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One of the best-known philosophers in South Africa – and for many, perhaps, the only philosopher known - is R.F.A. Hoernlé (1880-1943). Professor of Philosophy in Cape Town at the South African College (1908-1911) and, from 1923 until his death in 1943, at University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, Hoernlé was a founding member of the South African Institute on Race Relations, and one of the leading liberals in South Africa in the 1920s and 1930s. Hoernlé was also profoundly influenced by British idealism, and there is reason to believe that his idealism and his liberalism are importantly related. 

In what follows, I want to outline a number of the arguments given by Hoernlé for his views on social policy. Interestingly, Hoernlé argues that political philosophy is influenced by culture and environment, that culture is an important value, and there is a distinctive strand liberalism to be found in South Africa (largely because of the unusual character of the culture and diversity present there). In this paper, then, we will also be able to see some of the important relations among liberalism, culture, and social policy, particularly as they bear on the nature of South African liberalism, and then discuss what policies on race relations might follow from this. Such an investigation will provide some tools for considering to what extent Hoernlé’s views are entailed by the philosophical idealism that he respected, how his reading of culture in South Africa may have led to his philosophical and political views on both pluralism and apartheid, and how these arguments might bear more generally on the relation of pluralism and culture and on how one might respond to them

I 

Hoernlé was a man of many cultures. Born in Bonn, Germany, to the famous Indologist A.F.R. Hoernlé (1841-1918), Hoernlé spent his early years in India (where he became fluent in Hindi), went to elementary and secondary school in Germany, and proceeded to Balliol College, Oxford, in 1899, to prepare for a career in the Indian Civil Service. Through the influence of his tutor, J.A. Smith, and of the Master of Balliol, Edward Caird, Hoernlé turned to philosophy. After graduation (BA 1903; MA 1907), while completing his B.Sc. (in 1907, with a thesis on “Modern Theories of the Will” at Oxford), he served from 1905-1907 as Assistant to Bernard Bosanquet in St Andrews, Scotland, and followed this with teaching at Cape Town, Newcastle (England), Harvard (1914-1920), Newcastle again (in 1920-23), and finally to Johannesburg in 1923.


It is perhaps an understatement to say that Hoernlé was influenced by British idealism. Throughout his life Hoernlé acknowledged himself as a "Bosanquetian" (as he writes in his autobiographical "On the Way to a Synoptic Philosophy") and not only the broad philosophical, but the political, views he adopts are consistent with principles that one finds in Bosanquet. His earliest books were defences of the metaphysics and epistemology of idealism. And a number of his views on political philosophy reflect idealist – even if not uniquely idealist – views.


Hoernlé also had what one might call a sense of the public responsibilities of the intellectual. He both lectured and wrote for the general public. He was Chair of the Johannesburg Joint Council of Europeans and Natives – and a member of the executive – (from 1932), and Chair (from 1934) of the South African Institute of Race Relations, and of the Society of Christians and Jews (from 1937).
 Hoernlé was not only one of the leaders of the liberal movement in South Africa against segregation, but is named and praised in one of the most popular novels about the South African situation – Alan Paton’s, Cry the Beloved Country. 
II
As noted above, Hoernlé was Professor at the South African College, later the University of Cape Town, from 1908-11; he returned to South Africa in 1923. (The ostensible reason was his wife’s health – she was South African – though it likely also had something to do with Hoernlé’s disappointment about not being promoted at Harvard in 1919, and his dissatisfaction with his post in Newcastle.) Perhaps because of his wife, a pioneer social anthropologist and one of the first scholars in Bantu Studies in South Africa, Hoernlé developed an interest in the Bantu, and in the impact of Western civilizations on them. Certainly, Hoernlé himself is very conscious of how environment and culture does – or should – bear on one’s philosophical activity. (I shall say more on this in my remarks below.) In any event, soon after arriving in Johannesburg, Hoernlé became increasingly involved in political issues with the relation of Whites and Blacks in the Union, and was a trenchant critic of the policy of segregation of the first Hertzog government in 1924.


Hoernlé’s view is professedly ‘liberal’; he writes that “one must love liberty as an ideal of universal application; as a value to the enjoyment of which all human beings have an indefeasible right, simply because they are human.”


Liberty then is obviously something individuals have, and a society is measured by the liberty and quality of life of the individuals within it; for Hoernlé, “the ground for the defence of social restrictions is identical with the ground for the challenge of them, viz., the quality of the human lives which such restrictions promote or hinder. And by quality I mean spiritual, moral, cultural quality.”


