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The strange tale which I want to recount in this lecture goes to the heart of our 

problems in modern societies. It is the tale of how the expanding society reaches a 

point at which all good things turn sour, or rather stale, and all attempts to create 

justice in fact create a new bondage. For example, we want to break those rigid 

traditions which confine women to a 1inüted horizon of children, church and chars; so 

women are guaranteed equal rights under law; but as soon as these rights are granted, 

they are threatened by a new rigidity which forces every government department, firm 

and organisation to have a proportion of women on its staff, or even, like the Swedish 

Liberal Party, 40 per cent women members on au committees. In this way, we not 

only jump from the frying-pan of ‘male chauvinism’ into the fire of ‘women’s lib’, 

but we also programme new contradictions which undo the solutions of yesterday’s 

problems.  

 

Let me give an example which is even more central to people’s lives. A deliberate 

policy of full employment is one of the great advances which developed societies 

have made since the crisis of the great depression. But again, somehow, something 

has gone wrong about this principle. Instead of telling people that every effort will be 

made to provide a job opportunity for everybody, and a nearly equivalent income 

whenever unforeseen problems occur, there is a tendency to assure people that they 

can stay where they are. This has absurd consequences, like carrying token firemen on 

diesel trains, but it becomes positively threatening to the very right it provides, if the 

cost of false guarantees leads firms to bankruptcy by inefficiency, and thus produces 

unemployment.  

 

There are many examples of what I have in mind, and I want to look at some of them 

rather more closely in this lecture. The expanding society had to solve its early 

contradictions, and notably those by which many people were denied the elementary 

chances of participation in the life of society: a minimum income, social security, 

citizenship rights. A century of socialist demands, pressures and policies has, in fact, 

raised the common floor for all citizens very considerably. But it has also lowered the 

ceilings, and sometimes locked the doors and barred the windows, so that people are 

more safe, but not necessarily more free.  

 

The metaphor may be somewhat stark, but I want to argue that the new liberty means 

that we open the door and the windows wide and redecorate the rooms in brighter 

colours, without ever calling into question the right of everybody to live in them 

without fear. The answer to a mistaken rigid notion of full employment is not, in other 

words, the cynical one that a little unemployment will make people work and return to 

virtue again; it is that a general guarantee of full employment must be implemented by 

a mixture of social security and incentives for labour mobility.  
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In my last lecture, I discussed our predicament in terms which were, to some extent, 

borrowed from Marx. We have developed a potential of satisfying human life—

chances, but the real structures in which we are living prevent its expression. If we 

want to make full use of our capacity to solve problems, and do so to benefit 

individuals and their liberty, we must listen to those who revolt against the established 

assumptions, and create the general political public which gives them a hearing. But 

Marx does not help us much at a time at which the classes which he regarded as the 

protagonists of conflict have as much in common as divides them. Indeed, this is 

where the other-surgeon-general of modern society, Max Weber, has gone a long way 

beyond Marx.  

 

In a classic passage written in 1918, Weber reflects on the ways in which men have 

become slaves of what he calls ‘coagulated mind’: slaves of machines, and of the 

machinery which we call bureaucracy. ‘In combination with the dead machine,’ 

Weber said about bureaucracy, ‘it is at work to set up the iron cage of that bondage of 

the future to which perhaps, some day, men like the fellaheen in ancient Egypt will 

helplessly be forced to submit, if and when a purely technically good, that is, a 

rational administration and provision by officials is the last and only value which is to 

decide about the way in which their affairs are to be conducted.’ Weber raised our 

own question of how it is possible in view of such tendencies to save (as he put it 

somewhat despairingly) ‘remnants of an, in any sense, “individualistic” freedom of 

movement’; indeed, how guarantees can be given that there are forces which can 

check and control the considerable power of bureaucracy. Bureaucracy is, of course, 

not an historical accident. We have to admit that we could not possibly live a 

reasonably secure and prosperous life without administrative services.  

 

But then there is that disquieting way in which, in satisfying the needs of a rational 

society, we become quite irrational: the alienation of enlightenment, as one might say. 

Administrations are there to serve; those who man them are a service class which does 

not determine but executes policies. Yet, in fact, this is not what happens. While those 

working in bureaucracies, public and private, may be quite willing to serve, the 

intrinsic gravitational force of their functions has turned their organisations into a 

buffer zone between elected leaders and voting citizens which at once separates and 

incapacitates both.  

 

So far as the heads of bureaucratic organisations, ministers and presidents, and 

sometimes directors, are concerned, they find themselves confronted with a variant of 

the re-entry problem in space travel. It is the problem of the exact angle at which they 

dive into the thicker atmosphere of the organisation, while remaining intact and alive 

themselves. If the angle is too steep, the leader burns up in the organisation, becomes 

a part of it: adopts its mores and fails to have an impact: the bureaucratisation of 

leader- ship. If, on the other hand, the angle is too flat, the space capsule may be 

thrown back into space, the leader never actually penetrates the organisation but 

remains an isolated figurehead, again without impact, brilliant perhaps, ineffectual 

certainly: leadership without relevance. And a similar case could be made for citizen 

participation, which is fraught with the twin dangers of corruption by inclusion in the 

organisation on the one hand, and ineffectiveness by deliberate distance on the other. 

