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In the first lecture I talked about liberty, and why we have to think about it in a new 

light. A period of expansion, economic and otherwise, is coming to a close. The 

problems with which we are faced can be solved only if we change the subject and 

concentrate on the improvement of our lives. In this lecture, I want to look rather 

more closely at some of the questions raised by the change of theme. Why is it that 

there are problems recognised by most, and even solutions for such problems, and yet 

we do not seem to make any great progress? Who is it who prevents our potential 

from becoming real, and who, on the other hand, gives us reason to hope that 

eventually we can succeed?  

 

Let me begin by returning to the twin issues of inflation and the energy crisis, which 

are both urgent and telling. The rise in oil prices has produced billions of vagabond 

petro-dollars coming up in odd places and, in the process, threatening the world’s 

monetary system, if not more. Indeed, some of us find it hard to live with the absurd 

knowledge that while one part of the world sinks into mass starvation, another part 

collapses because it cannot cope with an abundance of money. For, even apart from 

the dictates of pure reason, there are solutions. It is not totally unrealistic to think of a 

moderate reduction in the price of oil, by which one quarter of the petro-dollars would 

disappear, thus incidentally saving some countries from bankruptcy; a further quarter 

could disappear if a concerted and world-wide policy of energy conservation was 

adopted, which would also help to delay the moment at which the world reaches the 

limits of its usable energy supply; a third quarter might well be added to the United 

Nations fund for the compensation of the poorest of the poor; and the remaining 

quarter, 20 billion dollars or so per year, would still enable the oil-producing countries 

to join the Club of the Rich before long, and what is more, the Club would still be 

there for them to join.  

 

Even if such a line is adopted, however, the years immediately ahead of us will show 

a deterioration of balance of payments problems, continued economic uncertainty, 

nationally and internationally, and growing differences between countries. But 

without some such scheme we are heading for a collapse without parallel, affecting 

not merely the free world but all countries in varying degrees. Why, then, are we not 

doing more about it? Or take inflation. It may be argued that some groups can live 

with the creeping inflation which we have known in the last five years or so, and, 

indeed, turn it to their advantage; but even they are hardly happy with the prospect. 

Everybody condemns inflation, because people feel it in their bones that they are 

living on a powder keg which might blow up at any moment. Moreover, economists 

tell us that in theory the problem is capable of solution. They have their differing 

views, as usual, but the basic elements of a feasible anti-inflation policy are known. A 

true social contract involving not merely the unions, but all those responsible for 

determining prices, and incomes, and the spending of public money, is not entirely out 
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of the question; and while the idea of a moratorium on all price and income increases 

and on printing money, for, say, two years may seem far-fetched at the moment, it is 

not an absurd idea.  

 

The economic predicament of energy crisis, inflation and the rest is both urgent in 

itself and an illustration of a more general case. The case could be made for every one 

of the great issues of survival which the Club of Rome, and many others apart from it, 

have pointed up in the last decade. It is this: we know the facts and the seriousness of 

their implications; we also know, at least in principle, what can and what needs to be 

done to solve problems. Indeed, incipient solutions for many problems have been tried 

in the last decade. These are somewhat discouraging because it is clear today that 

things will get worse before they can get better; but unless we do something drastic 

soon, they will deteriorate until they get out of hand, and threaten our prosperity, our 

liberty, and ultimately our survival.  

 

Why then are we not doing more about it? There is a disarming answer to this 

question. Peachum in Brecht’s Threepenny Opera, as he wonders why it is that men 

want to enjoy justice, and peace, but somehow fail to achieve it, finds himself 

resigned to repeating ‘Doch die Verhältnisse, die sind nicht so’: that is to say, ‘Such is 

life.’ Mrs Peachum and Polly agree; I do, too, but with a different meaning. It is not 

the human condition which is at fault; rather, it is the real conditions created by 

human beings, and they can therefore be changed.  

 

We are living in a period in which our potential for realising human life-chances has 

outgrown the ways in which these life- chances are organised in our societies. We can 

survive, and we can have more justice, and we can have both in liberty, but our habits 

and institutions make it difficult for us to do what we could do. And when I speak of 

what we ‘could’ do, I do not mean an imagined world, Utopia, but the potential of 

solutions, technical, economic, social, even psychological, which is already there. If 

we pass through a critical period, it is a crisis of the ways in which we have organised 

our affairs, not of the capacity which we have developed to cope with our problems. 

We are, in other words, making it difficult for ourselves to use our possibilities to 

their full purpose.  

