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The elementary desire to be free is the force behind all liberties, old and new. Indeed, 

there is little need to explain what this desire is, and some of us have found out about 

it in ways which we will not forget. I can still see myself, pacing up and down my cell 

in the prison of Frankfurt-on-Oder in November 1944 (I was 15-and-a-half at the 

time), clutching an almost blunt pencil which I had pinched when the Gestapo officer 

during my first interrogation had left the room, and trying to write down all the Latin 

words which I could recollect from school on a piece of brown paper which I had 

pulled from under the mattress of my bunk. The youthful organisation which had 

brought me into this predicament had been called, somewhat pretentiously, ‘Freedom 

Association of High School Boys of Germany’, and it had combined childish things 

like wearing a yellow pin on the lapel with more serious matters such as the 

distribution of fly- sheets against the SS-state, which had now caught up with me. The 

concentration camp afterwards was a very different experience, really; dark mornings 

queueing in icy east wind for a bowl of watery soup, the brutal hanging of a Russian 

prisoner who had stolen half a pound of margarine, slices of bread surreptitiously 

passed to a sick or an old man: a lesson in solidarity, perhaps, and, above all, one in 

the sacredness of human lives. But it was during the ten days of solitary confinement 

that an almost claustrophobic yearning for freedom was bred, a visceral desire not to 

be hemmed in, neither by the personal power of men, nor by the anonymous power of 

organisations.  

 

The force of liberty, of the principles of a humane and open society, may be equally 

strong, but it needs explanation; moreover, such explanation may lead to different 

conclusions at different times. The series of lectures which I begin today is about the 

political economy of liberty in a changing socio-economic climate. The new liberty 

which we can hope and work for is a liberal response to a world which is in a process 

of radical transformation. Although the meteorology of the new climate is still 

imperfect, few people will doubt today that the weather in which we conduct our 

social and economic affairs has changed. Many have their doubts about the chances of 

liberty in a world of rising prices, falling incomes, a new distribution of power and 

impotence, threats of war and starvation, crime and disorder, and declining confidence 

in the capacity of those who govern, or even the institutions of government. Yet these 

chances exist, and, since they are my main subject, let me spend a few minutes 

disentangling what remains and what may have to be changed about liberty.  

 

As a student of liberty, I was lucky to find two great teachers. One was Karl Popper, 

the philosopher, at whose feet I sat at the London School of Economics in 1952-53. 

Popper was, and is, a polemicist who spent much of his time dismantling others: 

Bertrand Russell, for example, Marx and Hegel, not to forget Plato, although he 

allowed Kant and Socrates to escape his devastations. But his message is clear. ‘We 

cannot know,’ Popper says, ‘we can only guess.’ Since none of the theories of science 
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can finally be proven right, it is important to continue the effort of finding out whether 

accepted theories are wrong; and, in order to do so, we have to maintain the 

conditions of rational, critical discourse in which it is possible to disagree. What is 

true for our knowledge holds for our ethics and politics as well. Since nobody knows 

all the answers, let us make sure, above all, that it remains possible to give different 

answers.  

 

This is the assumption underlying the constitution of liberty in all its versions. It tells 

us that we need checks and balances, rules of conflict, possibilities of change. But 

there are things which it does not tell us about a liberal order. Mature citizens demand 

direct participation in their affairs; the new liberty requires the combination of this 

legitimate demand with the need for stimulating initiative as well as recognising the 

order of magnitude of some of the great issues facing us. The progress of citizenship, 

of the right of association, of the autonomy of many social organisations and 

institutions, has led to a fragmentation of the political public, so that representative 

government has been transformed into a gigantic and confused bargaining process 

between organised groups, which leaves the individual in the position of Laocoön 

rather than that of the citizens of Calais. We will not have the new liberty unless we 

create a new kind of effective general public which guards and develops the rules by 

which we decide on our affairs. In other words, liberty remains a response to the fact 

that we live in a world of uncertainty, in which nobody can claim to have found the 

grail of ultimate wisdom; but the constitution of liberty tomorrow is going to look 

different from yesterday’s and today’s.  

 

The other liberal essential is social and economic, rather than political. Milton 

Friedman, the economist, is a man who suffers fools, and those whom he so regards, 

even less gladly than Karl Popper. The year of 1957-58, which we spent, along with a 

number of friends, in the inspired leisure of the Centre for Advanced Study in the 

Behavioural Sciences in California, was coloured by endless debates with Friedman 

about the need for licensing physicians, the use of the state for organising social 

welfare, and the role of government in education. For him, there was, of course, no 

such need, use, or role. ‘Every act of government intervention,’ he says, ‘limits the 

area of individual freedom directly and threatens the preservation of freedom 

indirectly.’ And I confess that I am still sufficiently impressed by the argument to 

wonder whether the collection of rubbish in our cities might not be more reliable if it 

was left to private enterprise. At ‘the same time, Friedman’s obsession with the 

illiberal potential of government makes him underestimate at least two major issues of 

the day.  

