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T H E MISSION OF MEDIOCRITY. 

Under the above title there was then read a 
paper by the late Rev. Dr W. J . B. Richards, 
Clacton-on-Sea, which was as follows:— 

Everybody likes to excel; that is to be better 
or greater than others: and this general in-
stinct of men has by degrees affected their 
language so tha t some words which had origin-
ally one meaning have gradually become 
strengthened or weakened and so acquired a 
different one. As an instance of this class of 
words we may take Mediocrity, which originally 
implied simply a middle course or state, and 
was without any tinge of contempt about it. 
Cicero speaks of Mediocrity as being a middle 
state " between too much and too little," and 
moderation was probably the idea commonly 
implied by the word in classical times. But 
even in those days there are instances of its 
use in no t qui te so honourable a sense, and 
since then it has achieved such a descent in 
common use and meaning as to be never applied 
now to anything without implying scorn. The 
word " mean," too, at the present time when 
used by any but mathematicians, is also an 
epi thet of contempt and condemnation, although 
like Mediocrity i t originally signified simply 
that which was between two extremes. The 
meaning of each of these words has probably 
drif ted downwards in this manner because every 
one wishes to be considered above the average 
of other men, and consequently looks down 
upon an expression whioh indicates the average 
as something signifying a state for which he 
feels disdain. 

Still, af ter all, Mediocrity exists, and has a 
mission, and I wish to say a few words in its 
favour ; and I should, perhaps, say at once that 
the Mediocrity I am about to defend from un-
just condemnation and contempt is the Medio-
crity of Genius or Ability, and not of the mere 
idleness which does not make the best of one's 
faculties such as they are. 

Mediocrity, then, in this sense, has certain 
claims to be considered; since it exists and 
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serves very useful purposes. If i t has not the 
dignity of great Genius it escapes its dangers, 
it does not lead to conceit, nor does i t ordi-
narily tend to the eccentricity which so often 
accompanies Genius that some men of very 
moderate powers have even fancied them great 
because they were eccentric. Here at once we 
see certain social excellencies t o which Medio-
crity may lay claim; for however much we 
may admire Genius in a man, we prefer to 
admire it from a distance, unless i t be accom-
panied by such social and domestic virtues as 
may make his superiority a source of pleasure, 
and not of irritation, as may easily be the case, 
to his companions. The man of moderate 
abilities, like water which has found its level, 
has no tendency to disturb his neighbours by 
envy, or to annoy them by an unexpected 
stupidity. If he excel them in some points, he 
falls below them in others; he both gives and 
receives help and information without much 
notice on the part of either himself or others. 
This virtue no doubt is a negative one, but 
still it is one ; and after all, other things being 
equal, he stands a better chance of being gener-
ally liked than a man with whom few can con-
verse without feeling their inferiority, and with 
whom, therefore, none but those bent upon 
improving themselves will care to converse very 
frequently. 

Moreover, after all, the world is for the 
many; which is the same as saying it is for 
Men of Mediocrity. I t is we of Mediocrity 
that make it to be what it i s ; the English 
nation as a nation has some virtues and perhaps 
some vices, but to find out what these national 
characteristics are, we should not examine 
either the peerage or the roughs of the country ; 
England is what the average Englishman is, 
and not what the richest or the poorest are. 
So of the intellectual world, i t is what the 
average ability a r e ; not what the most unculti-
vated are, nor what the intellectual giants are, 
who in all probability are as rare as giants in 
stature, and perhaps, after all, do not excel 
the men of mediocrity in a greater rat io of 
ability, than the one tenth or one twelfth by 
which giants are taller than other men. 
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I t is on Mediocrity that Genius rests for its 
standard and f rom which it derives its value. 
If there were no Mediocrity, Genius could not 
be called great, for it is a term of comparison. 
Moreover, if genius originates ideas, it must 
call in the aid of mediocrity to carry them 
o u t : what would the invention of the steam 
engine be worth if there were no steady per-
severing men of moderate abilities to perform 
the mechanical work of constructing it ? Of 
what avail in a wax would be a general, even 
if he were a Wellington or a Napoleon in 
genius, if he had not a multitude of soldiers to 
give external existence and force to his idea 
of the war ? Mediocrity, therefore, has its 
mission as well as Genius. The one originates, 
the other carries o u t ; one devises, the other 
executes; and for the work of the world one 
is as necessary as the other. And the one 
could hardly take the place of the other; genius 
often produces a thing of beauty, but it is 
usually mediocrity that makes a thing for use; 
the beautiful and the useful may perhaps be 
taken to represent in a general way the ordinary 
products of Genius and Mediocrity. When we 
find both attributes combined, probably each of 
the two has had a share in their production. 

W e may, too, compare genius to the brilliant 
t ints occasionally and sparingly to be found in 
Nature, while Mediocrity is as the gentle green, 
which by its contrast enhances the brilliancy of 
the brighter colours, and by its preponderance 
prevents them from destroying each other's 
effect, and from wearying the eye by the 
violence of their glare. 