But while Hoernlé’s position is attentive to individuals, and while state action is evaluated by looking at its effect on individual lives, his position is not individualistic; Hoernlé is defending “a theory of liberty [...] for man as a whole.” 


What, then, is ‘liberty’? Liberty is something that exists only in a society. Hoernlé writes that it “is an aspiration towards an order of society in which every human being, and every group of human beings, has the opportunity to live a life worth living, according to the pattern and standards of culture within its reach.”
 Again, liberty is “the socially permitted, or authorized, exercise of one’s power to do; it is a power to do, as a socially recognized and guaranteed right.”
 Or, again, “Liberty [...] exists concretely as liberties: as a system of rights defined by law and guaranteed by the State; or, at least, as a system of permitted patterns of conduct, approved by custom and convention.”


Thus, (i) first, Hoernlé notes that liberty is not something that has been, or can be, demanded in the abstract, and as such. Particular liberties are demanded for particular reasons in a concrete setting, or with particular ends in view.
 (ii) Moreover, liberty is also not something absolute; “There is no such thing as freedom of conscience, if by this phrase is meant that society should guarantee to every one of its members the power to disobey any law of which his conscience disapproves.”
 (iii) Finally, we cannot speak of individual liberty without recognizing the importance of social groups. Classical liberalism tends to emphasize the individual and ignore the group.
 For Hoernlé, however, “individuals live their lives as members of social groups, and the excellence of their lives is relative [emphasis mine], therefore, to the culture (in the widest sense) of their group.” It is from their culture that “they draw the materials [...] for a life worth living”
 And, further, liberty is also a concept that can be applied to social groups. “The liberal spirit is concerned [...] with the power of a social group to maintain and develop its own distinctive group life and its own culture.”


This is a distinctive concept of liberty, arguably akin to the benign positive liberty of T.H. Green.
 What further distinguishes Hoernlé’s account of liberty is that earlier liberalisms had not taken into account that, “within the framework of a single State”, the fact that the “unfree groups were also racially and culturally different from the liberty-enjoying class”.
 So liberty is not just a matter arising out of the concern for the relation of the individual and the state, but of collectivities within the state, where the state can (though also may not) be an agent of liberty.


In short, “the liberal spirit” [and the aim of the state] is to free human beings from whatever stands in the way of their realizing the best that their nature is capable of”.
 And the liberal spirit – and presumably the liberal state – are therefore “compelled to criticize and challenge all inter-group relations in which one group, in its own interests, disintegrates other groups without offering opportunities for new integration.”


But, as noted above, this freedom is not individualistic. It is ‘contextualized’ within one’s social group or culture (though presumably not exclusively). It allows for the social group to maintain and develop its own group-like character.


How is this conception of liberty supposed to be achieved? Hoernlé employs what he calls the ‘synoptic method’ that he borrows from philosophy. 

“Wherever I have lived, I have found in myself a desire to identify myself with the life around me, to enter into it and share it from the inside, rather than to stand outside as a mere spectator or even to reject it as foreign to myself. [...] This attitude [...] is for me one with the synoptic method of all of my philosophical thinking, which itself rests on the assumption that truth has many sides, and that to the whole truth on any subject every point of view has some contribution to make.”

This synoptic method is also an attitude and an ideal – an ideal of comprehensiveness and inclusiveness. 


How does this vision of liberalism and of liberty fit with political practice – what Hoernlé thinks should be done in South Africa? (Interestingly, in the early 1910s?, Hoernlé saw the Union of South Africa as providing some clues – and an example? – of an idealistic theory of the state.)


First, Hoernlé says that liberty must have an egalitarian character. If liberty is to be had by human beings as such, then, as Hoernlé says, “It is an ideal which we may not restrict in application to men of one race or creed, of one blood or culture, denying it to all men of other races and creeds, other bloods and cultures”


Yet Hoernlé also recognizes that we must be aware of differences, and must not ignore them where they exist.
 And we must make room for them, so that each can “make its contribution to the total achievement of mankind.”
 And he suggests that this feature – of the multi-racial, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious character of some non-European nation states is addressed by his synoptic philosophy. According to Hoernlé’s colleague at Witwatersrand, I.D. MacCrone, “it is only when we accept the premises of the liberal spirit in politics that we are in a position to reconcile conflicting interests or discover the underlying pattern of reality which alone can serve as the basis of any final solution of the practical, political problems of a multi-racial society such as we have in South Africa”
 

But, as noted above, classical liberalisms tend to be individualistic, and Hoernlé believes that therefore these will not work in South Africa. Hoernlé writes that “attempts to apply [classical liberalism], while ignoring differences between individuals belonging to different racial or cultural groups, are unrealistic and therefore doomed to failure.”
 And MacCrone notes as well that the liberal tradition [in the British sense] was not particularly strong in south Africa, even up to the second world war. 