 

The new liberty may well have to be gained not only against the bureaucratic 

imperialism of government agencies, but as much, if not more, against the 

uncontrolled power of allegedly private organisations— giant companies, for 

example, or trade unions. Moreover, we must raise the question of whether the 

notions of free collective bargaining, or of the competition of private firms in an open 

market, important as they are, have as much relevance for individual life-chances 

today as they did in an economy of expansion. The rearrangement of education, work 

and leisure in an improving society may require a redistribution of economic power 

which cannot be brought about by market forces alone.  
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But when such doubts are voiced, I wish to add that I have no difficulty in following 

Friedman when he argues that ‘the heart of the liberal philosophy is a belief in the 

dignity of the individual, in his freedom to make the most of his capacities and 

opportunities according to his own lights.’ Indeed, when Friedman says that ‘the 

consistent liberal is not an anarchist’, I want to add that an element of humane 

anarchy is never very far away where the social and economic conditions of liberty 

are at issue.  

 

The new liberty, then, is the politics of regulated conflict, and the socio-economics of 

maximising individual life-chances. But it has to come about in conditions which are 

so different from those we have seen in the past, that an older liberal approach is 

plainly about to lose its relevance. I want to emphasise this point. The new liberty is 

not an idea which I advance playfully, because it sounds different or appears exciting. 

We are compelled to reassess the consequences of our principles by the force of 

things—things human, to be sure, but inexorable, nevertheless. But, first, we have got 

to be able to tell what is the gist of the changes which are going on around us. In some 

ways, these lectures are as many attempts to accomplish this task. You can solve a 

problem only if you have defined it properly, and often its definition is half the 

solution.  

 

Let me begin with the message of facts. I want to single out two, because they can 

help us define one of the major themes of change. The first is the energy crisis of  

1973, or, as it is characteristically called by most today, the so-called energy crisis. It 

began, as you will remember, with the Arab attack on Israel on 6 October 1973. The 

Yom Kippur war has shaken the wide spread belief in the invulnerability of Israel. It 

marks the effective emergence of the Arab states into world politics. By leading the 

super-powers once again to the brink of war, it has further accentuated their 

concentration on each other, and possibly weakened others who were unable to play 

their part. It has disposed of the assumption that oil supplies can be regarded as a 

simple function of the demand of the advanced countries. It has added a percentage 

point or two to the already rampant trend of world inflation. It has increased the 

instability of international financial markets by producing billions of vagabond petrol-

dollars.  

 

Yet I have not even mentioned the most important change, the one for which this war 

will be remembered in many developed nations, which is a change of attitude. 

Remember the picture of deserted motorways, and cities dominated by people rather 

than cars, the fright and the thrills of the apparent standstill of the machinery of 

progress. The American historian, Fritz Stern, is right in applying the much-used 

notion of ‘the end of the post-war era’ to the Yom Kippur war, for this era was above 

all characterised by a socio-economic syndrome consisting of growth expectations, a 

consumption orientation, the reliance on international prerequisites, like free trade and 

convertibility, as well as national ones, like full employment and social welfare, a 

slightly self-conscious neglect, or perhaps the repression, of awkward matters, such as 

pollution, or even the nuclear threat, and other features related to it. The syndrome 

had been under some attack in the years preceding the Yom Kippur war; by that time, 

for example, many countries already had a Minister for the Environment, an 

appointment which would have been unimaginable ten years earlier. There was a 

‘growing preoccupation with the siting of nuclear power stations. A succession of 

monetary crises had shaken confidence in the international framework of growth. Job 
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satisfaction and participation seemed as important to many as greater production. But 

it was the energy crisis which brought all these things to a head.  

 

Indeed, in one sense, the energy crisis appears like a gigantic historical demonstration 

organised by the Club of Rome, that private group of eminent scholars and 

industrialists led by Aurelio Peccei, the Italian, and Alexander King, the Englishman, 

which has studied the predicament of mankind systematically since 1968, and made 

headlines in 1972, when its report, with the telling title, The Limits to Growth, was 

first published. Did not the energy crisis demonstrate the limits to growth for 

everybody to see? I want to talk about the Club of Rome for a few moments, for in a 

significant way it has become a political fact itself, and one which has much to do 

with my subject. Some popular politicians, such as the then President of the European 

Commission, Sicco Mansholt, have immediately taken up the notion of the end of 

growth to argue the case for a return to nature. Others have at least studied it 

seriously. And whereas many have criticised the work of the Club, the echo of its 

mood and of its themes is evident in Secretary Kissinger’s speech to the United 

Nations on 23 September 1974, in President Giscard d’Estaing’s press conference one 

month later, in many remarks of the German Chancellor Schmidt. Indeed, it appears 

that the Club of Rome has interpreted the mood of the times better than most.  