 

This is a familiar line of analysis. Although I have, for good reasons, changed the 

terminology, it is reminiscent of Marx’s dialectic of productive forces outgrowing 

relations of production. Marx was rather obsessed by the world of production which, 

important as it is, does not describe the whole of our economic, let alone social 

relations or potential at all. Moreover, for Marx, the contradictions between existing 

structures and growing potentials invariably, and indeed inevitably, build up into a 

revolutionary situation. I do not agree with Marx here. It is simply not true that 

existing structures of social, economic and political relations remain the same over 

time. We may see, in the 1970s, more intense conflicts and more sweeping changes 

than in the 1950s. More than that, the ability of our political structures to allow or 

bring about such changes, may well be severely tested. But there is no intrinsic reason 

why this test should end in a refutation of democracy by a sudden and violent 

resolution of the contradictions between the potential and the real.  

 

Some people would prefer a revolution to gradual change. I am not one of them. 

There are times in history when there is no other way out of an impasse but revolt or 
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revolution; these are not times which one would wish on anybody. Quite apart from 

the horrors of revolutionary periods themselves, the relief they may have brought to 

some has always beer paid for by the suffering of as many others. History is about the 

life-chances of men, of human beings. This is more than a terminological decision. It 

is an option against all grand designs which ignore the individual and the simple but 

all-important realities of his life. It is also an option for the future, moved by a lively 

impatience with given structures which prevent the full expression of an existing 

potential of human of chances; it is a liberal option.  

 

At this point, the obvious question must be raised; what it is about reality that makes 

it so difficult to do what we should do, and what can be done to overcome the 

contradiction. And since I am not talking about concepts and their contradictions, but 

about people and their lives, the question is who, rather than what, represents the 

potential and the real. If socioeconomic structures resist change, it is people who do 

so, because they find that their interests are best served by things as they are. If a new 

theme is to gain dominance, the theme of improvement, for example, and a liberal 

version of that, there have to be people who can hope to benefit from such change. 

This, of course, is the analysis of class which has to complement that of the potential 

and the real.  

 

Although Max Weber’s profound analyses of the sclerosis of bureaucratised, modern 

societies were published more than half a century ago, many people’s notion of the 

dynamics of class is still dominated by more or less vulgarised versions of Marx. It is 

all the more necessary to replace it by one which bears more semblance to what is 

actually happening. For class conflicts reflect the development of social structures: 

they, too, become irrelevant when a new potential of human life-chances has 

emerged.  

 

There is, first of all, the striking fact that capital and labour—or should I say, 

organised labour, even labour organisations— nowadays find themselves not 

infrequently on the same side of the fence. For one thing, it is no longer altogether 

easy to draw the line between these groups, either in terms of actual membership, or 

in terms of vested interests, to say nothing of their part in controlling economic 

development. But the growing identity of interest which I have in mind is more subtle 

than the facts that many employers are no longer self-employed, or that some workers 

benefit from profit-sharing schemes of one kind or another. Most shareholders, to say 

nothing of directors, probably still vote Conservative, and most workers Labour. 

Wage disputes are often tough in their substance, even where they have become civil 

in their style; trade unionists r d industrialists do not often sit on one side of 

conference tables. Yet there is something peculiar about their contests. At a time of 

growth without inflation, increases in productivity usually cover increases in real 

earnings without threatening profits. At a time of growth and inflation, this is a 

fortiori the case. And at a time of inflation without real growth, capital and labour are 

two groups which can hope to keep pace with nominal ‘growth’ and at least maintain 

their real position. It is always others who pay, at least in relative terms.  

 

Once economic growth begins to be seriously threatened, capital and labour develop a 

further set of common interests. In the textile industries of developed countries, 

employers and workers have for some time, and with considerable success, been 

united in clamouring for public support in the form of subsidies and protective 
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measures against imports from developing nations; the tactics have since spread to 

other branches, and with it the thalidomide of protectionism: to mining and 

shipbuilding, and, of course, to expensive high technology projects of national 

significance Protecting the status quo is increasingly a common interest of worried 

employers and anxious workers; and even forms of codetermination may yet turn out 

to be what some have always suspected them to be, that is, ways of dissipating 

responsibility where joining forces seems more rewarding than fighting historical 

battles. Outside their immediate concerns, in their attitudes to the values of hard work 

and achievement; to student unrest, to the more costly efforts to improve the quality 

of lives, to law enforcement, to the assertion of national values, capital and labour 

have much in common in any case, and the distance between a law-and-order 

socialism and a conservatism with a social conscience is not very great.  

 

Perhaps we should not be too surprised about this fact. After all, capital and labour are 

children of the same revolution, ossified though its results may be today, of the same 

subject of history. For nearly two centuries, they were rising social groups. Whatever 

their problems, they represented the potential of development by contrast to the 

stagnant relics of the past, to peasants, self-employed craftsmen and tradesmen ho 

were struggling along. Karl Marx confused the minds of many by spreading the myth 

that the oppressed of one epoch are the potential rulers of the next, and that therefore 

the working class was going to dominate the future. In fact, this is never the case. 