“A liberalism that was suited to conditions in England was not necessarily suited to conditions in the Cape, and the attempt to apply it regardless of local conditions was bound to end in failure or in a phenomenon like the Great Trek. The old Cape Liberalism even in a later, more South Africanized form, remained suspect to large sections of the European population.”


So, faced with cultural and ethnic diversity and with various restrictions on the access to resources and wealth, what practical policy on cultural diversity ought to be pursued? Is it separation of racial groups – apartheid – or is it integration?


In fact, Hoernlé distinguishes three options – integration (or what he calls ‘assimilation’), single-minded’ segregation, and ‘double-minded’ segregation. And Hoernlé opts for integration. 


But to see why he opts for this, it is useful to see first why he excludes the other two. 

‘Single-minded’ segregation wants total territorial, social, economic, and political segregation; the reason is simply to maintain White guidance and control, and to ensure that White interests prevail.
 Their justification for this, is their claim that non-White populations can simply never assimilate, or be assimilated into, Western culture. 

The ‘double-minded’ segregationist wants “an ordering of race relations” where “the White group gets all that it wants, [but] the black group, too, shall be provided with opportunity for its own development, whether this development be on ‘its own’ lines (where ‘its own’ means lines different from the Western Civilization of the Whites), close quotation? or whether it be along ‘parallel lines’ (where ‘parallel’ means the Natives will assimilate the Western civilization of the Whites, but remain a distinct social group).
 The suggestion here is that, even if we adopt the latter option, such an assimilation will be a very long time coming. (This latter point is, of course, an empirical point – and one on which Hoernlé would obviously disagree with Andrew Murray.)


Now, Hoernlé argues that any kind of segregation is “impracticable.” Quote? The ‘double-minded’ view would require, for example, a redivision of land (to allow a sufficient amount to permit genuine Black development), ‘sorting out’ populations (to restore the putatively pure original communities), changing the structure of the labour force (again, to allow for a restitution of original, racially distinct, communities or social groups), and, in general, actively opposing assimilation. But there is no way that a redivision of land would be allowed by Whites, and both the single and double-minded segregationists fail to recognise that too much of the White economic system already depends on Black labour, and (of course) there is already a good deal of cultural mix and cultural assimilation. The natives who moved into the Transvaal? with the Voortrekkers adopted the Afrikaans language, Christian worship, and adopted habits and a mode of life that were suited to a servant class. Hoernlé argues that they are “completely detribalized”; that “they belong to White, not Native, society”
 Thus, given the fact that Whites depend on Native labour – and that this alone affects Native culture – the recognition that Christian missionary work presupposes that non-Whites can assimilate ‘White’ religion, and that a number of non-Whites can and have acquired ‘White’ civilization through study abroad, arguments that non-whites cannot be assimilated into white culture, and that segregation is the only option, fail. 


Thus the only other option is, to his mind, assimilation. (Hoernlé’s position here is ambiguous. At times, he seems to favour assimilation into the ‘western’ view [though could assimilation go the other way?]; Hoernlé anticipates that Natives have, as their “destiny” to be drawn “into the orbit of Western Civilization”
 – though he adds that “It is probable that, in making Western Civilization their own, the African peoples will retain elements of their own traditional culture, and, combining them with what they adopt, create new nuances of western civilization.” 


But he is not saying that such an assimilation is necessarily desirable
, and at other times his point seems just that the ‘assimilation’ of western values is possible – i.e., thus opposing the ‘segregationist’ who holds that Blacks are simply unable to ‘assimilate’ western views and thus deserve to be treated on a par. 


Perhaps a benign version of this latter point is to say that Hoernlé is insisting that cultures are not – and should not be – ‘closed.’ [See here his remarks in “On the Concept of the Soul of the People”]) 


And he is sensitive to the question of what a policy of assimilation would entail. He asks, for instance, ‘Are we destroying a culture? “Are we destroying a soul or giving one [...] Should we call a halt? Should we withdraw from contact with them and leave them to recapture, as far as may be, their ancestral ways?”


How, concretely should one carry out this practical policy of assimilation or integration? 

First, Hoernlé insists on education in diversity for all – that Native peoples and the Whites who work with them should have information about the diversity of the nation (e.g., in terms of occupation, education, tribalization, etc.), that all action should be in moderation, and that the interests and actions that should be focussed on are those of a national, rather than a sectional, interest. “Native interests [are] an integral part of the interests of South Africa as a whole.” 


