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  PREFACE


  THE ESSAYS which make the chief part of this volume have all appeared during the last year or two in well-known periodicals. The Prefaces which follow at the end were published
  in 1853 and 1854 as prefaces to my Poems, and have not been reprinted since. Some of the readers of my poetry have expressed a wish for their reappearance, and with that wish I here comply.
  Exactly as they stand, I should not have written them now; but perhaps they are none the worse on that account.


  The three essays regarding Ireland which commence the present volume, and which give it its title, were received with no great favour when they appeared, and will probably be received with no
  great favour now. Practical politicians and men of the world are apt rather to resent the incursion of a man of letters into the field of politics; he is, in truth, not on his own ground there, and
  is in peculiar danger of talking at random. No one feels this more than I do. Nevertheless I have set in the front of this volume the essays on Irish affairs. If I am asked why, I should be
  disposed to answer that I am curious to know how they will look ten years hence, if anyone happens then to turn to them.


  English people keep asking themselves what we ought to do about Ireland. The great contention of these essays is, that in order to attach Ireland to us solidly, English people have not only to
  do something different from what they have done hitherto, they have also to be something different from what they have been hitherto. As a whole, as a community, they have to acquire
  a larger and sweeter temper, a larger and more lucid mind. And this is indeed no light task, yet it is the capital task now appointed to us, and our safety depends on our accomplishing it: to
  be something different, much more, even, than to do something different.


  I have enquired how far the Irish Land Act seemed likely, to a fair and dispassionate observer, to attach Ireland to us, to prove healing. It was easy to see reasons for thinking
  beforehand that it would not prove healing. Now that it is in operation, it is easy to see reasons for thinking so still. At the present moment one especial aspect of the matter can hardly fail to
  catch any clear-sighted man's attention. No one can deny that the Act seems likely to have a very large and far-reaching effect. But neither can it be denied, on the other hand, that leading
  Ministers declared their belief, which of course was entirely sincere, that the number of extortionate landlords in Ireland was inconsiderable, and that the general reduction of rents in Ireland
  would be inconsiderable. But it turns out that probably the general reduction of rents in Ireland, through the operation of the Land Courts fixing a judicial rent, will, on the contrary, be very
  considerable. Most certainly the inference of the people of Ireland will be that the number of extortionate landlords, also, was in fact very considerable. But this was just the contention of the
  people of Ireland. The Government, however, did not admit its truth, and instituted the Land Courts without expecting that they would bring about any radical and universal change. If, therefore,
  they do bring about such a change, what, even though the Irish tenants profit by it, will be their gratitude to the Government? They will say that the English Government has done them a service
  without intending it, and without understanding and acknowledging the justice of their case. But so strong was the justice of their case, they will say, that it victoriously established itself as
  soon as the English Government, not dreaming of any such result, gave them a tribunal for determining a fair rent.


  It seems to me impossible not to see this, if one does not either shut one's eyes or turn them another way. We shall have brought about a radical change, we shall have established by law a
  divided ownership full of critical consequences, we shall have disturbed the accepted and ordinary constitutive characters of property,and we shall get little or no gratitude for it; we
  shall be said to have done it without intending it. Our measure is not likely, therefore, of itself to avail to win the affections of the Irish people to us and to heal their estrangement. Yet to
  make a radical change, without doing this, opens no good prospect for the future. To break down the landlords in Ireland, as we have already broken down the Protestant Church there, is merely to
  complete the destruction of the modus vivendi hitherto existing for society in that country; a most imperfect modus vivendi indeed, but the only one practically attained there up to
  this time as a substitute for anarchy. Simply to leave to the Irish people the free and entire disposal of their own affairs is recommended by some counsellors as the one safe solution of the Irish
  difficulty. But the safety of this solution depends upon the state and dispositions of the people to whom we apply it. May not a people be in such a state that Shakespeare's words hold true of
  it
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  And may it not be affirmed, that if ever those words seemed true of any people, they seem true of the Irish at this hour?


