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Duscipline i Lafe

NE of the most important needs of young people
going out into the world from university and
high school is discipline.

We need to know about discipline because we simply
cannot get along with other people without it. By the
time we finish our formal education we have become
persons, with status in a group entitling us to rights
and imposing responsibilities.

Some acts are commanded or forbidden by the
general opinion of humanity. The discipline of law
is the good man’s defence against the unjust actions of
other men. Other areas in life are governed by rules
agreed upon so that people can work and play together:
the rigidity of the squares and the moves in chess,
the rules of a trade union, the by-laws of a corporation,

for example, and the regulation of traffic.

There are other activities in which discipline plays
its part. It was Cromwell’s discipline of his army that
broke the cavaliers; it was Thomas Aquinas’ personal
discipline that enabled him to write his magnificent
summations of duty and responsibility; it was the
discipline of a great cause that took the little ships
to Dunkirk with nothing more to guide them than
directions scribbled on the back of an envelope.

We are troubled today because disciplines to which
we became accustomed through the ages are coming
into conflict with new customs in a changing society.
This is a confused period, when many people have
lost or have the old standards
without acquiring new ones. We fear that we may be
shaken loose from our moorings in respect to marriage,
econormics, politics, government, freedom, democracy
and a host of other things we have cherished.

thrown overhboard

This is happening in a time when we have achieved
material certainty such as we never before enjoyed.
Her Majesty the Queen said in her Christmas Day
broadcast: “It is not the new inventions which are
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the difficulty. The trouble is caused by unthinking
people who carelessly throw away ageless ideals as if
they were old and outworn machinery. They would
have religion thrown aside, morality in personal and
public life made meaningless, honesty counted as
foolishness, and self-interest set up in place of self-

restraint.”
Nature’s discipline

Everyone who has studied mathematics, physics
and chemistry has learned about the systems and
disciplines of nature. He found that a leaf, a drop of
water, a crystal, a moment of time — all these are
related to and are part of the perfection of the universe.
Nature is a discipline. As Confucius put it: “Order

is heaven’s only law.”

What we admire as order and beauty in the final
form of any natural manifestation is the product of
the measured discipline of its development, like the
ebb and flow of the tides, the systole and diastole of
our hearts. Without these disciplined motions there
would be no growth, no achievement, no thought,

nothing.

We must beware of thinking that discipline means
fixity. A wave pattern is pleasing by its rhythmic
alternation of dark and light, of high and low, but
we know that every wave, viewed at close range, will
show differences that will never recur in quite the
same form. Nature is not so regimented as to make no
allowance for some degree of latitude for the individual

creatures within it.

One advantage of having life run along in good
order or pattern is because good order tends to get
the most out of things with the least labour. It is
2,300 vyears since an Athenian writer gave as an
example of disorder the actions of a farmer who threw
into his granary barley and wheat and peas together,
and then, when he wanted barley bread or wheaten




bread or pea soup, had to pick them grain by grain,
instead of having them separately laid up.

Discipline helps us to establish a pattern. Deep in
us we dislike chaos. When we succeed in forming a
pattern, it becomes familiar and comforting. By follow-
ing it we find that we can solve more problems with
fewer false starts. We learn the pleasure to be found
in a symmetrical life.

Social discipline

Like nature, society has its discipline, a sort of stand-
ardized manner in which groups behave.

The discipline of society may be thought of as some-
thing in which one must qualify if one is to become
mature. Society has certain common expectations,
upon the basis of which people are able to co-operate
and regulate their activities.

It is obvious that society can continue to exist only
under conditions. New-comers, like young
people who leave adolescence behind them and step
into the world “on their own”, must learn and carry
on the techniques and rules of the society. Just as in the
class-room the students act in expected ways and the
teacher has a different kind of activity, so in the wider
environment different people have different tasks but
all must act within a discipline that gives society an
orderly form.

certain

There are few fixed social levels in Canada. A person
finds his own place in the social structure according to
his capacities and energy. In striving toward his ideal
he needs to keep in mind that customs and laws are not
obstacles to be crashed through or hurdled or evaded.
They are to be respected as conditions of the vital fune-
tioning of society. They are conditions of freedom,
because the only alternative to the rule of law is the
tyranny of the strongest. Hendrik Van Loon said
bluntly that we obey the law because we know that
respect for the rights of others marks the difference
between a dog-kennel and civilized society.

Compulsion in social discipline gets its influence
from long acceptance of it by the majority of the people
concerned, but regulation by the Criminal Code has for
the average individual less significance than a host of
the less formal controls which surround him.

Sophisticated people are more influenced by custom
than they like to admit. They do not think of these
customs as being part of social discipline. Yet nine-
tenths of what we do in all our waking hours is done in
unconscious conformity with group habits, standards,
codes, styles and sanctions that were in existence long
before we were born.

Self-duscipline

In the turmoil of today, wrote Lord Beaverbrook in
his book Don’t Trust to Luck, man ‘“‘can only keep his
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judgment intact, his nerves sound and his mind secure
by the process of self-discipline.”

We go a long way toward maturity when we substi-
tute inner discipline for outer. Two men of different
skills, more than two thousand years apart in time,
agreed on this. Socrates, the Greek philosopher, taught
self-discipline as the first virtue, saying it is necessary
to make the other virtues avail, and Charles Darwin,
author of On the Origin of Species, declared “The highest
stage in moral culture at which we can arrive is when
we recognize that we ought to control our thoughts.”

It is not necessary to think of self-discipline as some-
thing like self-punishment. We do not need to walk
through fire or sleep on nails as certain sects in the
Fast do; we don’t need to go around with our noses in
statute books or treatises on ethics as certain reformers
in the West do. We see self-discipline in the boxer who
halts his blow in mid-air at the sound of the gong, in
the office manager who reflects before censuring a
worker, in the mother who refrains from punishing her
child in the heat of anger.

The man who gives in to the enjoyment he finds in
flying off his control centre, who cannot discipline his
own stormy moods, will find opportunities for advance-
ment eluding him. He may be endowed with great
ability and he may have developed this by intensive
study, so as to be capable of great things, but he is like
Napoleon, of whom Sir Walter Scott said: ““the wonder-
ful being who could have governed the world, but
could not rule his own restless mind.”

Minds which have the greatest natural power have
most need of training, just as the most mettlesome horses
need schooling to make them useful.

But, says someone, what about our liberty, in which
we take so much pride? Discipline is not antagonistic
to liberty. License of behaviour is not a proof of freedom.
The test of greatness of liberty is the extent to which we
can be trusted to obey self-imposed law,

It is not true that we have no choice except between
lawless exercise of private licence and the strait-jacket
of conformity, with no leeway for the exercise of respon-
sible judgment and the freedom of decision that goes
with it. As we found in discussing the disciplines of
nature, life is order, but order with tolerances.

Self-discipline means that we do not act according to
our likes and dislikes, but according to principles of
right and wrong. It gives us freedom within the law:
responsible freedom to move within an orbit as wide as,
but no wider than, what is in harmony with preserva-
tion of the overall order on which survival and effective
living depend.

Hence arises the virtue in moderation, the avoiding of
extremes, the putting of all things in their proper place.
Ambitious young people will show themselves worthy