Second, Hoernlé believes that there should be a training of non-Whites for leadership roles. He argues that it is important to train and use Natives to serve Natives – that South Africans have to develop a Native leadership.


Third, Hoernlé thinks that Whites have to develop a respect for the other races and groups. He writes that “We must learn to honour qualities of trained mind and high-principled character in Natives as we would honour them in ourselves.” 
 


In all cases, however, Hoernlé seems to insist that South Africans must follow the law; Gandhi-like exhibitions of passive resistance or law-breaking seem out of the question [CH] Hoernlé’s reasons are unclear. One reason might simply be that, as rights have not only a social but a legal character, one could have no right to break the law. Another reason might be that, if we follow the synoptic method, breaking the law is to put an end to the openness of potential dialogue. In short, we ‘must accept the laws, but must also continue the fight.’
 


Still, clearly, Hoernlé believed that South Africa could not realistically continue on its (then) present course. Hoernlé’s concern was that, “If White South Africa continues along its present path of elaborating and strengthening its dominant position in a racial caste-society, it is probable that there lies ahead of it the tragic destiny of furnishing yet another instance of the old historic truth, that the great victories of the liberal spirit have been gained when those to whom liberty had been denied have successfully achieved it for themselves”
 And of course Hoernlé was not alone in making this prophecy.


Hoernlé’s views are provocative, especially in light of contemporary attempts to deal with the challenges of pluralism and culture. From this brief sketch, it is clear that Hoernlé recognises the importance of context in defining and articulating liberties and rights. It is also evident that Hoernlé holds that culture has a fundamental value. But his ‘assimilationism’ has – and is – certainly challenged.


There are, arguably, other options than Hoernlé considers – and perhaps options other than he would have imagined – for example, that of non-white segregationists – i.e., of those outside of White society who insist on the importance of cultural identity and autonomy, and who are suspicious of – or reject altogether – voluntary or involuntary ‘assimilation’ of western culture. Do Hoernlé’s arguments stand up against non-white segregationists? And are there other segregationist arguments that Hoernlé should consider?


Another issue is whether Hoernlé’s observations of the state of cultural mix are accurate – whether he exaggerates the level of assimilation or integration that are found in the United States or in certain areas of South Africa.


A third issue is the issue of pluralism. Given Hoernlé’s idealist sympathies, does this commit him to a political ‘monism’? It seems plausible to hold that while Hoernlé recognised the importance of a unity of society and of the state, that this did not require a homogeneity of its members, and certainly some idealists have maintained that the nature of idealist ‘wholes’ requires diversity. But how unity and pluralism might be practically achieved requires more than an argument based on theoretical principles.


On a more theoretical level still, it may be relevant to ask, first, whether this approach to liberty reflects a distinctively idealist position and, second, whether Hoernlé’s revised liberalism reflects something distinctive about his South African experience. 


There is some reason to believe that it does, in fact, reflect something of Hoernlé’s experience in South Africa. With only one apparent exception, Hoernlé did not even write on political topics prior to the 1930s, and that one exception – his early essay, “Bernard Bosanquet’s Philosophy of the State,”
 does not yet show any argument why he might have thought that European liberalism might not be an appropriate model for South Africa. The move to the philosophical discussion of political questions was, no doubt, determined by the particular situation he found himself in; to be an active intellectual, given his methodological views, required addressing concrete political concerns – and the obvious recognition of the situation in South Africa – that involves an increasing deterioration of the conditions of the Blacks – seems likely to have affected the way in which he did so. 


Still, one might ask if there is anything distinctive in Hoernlé’s South African experience that might have led him to his views on context, culture, and pluralism. Within a short time after his return to South Africa as Professor of Philosophy at Witwatersrand, he certainly did recognise (as MacCrone notes) that the liberalism of England could not be just transplanted to South Africa.


Finally, does the kind of liberalism he developed/turned to reflect at all Hoernlé’s idealism, or British idealism in general? In fact, it is certainly consistent with some aspects of Bernard Bosanquet’s political philosophy. ADD 

One might hold, then, that Hoernlé’s approach is not necessarily assimilationist in the sense that he understood the non-White ‘civilizations’ to have to adopt Western civilization. Rather, one might read his view as one defending the cultural integrity, but not the static identity, of races and ethnic groups.

III Conclusion
What conclusions might one draw from this? And what might this suggest to us about the relations between liberalism, pluralism and political practice both in the South African context and in the context of contemporary societies in which there is cultural diversity?


