, and will deserve to fail.
‘Where our political life is healthy, there is and can be no room for
any movement organized to help or to antagonize men because they
do or do not profess a certain religion, or because they were or were
not born here or abroad. We have a right to ask that those with
whom we associate, and those for whom we vote, shall be themselves
good Americans in heart and spirit, unbampered by adherence to for-
eign ideals, and acting without regard to the national and religious
prejudices of European countries; but if they really are good Ameri-
cans in spirit and thought and purpose, that is all that we have any
right to consider in regard to them. In the same way there must be
no discrimination for or against any man because of his social stand-
ing. On the one side, there is nothing to be made out of a political
organization which draws an exclusive social line, and on the other
it must be remembered that it is just as un-American to vote against
a man because he is rich as to vote against him because he is poor.
The one man has just as much right as the other to claim to be treated
purely on his merits as a man. In short, to do good work in politics,
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the men who organize must organize wholly without regard to whether
their associates were born here or abroad, whether they are Protes-
tants or Catholics, Jews or Gentiles, whether they are bankers or
butchers, professors or day-laborers. All that can rightly be asked
of one's political associates is that they shall be honest men, good
Americans, and substantially in accord as regards their political ideas.

Another thing that must not be forgotten by the man desirous of
doing good political work is the need of the rougher, manlier virtues,
and above all the virtue of personal courage, physical as well as
moral. If we wish to do good work for our country we must be un-
selfish, disinterested, sincerely desirous of the well-being of the com-
monwealth, and capable of devoted adherence to a lofty ideal; but
in addition we must be vigorous in mind and body, able to hold our
own in rough conflict with our fellows, able to suffer punishment
without flinching, and, at need, to repay it in kind with full interest.
A peaceful and commercial civilization is always in danger of suffer-
ing the loss of the virile fighting qualities without which no nation,
however cultured, however refined, however thrifty and prosperous,
can ever amount to anything. Every citizen should be taught, both
in public and in private life, that while he must avoid brawling and
quarrelling, it is his duty to stand up for his rights. He must real-
ize that the only man who is more contemptible than the blusterer
and bully is the coward. No man is worth much to the common-
wealth if he is not capable of feeling righteous wrath and just indig-
nation, if he is not stirred to hot anger by misdoing; and is not
impelled to see justice meted out to the wrongdoers. No man is
worth much anywhere if he does not possess both moral and physical
courage. A politician who really serves his country well, ahd de-
serves his country’s gratitude, must usually possess some of the
hardy virtues which we admire in the soldier who serves his country
well in the field.

An ardent young reformer is very apt to try to begin by reform-
ing too much. He needs always to keep in mind that he has got to
serve as a sergeant before he assumes the duties of commander-in-
chief. It is right for him from the beginning to take a great interest
in national, State, and municipal affairs, and to try to make himself
felt in them if the occasion arises; but the best work must be done
by the citizen working in his own ward or district. Let him associ-
ate himself with the men who think as he does, and who, like him,
are sincerely devoted to the public good. Then let them try to make
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themselves felt in the choice of alderman, of councilman, of assembly-
man. The politicians will be prompt to recognize their power, and
the people will recognize it too, after a while. Let them organize
and work, undaunted by any temporary defeat. If they fail at first,
and if they fail again, let them merely make up their minds to re-
double their efforts, and perhaps alter their methods; but let them
keep on working.

It is sheer unmanliness and cowardice to shrink from the contest
because at first there is failure, or because the work is difficult or
repulsive. No man who is worth his salt has any right to abandon
the effort to better our politics merely because he does not find it
pleasant, merely because it entails associations which to him happen
to be disagreeable. Let him keep right on, taking the buffets he
gets good-humoredly, and repaying them with heartiness when the
chance arises. Let him make up his mind that he will have to face
the violent opposition of the spoils politician, and also, too. often, the
unfair and ungenerous criticism of those who ought to know better.
Let him be careful not to show himself so thin-skinned as to mind
either; let him fight his way forward, paying only so much regard to
both as is necessary to enable him to win in spite of them. He may
not, and indeed probably will not, accomplish nearly as much as he
would like to, or as he thinks he ought to: but he will certainly ac-
complish something; and if he can feel that he has helped to elevate
the type of representative sent to the municipal, the State, or the na-
tional legislature, from his district, or to elevate the standard of duty
among the public officials in his own ward, he has a right to be pro-
foundly satisfied with what he has accomplished.

Finally, there is one other matter which the man who tries to
wake his fellows to higher political action would do well to ponder.
It is a good thing to appeal to citizens to work for good government
because it will better their estate materially, but it is a far better
thing to appeal to them to work for good government because it is
right in itself to do so. Doubtless, if we can have clean, honest
politics, we shall be better off in material matters. A thoroughly
pure, upright, and capable administration of the affairs of New York
city would result in a very appreciable increase of comfort to each
citizen. 'We should have better systems of transportation; we should
have cleaner streets, better sewers, and the like. But it is some-
times difficult to show the individual citizen that he will be individu-
ally better off in his business and in his home affairs for taking part
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in politics. I do not think it is worth while to show that this will
be the case. The citizen should be appealed to primarily on the
ground that it is his plain duty, if he wishes to deserve the name of
freeman, to do his full share in the hard and difficult work of self-
government. He must do his share unless he is willing to prove
himself unfit for free institutions, fit only to live under a government
where he will be plundered and bullied because he deserves to be
plundered and bullied, on account of his selfish timidity and short-
sightedness. A clean and decent government is sure in the end to
benefit all our citizens in the material circumstances of their lives;
but each citizen should be appealed to, to take part in bettering our
politics, not for the sake of any possible improvement it may bring
to his affairs, but on the ground that it is his plain duty to do so,
and that this is a duty which it is cowardly and dishonorable in him
to shirk.

To sum up, then, the men who wish to work for decent politics
must work practically, and yet must not swerve from their devotion
to a high ideal. They must actually do things, and not merely con-
fine themselves to criticising those who do them. They must work
disinterestedly, and appeal to the disinterested element in others,
although they must also do work which will result in the material
betterment of the community. They must act as Americans through
and through, in spirit and hope and purpose, and, while being dis-
interested, unselfish, and gentle in their dealings with others, they
must also show that they possess the essential manly virtues of en-
ergy, of resolution, and of indomitable personal courage.

THEODORE ROOSEVELT.