 

The essence of the message of the Club of Rome is, in the words of its President, ‘that 

rapid, radical redressment of the present unbalanced and dangerously deteriorating 

world situation is the primary task facing humanity’, and that therefore ‘entirely new 

approaches are required to redirect society towards goals of equilibrium rather than 

growth.’ This conclusion was based on the extrapolations made by an international 

group of scientists headed by Professor Dennis Meadows: ‘If the present growth 

trends in world population, industrialisation, pollution, food production, and resource 

depletion continue unchallenged, the limits to growth on this planet will be reached 

some time within the next hundred years.’  

 

The pessimism engendered by such conclusions was so great that, even in 1972, 

Aurelio Peccei felt it necessary to say that the attitude of the Club was one of ‘very 

grave concern, but not of despair’. Since then, another group of scientists, headed by 

Professor Mesarovic and Professor Pestel, has undertaken a rather more subtle study 

of regional and universal trends for the Club of Rome, which was published at the 

time of its Berlin meeting in October 1974. Its language differs from that of the first 

report, in that it no longer advocates the abandonment of growth, but a transition, it 

says, from ‘cancerous, undifferentiated growth to organic growth’. Also, Peccei and 

King put the accent on what can be done to remedy existing ills rather than on 

doomsday prophecies. But the conclusions remain essentially the same.  

 

The Club of Rome has already made history, and so it should. It has defined one 

important aspect of what it calls the problématique of our time, in ways which have 

already been confirmed by events. It has also indicated some possible solutions. I 

have three critical objections, nevertheless. Despite all protestations, the reports by 

Meadows, and by Mesarovic and Pestel, remain messages of gloom. Indeed, the 

initiators of the Club argue, even in 1974, that doomsday prophecy may be necessary 

in order to change human and political behaviour. I do not believe in this kind of 

therapy. Indeed, I think that the combination between medium-term gloom and short-

term thoughtlessness in the actions of some of our leading politicians is no accident: if 
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you have no hope, there is hardly an incentive for sustained change. It may be that I 

am too optimistic, but I would rather try hard and fail than fall in the useless 

knowledge that all my forebodings have been right. My second objection to the Club 

of Rome is that it exaggerates the issues of survival to the point of obliterating the 

overwle1ming significance of justice, and of liberty. After all, survival is not enough; 

what matters is a life worth living. Is it an accident that the word ‘liberty’ does not 

appear at all in the two Club of Rome reports? I shall return to this point, for it is 

certainly no accident that I propose to discuss the great issues of survival and justice 

in the light of our desire for liberty: what matters is not merely that we cope with 

these issues, but how we cope.  

 

Then there is a third critical comment. It is true that the Club of Rome has never 

explicitly advocated the notion of zero- growth. At the same time, there is some 

justice in the fact that the work of the Club will remain associated with the notion of 

zero-growth. For the obsession with growth in its reports is hardly less pronounced 

than it is with those bewitched by the postwar syndrome, the only difference being 

that one obsession is negative and the other one positive. In many ways, Germany’s or 

Japan’s economic miracle and the pronouncements of the Club of Rome are two sides 

of the same coin. My thesis in these lectures is a different one. It is that we have to 

change our currency, the subject of history, if we want to solve the great problems of 

the day in a liberal manner. 01 course, we need economic growth in order to cope 

with the problems of poverty and inequality, and even of pollution and food scarcity; 

but it must not and cannot remain the centre of our attention, if we seek the new 

liberty.  

 

But before I explain a little further what I mean, let me turn to the second of the two 

facts which are changing the complexion of our problems and their solutions: 

inflation.  

 

There is little disagreement today that a persistent creeping inflation undermines the 

foundations of free societies. Politically, this is evident. Nothing confirms the already 

widespread suspicions about the inability of governments to implement their promises 

and cope with problems more dramatically than the continuation of two-digit inflation 

rates, despite universal promises to re-establish stability. The social effects may be 

less visible, but they are no less dramatic. Inflation has become the medium of a more 