  To heal the estrangement between Ireland and England is what is needed above all things, and I cannot say that the Land Act appears to me to have in itself the elements for healing it. Nor can I
  see the use of pretending to find them in it if they are not really there. Nothing, indeed, could be more absurd than for irresponsible people to press seriously their fancy solutions, though they
  may properly enough throw them out, on a suitable occasion, for purposes of discussion and illustration. Nothing, moreover, is further from my thoughts, in what is here said, than to find fault
  with the responsible Government, which has to provide not a fancy solution for difficulties, but a solution which may be put in practice. I know that it was as impossible to go on governing Ireland
  by means of the landlords as by means of the Protestant Church. I am ready to admit that the Government, the power and purchase at their disposal being what it is, could not well but have
  had recourse to some such measure as the Land Act. I think, even, as I have said in the following pages, that the Land Act of the Government, with what it does and what it gives the power of doing,
  is probably quite capable of satisfying the Irish people as a Land Act, if a certain other indispensable condition is complied with. But this condition the Land Act will not of itself realise. The
  indispensable condition is, that England and English civilisation shall become more attractive; or, as I began by saying, that we should not only do to Ireland something different from what
  we have done hitherto, but should also be something different. On this need of a changed and more attractive power in English civilisation almost all the essays in the present volume, and
  not alone those dealing directly with Ireland, will be found to insist.


  The barren logomachies of Plato's Thetetus are relieved by half a dozen immortal pages, and among them are those in which is described the helplessness of the philosopher in the
  ways of the world, the helplessness of the man of the world in a spiritual crisis. The philosopher Thales in the ditch had been an easy and a frequent subject for merriment; it was reserved for
  Plato to amuse himself with the practical politician and man of the world in a spiritual crisis. Mr. Jowett is uncommonly happy in his translation of Plato's account of the man of the world, at
  such a crisis, 'drawn into the upper air,' having to 'get himself out of his commonplaces to the consideration of government and of human happiness and misery in general,what they are, and
  how a man is to attain the one and avoid the other.' 'Then, indeed,' says Plato, 'when that narrow, vain, little practical mind is called to account about all this, he gives the philosopher his
  revenge. For dizzied by the height at which he is hanging, whence he looks into space which is a strange experience to him, he being dismayed and lost and stammering out broken words is laughed at,
  not by Thracian handmaidens such as laughed at Thales, or by any other uneducated persons, for they have no eye for the situation, but by every man who has been brought up as a true freeman.'


  Our practical politicians and men of the world, carried up by the course of time and change into a new air, and still ruefully trying there to gasp out their formulas, such as 'Freedom of
  contract,' or 'The Liberal party has emphatically condemned religious endowment,' or 'Our traditional, existing, social arrangements,' could not be better hit off. The man of the world, with his
  utter astonishment that the Irish tenants should stop the hunting, when the hunting 'caused the noble master of the hounds to spend among them ten thousand a year!' the man of the world, with his
  mournful and incessant cries of 'Revolution!' Yes, we are in a revolution; 'a revolution,' as the late Duke of Wellington said, 'by due course of law.' And one of the features of it is, that the
  Irish tenants prefer to stop the hunting of those whom they regard as a set of aliens encamped amongst them for sporting purposes, who have in the past treated them and spoken to them as if they
  were slaves, and who are disposed, many of them, to treat them and speak to them as if they were slaves still,the Irish people had rather stop this hunting, than profit by an expenditure
  upon it to the tune of ten thousand a year. The man of the world has had and has one formula for attaching neighbours and tenants to us, and one only,expenditure. And now he is 'drawn into
  upper air,' and has to hear such new and strange formulas as this, for example, of the most charming of French moralists:Pour gagner l'humanit, il faut lui plaire; pour lui
  plaire, il faut tre aimable. Or, if the man of the world can stand Holy Writ, let him hear the Psalmist:'Mansueti possidebunt terram, the gentle shall possess the
  earth.'


  Indeed we are at the end of a period, and always at the end of a period the word goes forth: 'Now is the judgment of this world.' The 'traditional, existing, social arrangements,' which
  satisfied before, satisfy no longer; the conventions and phrases, which once passed without question, are challenged. That saying of the saints comes to be fulfilled: Peribit totum quod non est
  ex Deo ortum. Each people has its own periods of national life, with their own characters. The period which is now ending for England is that which began, when, after the sensuous tumult of the
  Renascence, Catholicism being discredited and gone, our serious nation desired, as had been foretold, 'to see one of the days of the Son of Man and did not see it'; but men said to them, See
  here, or See there, and they went after the blind guides and followed the false direction; and the actual civilisation of England and of America is the result. A civilisation with many
  virtues! but without lucidity of mind, and without largeness of temper. And now we English, at any rate, have to acquire them, and to learn the necessity for us 'to live,' as Emerson says, 'from a
  greater depth of being.' The sages and the saints alike have always preached this necessity; the so-called practical people and men of the world have always derided it. In the present collapse of
  their wisdom, we ought to find it less hard to rate their stock ideas and stock phrases, their claptrap and their catchwords, at their proper value, and to cast in our lot boldly with the sages and
  with the saints. Sine ut mortui sepeliant mortuos suos, sed tu vade adnuntia regnum Dei.
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