Even in his own terms, Marx could hardly describe the early industrial bourgeoisie as 

representing the oppressed of a feudal social order. They were a competing elite 

which had grown up within the feudal society, in many cases consisted of members of 

the old ruling class, but represented an entirely different potential of economic and 

social development, a different historical subject in our sense.  

 

Is there any reason to believe that the pattern of present and future changes will be 

different? Capital and labour rose together, they rule together today, and they will 

decline, or at least stagnate and lose relevance together, too. Their individual 

members will no doubt play a more or less important part in the society of tomorrow, 

but as social groups, the rulers of industry and the rulers of labour are likely to share 

their fate with the expanding society. The reality of the expanding society, then, is 

determined by the common interests of those with a stake in expansion, the industrial 

classes, to defend their position. It is also determined by their methods of contracting 

agreements, as they have developed especially in the last 30 years, that is, by a 

mixture of false autonomy and sheer power. Autonomy, in this sense, means 

dissociation from the legal norms which bind all citizens by defining a separate world 

of rules; and power is that impersonal version of violence which injures by creating 

painful conditions, rather than by inflicting pain directly. The method has turned out 

to be infectious, and it has led to a condition in which legitimate government can be 

nearly paralysed by a chaos of criss-crossing pressures by ‘autonomous’ groups. But 

if this is so, who represents the potential of a new, improving society? Where is the 

competing elite which promises to take over from the rulers of the expanding society? 

Which groups, indeed classes, are going to determine the world of tomorrow by 

helping our potential to become real? And what are the conditions which would give 

these new forces a chance to succeed?  

 

I hope nobody will expect me to come up with a great surprise and produce, so to 

speak, the classis ex machina, the saving social class. This has often been tried, from 
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James Burnham’s ‘managerial revolution’ to the ‘scientific estate’ of Daniel Bell’s 

post-industrial society; but, if we can learn anything from such valiant attempts, it is 

that they are bound to fail. If there were such a class, we would all know about it, and 

not just some sociological genius. Perhaps we can do more by trying less, and simply 

assemble a few significant facts. One such fact is quite well known, although it is not 

often discussed. Many eminent members of the ruling groups of contemporary 

advanced societies have themselves begun to explore new ways and entertain 

somewhat unorthodox ideas. I have heard union leaders talk about the desirability of a 

wage freeze, and of more union democracy; entrepreneurs about the absurdity of 

wasteful consumption, and the legitimacy of demands for industrial participation; 

bankers and directors of multinationals about the need for rules enforced by 

democratically-controlled agencies; civil servants and other administrators about the 

primacy of elected leaders and the visible process of decision-making; and, indeed, a 

glance at the list of members of the Club of Rome confirms this.  

 

It should be said, perhaps, that many of these unorthodox leaders are more likely to be 

worried about survival than about liberty. Concern about liberty is, however, 

widespread among the representatives of the fourth power in our countries, the press, 

broadcasting and television, the so-called media. This is important, for they provide 

more than others the missing link between an emergent elite of a new society bent on 

improvement, and the many who take part in what one might call the revolt of the 

individual. Forty years ago, Ortega y Gasset advanced his nostalgic plea against the 

revolt of the masses and for the individualism of an older society. This older society, 

however, was one of the few and without the many, and the masses had to revolt in 

order to assert their rights. Today, many more people have reached the light of civic 

participation and reasonable social chances. And the plain fact is that a growing 

number of them are fed up with the new authoritarianism of large, and sometimes not 

so large, but powerful organisations. These organisations may have helped people to 

get where they are today, but they have developed their own inertia and imperialism, 

until they seem to defend the vested interests of their functionaries rather than the new 

liberty of their members, while at the same time producing that chaos of pressures 

which makes effective democratic government increasingly difficult.  

 

Perhaps the student unrest of the late 1960s will one day occupy its place in the 

genesis of the new process of class articulation which is foreshadowed by the revolt of 

the individual. Students are not very popular nowadays. Yet they have always had a 

seismographic quality. Furthermore, they are a part of a much larger social category 

of those working full-time in educational institutions, to teach, to learn, or to do 

research. This is a heterogeneous category, and to speak of an educational class is 

probably a little daring for a sociologist. But class or not, seven per cent of the 

electorate in Europe, and twice as many in the United States, are living either on or in 

schools and universities today; and I think it is fair to say that they have something .to 

do with the revolt of the individual against the sclerosis of the expanding society.  

 

The political party strategists, of course, in fighting for the new centre, have larger, 

though less well-defined sets of individuals in mind. And indeed, election results from 

Orpington to Lincoln, from the successes of protest parties like the Democracy ‘66 in 

Holland or Glistrup’s tax objectors in Denmark to those of Liberal parties in Britain 

and Germany, confirm the potential of support for the assertion of individual rights 

against anonymous powers, private or public. But these very examples also show the 
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fickleness of the revolt of the individual; and it would be quite misleading if I were to 

conclude my assessment of the potential of liberty with the impression that all is well. 