Or less hidden redistribution struggle between those who are able to keep pace, 

because of their market capacity, and those who are not; the potential of this conflict, 

like all concealed struggles, is nasty. It includes the danger of a return of variants of 

fascism. Economically, some degree of price stability is essential to a market 

economy, even as a condition of growth by reinvestment of real profits, not to 

mention the disconcerting fact that market forces are obviously unable to correct the 

aberration which they have produced. Another three or four years of two-digit 

inflation, and the free world will never be the same again: an inflation mentality has 

spread, which makes it increasingly difficult to lend credibility to programmes of 

stabilisation. The reason why this mentality has evolved and caught a hold on so 

many people is that it is close to the value: which have determined almost two 

centuries of development, and the last quarter of a century in particular. Inflation is, 

like so many motivations and institutions of the world in which we live, a 

phenomenon of expansion. It belongs to a world in which people expect to increase 

their economic life-chances in money terms. Because they have been reared on the 
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expectation of a permanent increase in the volume of money available to them, they 

press for such an increase, even at a time when this is not warranted by an equivalent 

growth in production. For the crux of the matter is that inflation is expansion without 

growth, growth ersatz, in a sense, an alienated caricature of the mentality which has 

motivated economic development.  

 

Some economists argue that the existence of unsatisfied needs proves that there are 

chances of expansion which can yet be exploited. This is both evidently true and, I 

suggest, indicative of an erroneous approach. I want to suggest that the reason why 

inflation and the problems related to it seem incapable of solution today is that we 

look at them through the good old magnifying glasses for the short-sighted, arid see 

them in the perspective of expansion. Apparently, our imagination does not suffice to 

imagine different ways of tackling problems. And yet this is exactly what we have to 

do if we want to cope. For history proceeds by changing the subject, rather than by 

progressing from one stage to the next, or even by the dialectical motions of doing, 

undoing and reassembling things. One day, people wake up to the experience that 

what was important yesterday, what preoccupied and divided them, no longer matters 

in the same way. We rub our eyes, and discover that the way to solve the problem that 

kept us awake last night is not to do more, or even to do better about it, but to turn to 

something different which may be more relevant, more important perhaps—in any 

case, which permits us to make headway. The problématique of history follows the 

same method: a government which had provoked fierce controversy disappears and 

takes some seemingly vital problems with it, so that people wonder what they were 

worried about before; an institution which has shaped a decade, or perhaps more, is no 

longer even expected to cope with problems, it is forgotten; a new leitmotiv emerges, 

such as that of the rational mind in science and society, in the 16th century or 

thereabouts.  

 

In the 1970s, we are in the process of one such historical change of subject; or at any 

rate, we have the chance to solve some of our problems by such a change. This 

change is probably less sweeping than the dawn of modernity, while it is also less 

ephemeral than a mere change of government. In the advanced societies of the world, 

with their market economies, open societies and democratic politics, a dominant 

theme appears to be spent, the theme of progress in a certain, one-dimensional sense, 

of linear development, of the implicit and often explicit belief in the unlimited 

possibilities of quantitative expansion. The new theme which might take its place is 

still uncertain in its contours, although I shall try to define it further in these lectures. 

But it is not a negation of growth; the alternative to expansion is not stagnation. In 

fact, the new subject of history is not an alternative in the ordinary sense at all. In its 

substance, it is neither more of the same thing nor the opposite of it. It is different. 

The motive force of the political economy of liberty in the 1970s is no longer 

expansion, but what I shall call improvement, qualitative rather than quantitative 

development. While the life-chances of men remain the subject-matter of politics and 

thus of history, their growth must become a question of better rather than more. Dare I 

introduce John Stuart Mill’s pronouncement, which is frequently quoted nowadays? 

‘It is scarcely necessary to remark,’ Mill says, ‘that a stationary condition of capital 

and population implies no stationary state of human improvement.’ I quote this, 

despite my doubts about the desirability of a stationary condition, because it was said 

by a man for whom every state of human development posed above all the question of 

liberty. How can we solve the seemingly overwhelming problems of our day, in a way 
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which improves the life-chances of men by maintaining their freedom and increasing 

their liberty? This may sound like squaring the circle, and yet I take courage from the 

first sentences of Mill’s essay, On Liberty.  

 

‘The subject of this essay,’ Mill says, ‘is not the so-called liberty of the will, so 

unfortunately opposed to the misnamed doctrine of philosophical necessity; but civil, 

or social liberty: the nature and limits of the power which can be legitimately 

exercised by society over the individual. A question seldom stated, and hardly ever 

discussed, in general terms, but which profoundly influences the practical 

controversies of the age by its latent presence, and is likely soon to make itself 

recognised as the vital question of the future. It is so far from being new, that, in a 

certain sense, it has divided mankind, almost from the remotest ages; but in the stage 

of progress into which the more civilised portions of the species have now entered, it 

presents itself under new conditions, and requires a different and more fundamental 

treatment.’  

 

John Stuart Mill, when he wrote this in 1859, was talking about a different stage of 

progress, but more than a century later his question may well be posed again, and this 

is what I am going to do in these lectures.  

 


