
The Necessity of Choice: Nineteenth Century
Political Thought

The nineteenth century was a time of immense political change. Throughout this
period, thinkers from various backgrounds and ideologies emerged to shape the
political thought of the era. An important concept that arose during this time was
the necessity of choice in political decision-making. This article explores and
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analyzes the significance of choice in nineteenth-century political thought,
discussing its impact on governance, freedom, and social progress.

The Importance of Choice in Governance

Choice played a crucial role in the development of governance structures during
the nineteenth century. As societies grappled with rapid industrialization and the
challenges of modernity, political leaders and theorists recognized the need for
individuals to have a say in the decision-making process. This era saw the rise of
various democratic movements and the demand for expanded suffrage rights.
Thinkers such as John Stuart Mill and Alexis de Tocqueville argued that a
government's legitimacy rested on the consent of the governed, emphasizing the
importance of choices made through electoral processes.
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Choice and Freedom

The link between choice and freedom became a central theme in nineteenth-
century political thought. Many philosophers and political scientists of the time
saw choice as an essential aspect of individual liberty. They argued that in order
to be truly free, individuals needed the ability to make choices that aligned with
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their own values and desires. This belief led to debates surrounding personal
autonomy, human rights, and the role of the state in limiting or facilitating
individual choices. Figures like John Locke and Mary Wollstonecraft championed
the idea that an individual's freedom was intricately tied to the choices they could
make in various spheres of life, whether personal, economic, or political.

The Role of Choice in Social Progress

Nineteenth-century political thought also highlighted the role of choice in driving
social progress. Thinkers like Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels argued that material
conditions and the ability to choose were crucial determinants of social inequality
and class struggle. They argued that giving individuals more choices and control
over their own lives, particularly in economic matters, would lead to a more
equitable society. This idea contributed to the rise of socialist and communist
movements, which sought to challenge existing power structures and create a
society that prioritized the well-being and agency of all individuals.

The Legacy of Nineteenth-Century Political Thought

The ideas and debates surrounding the necessity of choice in nineteenth-century
political thought continue to shape our understanding of democracy, freedom, and
social progress today. The emphasis on individual autonomy, consent, and the
ability to make meaningful choices remains central to modern political theories.
Moreover, the recognition that choices have consequences and can have far-
reaching effects on societies has influenced governance structures and policies
around the world.

The necessity of choice in nineteenth-century political thought was a
transformative concept that emerged from a period of rapid change and social
upheaval. It highlighted the importance of individual agency, consent, and the
ability to make meaningful decisions in shaping governance, freedom, and social



progress. The legacy of these ideas continues to resonate today, reminding us of
the fundamental role that choice plays in the advancement of societies and the
protection of individual liberties.
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Louis Hartz is best known for his classic study, The Liberal Tradition in America.
At Harvard University, his lecture course on nineteenth-century politics and
ideologies was memorable. Through the editorial hand of Paul Roazen, we can
now share the experience of Hartz's considerable contributions to the theory of
politics.

At the root of Hartz's work is the belief that revolution is not produced by misery,
but by pressure of a new system on an old one. This approach enables him to
explain sharp differences in revolutionary traditions. Because America essentially
was a liberal society from its beginning and had no need for revolutions, America
also lacked reactionaries, and lacked a tradition of genuine conservatism
characteristic of European thought.
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In lectures embracing Rousseau, Burke, Comte, Hegel, Mill, and Marx among
others, Hartz develops a keen sense of the delicate balance between the role of
the state in both enhancing and limiting personal freedom. Hartz notably insisted
on the autonomy of intellectual life and the necessity of individual choice as an
essential ingredient of liberty.
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