First, Hoernlé professes what he would call a liberal view – but the liberalism he proposes is not individualistic or ‘atomistic,’ but requires a reference to the positive value of something larger than the individual – something which, depending on the author’s emphasis, is the community, or some kind of collectivity, or the state. It is this ‘larger’ entity that is at least a condition for, if not an instrument or agent of, a person’s identity – i.e., in a person being a person. 

Second, for Hoernlé, the state is the environment in which human development and liberty can take place. But the state is not just the set of existing institutions that are able to exercise force in a society. It is that, but along with an understanding of it as representing the interests of the community and, arguably, as providing an effective means of realizing these interests. While Hoernlé would insist on the unity of the state, there is no reason to believe that he thought it would impose a single, narrow conception of the good – though he definitely thought that there were objective human goods. 
Third, though Hoernlé eschews individualism, his liberalism is one that values diversity. Here, however, it is not clear whether this diversity is valued for its own sake. For Hoernlé, diversity does not seem to be a direct or intrinsic value – it does not seem to be valued for its own sake but rather because of its connection with individual and group identity. Because each group’s distinctive identity, and the identity of individuals in these groups, requires a recognition of its difference, diversity is a value. But then diversity seems to be valued simply because it is part of our general recognition of, and respect for, others. 


What policies or political practices might this approach lead to?


A liberalism rooted in a context is, admittedly, consistent with policies that defend and protect cultural and ethnic distinctiveness and separation, but (i) it does not presuppose any hierarchical relation among the communities (and hence can be broadly egalitarian), (ii) it does not entail that these communities are closed to outside influence (and, hence, are open to growth and change), (iii) nor does it entail that these contexts in which liberalisms are rooted are permanent – that they cannot change or cease to exist as the conditions or need for that context changes, (iv) nor does it entail that the social relations and conditions within these contexts preclude individuals from having liberties rooted in different contexts. (e.g., one has liberties and rights as a politician and as a parent and as a member of an ethnic group and as a member of a religious community). Remember that the issue here is not one of jurisdiction, but of the condition(s) for liberties. This ‘liberalism’, then, would seem to be quite consistent with most basic Anglo-American liberal values. 


The insistence upon the recognition of diversity is, however, more problematic. If the commitment to guaranteeing diversity means that one must retain the distinctiveness and separateness of each of the group’s individual cultural identities – that is, on ‘fixing’ the distinctiveness of each group within the state – then we retain the word ‘liberal’ here only at the cost of equivocation. Moreover, such a notion of ‘diversity’ does not allow for the change and growth that is necessary for the flourishing of individual communities. It also presupposes a state-wide fixed order, and therefore begs the question whether this is the right way of arranging institutions and cultural groups within the state. Third, such a view of diversity would tend to violate the integrity of individual cultural groups – that is, it would impose an external limit on the kind of discourse and dynamic that occurs within the group. And finally, with such obstacles to change and development, imposed by the desire to ensure diversity, at least some of these cultural groups will become ossified and die.


In fact, I suspect that it was the insistence on just such an understanding of diversity that led to the radical institution of apartheid of the National government in South Africa – and, ultimately, to the disintegration of that regime 40 years later.


If diversity is not insisted upon – or, at least, if individuals and groups can change, and if the boundaries distinguishing them from one another are porous, the difficulties are greatly reduced. But then this allows for what Hoernlé saw as (mutual) integration or (mutual) assimilation.


We, however, might ask ‘Are the options as he took them to be – i.e., ‘segregation’ or ‘assimilation’?’ Are there other issues to which he may be blind? and is it his ‘idealism’ that blinds him?


There are, as I have suggested above, some other options that present themselves – one is that of the ‘non-white segregationists’ who want to retain cultural identity and autonomy, and who refuse integration with other cultural communities, either because they think they cannot (because of, for example, a perceived incommensurability of world views), or because they argue that they must not. There may be others.

Hoernlé, however, would likely find at least the preceding fourth option unreasonable and impracticable – since it would run the same risks as that of the ‘double minded segregationists’ discussed above. Hoernlé might also add that any approach, other than the integrationist one he advances, does violence to the tendencies to unity and progress that, as an idealist, he would consider to be fundamental to reality. Someone, like Hoernlé’s ‘infamous’ colleague Andrew Murray, might be sympathetic to this fourth option – but, again, whether he can address the challenges to ‘double minded segregation’ is far from clear.

What is interesting for us today, is that we see that South Africa has attempted to solve this problem itself. In the last decade, it has made changes that reflect some of the aspirations that Hoernlé had for a truly united South Africa. But whether South Africa can steer a course between assimilationism and segregation, whether it must have recourse to the approach of Hoernlé, or whether it can provide a stable and viable alternative approach, still remains to be seen.
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