The plain fact is that many of those whose protest indicates a new potential were the 

fellow-travellers of a long period of expansion. They profited from it, because 

everybody did, not because they were in a position to make any effective demands for 

themselves. Strictly speaking, their bargaining power or market capacity was always 

low. At a time of slow expansion, coupled with inflation, these groups are the first to 

be hit. Suddenly, there is no place left for fellow-travellers: the redistribution struggle 

which results from, and to some extent underlies inflation, leaves them by the 

wayside. The apparently rising groups of yesterday find their very basis ‘threatened:, 

savings dwindle, pensions lose their buying power, shares drop, salaries of that 

important if undefined stratum between top management and the lower echelons of 

white- collar and blue-collar people stagnate in nominal terms and decrease in real 

terms, and the same is true for student grants and for numerous opportunities to 

supplement income. Yesterday’s rising individuals are today’s declining classes. And, 

in history, groups which were worried about their future have been the stuff from 

which illiberal politics were made.  

 

I have assumed that the contradictions of our socio-economic structures will lead to 

change. Rampant inflation, the consequences of the energy crisis, the great issues of 

survival, are all incapable of solution under prevailing conditions of the r1ations 

between government, economy and society. But how can such change be brought 

about? The call for leadership has already become very popular in some places. More 

and more people seem to believe that, if only those magic leaders appear, all will at 

last be well. Robert Heilbroner has elevated this demand to a theoretical postulate in 

his analysis of The Human Prospect: ‘Candour compels me to suggest,’ he says, ‘that 

the passage through the gauntlet ahead may be possible only under governments 

capable of rallying obedience far more effectively than would be possible in a 

democratic setting.’ And he adds: ‘If the issue for mankind is survival, such 

governments may be unavoidable, even necessary.’  

 

There is every indication that we have already begun to move in this direction. The 

unorthodox leaders of today, to whom I referred, could also be described as the 

nucleus of a technocratic elite, and the declining groups of the ‘new centre’ as one 

part of its support. Ideologies of old virtues restored by forceful action are gaining 

ground. Heilbroner made matters worse when he answered his critics by advocating ‘a 

social order built on the model of a monastic barracks, an army camp. In such a blend 

of a “religious” orientation and a “military” discipline there seems to me,’ he says, 

‘the model of a social order that, however repugnant to us, offers the greatest promise 

for bringing about the civilisational adaptations that the coming generations must 

make.’ China, in Heilbroner’s view, ‘comes closest today to representing such a 

civilisational form.’ If this is so, the new liberty which I am trying to define is the 

opposite of Heilbroner’s China. I quoted him, rather than many lesser advocates of 

cultural despair and a new authoritarianism, because he has himself misgivings: but 

they make his position no less dubious, indeed dangerous.  

 

It is true that the new structuration of classes is ambiguous, and that there are at least 

two ways of coping with the contradictions between the potential and the real in our 

world. Orwell’s 1984 sometimes seems quite close. I have always felt that 1984 

cannot last, that authoritarianism was bound to produce a liberal revolt against it, a 
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1989 so to speak. But, of course, 1984 should never happen in the first place; and a 

major item on the agenda of contemporary politics is to resist the beginnings of 

another wave of illiberalism, while at the same time asserting the force of individuals 

against the new bondage of organisation. This requires, above all, insistence on one 

guiding principle: on the right and the force of the general public over all sectoral and 

technocratic claims. It is true that the issues of survival demand vigorous action, often 

against the entrenched interests of nations and multinationals. Such international 

action is almost by definition remote and technical, defying both direct individual 

participation and common sense appraisal. An effective system of checks and 

balances in the interest of the general public requires new and imaginative 

combinations between representation and competence, transparence of motives and 

control of decisions.  

 

A European Parliament copied from national experience is clearly not enough, much 

less a General Assembly of the United Nations. The issues of justice to which I shall 

turn in my next lecture require vigorous action as well, often against the entrenched 

interests of public and private bureaucracies. Initiative, and, in this sense, leadership is 

clearly useful, and indeed necessary, to make a case for change. But it is more 

important that such a case be made in a framework which forces people to argue 

rather than to assert their particular power.  

 

Parliament will continue to be crucial in providing this framework. But, again, it is 

not simply the parliaments we know which in some ways fail, both in their 

representative and in their controlling functions. Electoral laws, the relations between 

parliament and organised groups outside, the internal structure of these groups, the 

independence of the media, the institutionalisation of medium and long-term action, 

indeed, the relations between parliament and government, are some of the issues 

raised in this context. I shall return to them in a later lecture, but only to emphasise 

the point: what we need to convert the potential of advanced societies into reality is a 

general, political public which allows critical individuals to express their impatience 

and their desire for liberty in a new world. 