Mediocrity, too, produces the staple of our 
intellectual food. No doubt we should seek 
always the best tha t we can find; no doubt, 
too, that, f rom time to time, we study and 
derive great good and great pleasure from the 
works of genius; but, after all, these are com-
paratively rare, and the utterances that we daily 
hear, and the examples that we daily see, have 
a far greater effect in forming our character 
and affecting our dispositions, than the com-
paratively few words and works of the excep-
tionally great. 

Time was when great men so far from de-
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spising Mediocrity looked upon it with envy, 
and Horace—who was a man of the world, and 
well acquainted with both the advantages and 
disadvantages of most ranks in life—called 
Mediocrity " Golden," I t is t rue that he meant 
by it a middle class position, nei ther rich nor 
poor, but this middle class state is one in which 
few men who were not of moderate abilities 
would be found; and so we may apply his words 
to mediocrity of intellect: 

Auream quisquis mediocritatem 
Diligit tutus caret obsoleti 
Sordibus tecti, caret invidenda 

Sobrius aula. 
I t is not very easy to say for certain of any 

that he belongs to the class of Medio-
crity of Ability for several reasons. Fo r in the 
first place we see in reality very l i t t le of the 
powers of our neighbours, for few occasions 
occur to call them out into exercise, and even 
what we do see, tells very little about what is 
behind and unshown. With some people what 
knowledge they have is always coming to the 
Iront, not ostentatiously, but because they 
seem to know just the things tha t are wanted ; 
they are like Dr Leyden of whom Lord Minto 
said. His knowledge is always in his pocket, 
at his fingers' ends, and at the tip of his 
tongue: it is completely his own, and it is all 
ready money And yet knowledge like this, 
practical, useful, and ready, may be only mode-
rate in quantity . a n d its owner may fall under 
our class of Mediocrity. Other persons may, 
and sometimes do, possess abilities above the 
common, but for want of industry, opportunity, 
or stimulus to exertion, they remain unknown 
even to the possessor. Thus it is said of Dr 
Johnson, that had it not been for the pressure 
of poverty, his works would never have been 
written. And perhaps very few of us ever do 
our best. 

But although in certain cases there may be 
some difficulty in deciding of this or that indi-
vidual that ho is a man of Mediocrity in intel-
lect and capabilities,—and many of us may 
think that we are scarcely estimated at our true 
value,—still the class not only exists, but is a 
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very large one, embracing the great majority 
of us. Mediocrity in its ancient sense means 
simply tha t which is not distinguished or re-
markable ; and—unless mankind at large, taken 
together as a race, can be said to be con-
temptible, Mediocrity cannot be so described. 
I t is a condition or state not only to be found 
in every class and position of life, and in every 
calling and pursuit of man, but making up the 
body of every business, profession, and vocation. 
I t is men of this great class that, though they 
originate little, nevertheless are needed to 
supply the power and energy necessary for 
every work of man. What would a king be if 
no t supported by the will of the mass of his 
subjects ? W h a t force have laws unless main-
tained by the people ? What would Newton 
have discovered had there been no paper-
makers ? W h a t would be the manufactures of 
England but for the coal miners ? What could 
Wellington or Nelson have done without the 
rank and file of the army, and the bluejackets 
of the fleet ? Of course the work in all these 
cases done by the masses is, as it were, the 
mater ia l used by the genius to accomplish his 
end. Nevertheless this material is essential to 
the end, and must be good of its kind ; it must 
be worked intelligently, and rendered truly, 
willingly, and honestly, in most cases with toil, 
in some with self-sacrifice. This work, though 
necessary for all, is not simply selfish, for self 
is generally only benefited indirectly through 
the general good of the community. 

Le t those, then, who are conscious that their 
abilities do not exceed those of Mediocrity, be 
thankful tha t they are no worse. Let them 
remember tha t they belong to a very large and 
useful class of mankind, and that if they exert 
themselves to use their abilities, such as they 
are, t o the best advantage, they cannot fail to 
be of use to their brethren, and to merit the 
praise of those who have done well. 

A vote of thanks was accorded to Rev. Mr 
Harper for his interesting paper, and it was 
agreed to have it printed in the Transactions 
of the Club. Wi th regard to Dr Richards' 
paper, Mr Yeats stated that since he received 
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it, Dr Richards had died, and, although they 
could not return him their thanks, it was the 
least they could do to have i t printed in the 
Club's Transactions. Dr Richards had contri-
buted many valuable papers to, and had taken a 
great interest in, the Club. This was cordially 
agreed to. The meeting terminated with a 
vote of thanks to the Chairman. 

Prior to the meeting, Mr Yeats exhibited a 
piece of lava and a small quantity of volcanic 
dust, received from Mr George Davidson, St 
Lucia, for some time assistant secretary of the 
Club, which were picked up after the volcanic 
eruption at St Vincent, in the West Indies, a 
few years ago. 
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