We need bureaucracies in order to solve our problems, but once we have got them 

they effectively prevent us from doing so.  
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What, then, do we do if we accept the need for administration, but reject the right of 

bureaucracy: that is, office power? An agenda for recovering public control and 

individual rights from bureaucracies, while preserving their service, is one of the 

primary tasks of the search for a new liberty. It involves more than one tough 

decision: decentralisation of hitherto centralised functions; citizen participation in 

communities and organisations; a reconsideration of systems of tenure for 

administrative officers; the reduction of hierarchical structures by a strengthening of 

task- and team-orientations; and other efforts along the line of relaxing bureaucratic 

rigidity. Weber took it for granted that at least the members of public administrations 

have a special status as civil servants; I do not. There may be a case for a small senior 

civil service with a status which guarantees impartiality and expertise; but the others 

who are in public employment should not be privileged by systems of tenure and 

additional perquisites which increase their immobility, and with it their illegitimate, 

though often involuntary, power.  

 

The iron cage of bondage, into which Max Weber saw the citizens of modern 

societies ushered, is, unfortunately, made of heavier matter than just bureaucracy. The 

alienation of enlightenment is not merely one of rationality by administration; it is, 

above all, one of that central social role in modern societies, the role of the citizen. 

The idea that man should participate in the social, economic and political process as a 

citizen, and as a citizen only, is one of the revolutionary advances of the expanding 

society. In many respects, it is a story of success: that is, of the creation of more life-

chances for more individuals.  

 

Yet, once again, the success is thwarted by our doing the right thing in the wrong 

way, liberating the subject of old to become a citizen, only to lock the citizen into the 

cage of his own perverted rights.  

 

T. H. Marshall, the subtle British sociologist, taught his students (of whom I was one) 

many years ago that citizenship is not a legal status, but a social process, not 

something people are given once and for all, but the nucleus of a forceful 

development. Equality before the law, and the civil rights associated with it, marked 

the beginning of this process; but who would quarrel with the scorn poured by Marx 

over the hypocrisy of a contract between an individual entrepreneur and an individual 

worker? The legal rights of citizens had to be supplemented, by political rights first, 

which include the right of association as well as suffrage, by economic and social 

rights later, which give people a minimum guarantee of status. When Marshall raised 

the question of whether the status of citizenship thus enriched was compatible with 

inequalities of class, he concluded—in 1950, and like so many others at the time  

—that ‘the inequalities permitted, and even moulded, by citizenship’ no longer 

constitute class distinctions and therefore do not give rise to class struggles but 

become ‘socially acceptable’. In fact, the force of his own basic idea was greater than 

he thought, for, today, it would seem that there are no inequalities permitted, or 

indeed moulded, by citizenship.  

 

In 1965, I introduced into the German political debate the notion of education as a 

civil right. It has since become a standard term in this debate, one of hope and active 

support in the first five years, one of abuse and rejection since. Educational policy, I 

argued, was to be motivated not by the alleged breakdown of the traditional system, 

nor by some vague need to recognise social reality and its pressures, nor, above all, by 
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an imagined or real economic demand for trained personnel, but by the basic social 

right of all people to be given the opportunities for which their abilities and their 

desires equip them. This involves the abolition of legal as well as social and economic 

discrimination. I would not wish to retract one word today, despite the sobering facts 

of economic development and the discomforts created by the educational class.  

 

In any case, I have always assumed that equality provides the floor of the mansion in 

which liberty flourishes; it is condition, not purpose; equal opportunities are 

opportunities for unequal choices. I am not prepared to reverse the case and argue that 

equality of opportunity is realised only once all social groups are represented in 

proportion to their numerical strength on all levels of the educational system, and that 

therefore a deliberate effort should be made to ensure such proportional 

representation.  

 

By starving private schools, and mistaking the idea of comprehensive education as 

aiming at integration rather than differentiation, we sacrifice the reality of liberty for 

the appearance of equality. This has nothing to do with the theoretical argument about 

heredity and environment in intelligence. Of course, an active policy of full 

citizenship means that we make every effort to reduce environmental handicaps for 

people (and thus, incidentally, test the theories rather than conduct ideological 

debates). But we want to do so in order to offer opportunities; so let us be careful not 

to destroy them in the process.  

 

The point is of general application. The new liberty will not be won unless every 

citizen is given access to the varied universe of life-chances in a complex society. The 

new liberty will be lost as soon as it is won, if such access is reduced to irrelevant 

choices between more of the same things, between rugby and soccer, or classics and 

mathematics. In other words, there is nothing intrinsically wrong about inequalities of 

income, of acquired status in every sense. It is true that effective citizenship requires 

the creation of a safety net below which nobody is allowed to fall, indeed, of a basic 

common status.  

 

It is also true that citizenship requires the curtailment of the status of those few whose 

often inherited fortunes enable them to threaten the citizenship rights of others; but 

there is, and must be, plenty of space between the common floor of rights and the 

common ceiling of private power. For if equality extends further, if the legitimacy of 

social stratification is questioned in principle, two equally undesirable consequences 

result. One is that invisible inequalities emerge, much less capable of control, and 

much more dangerous for the majority, the dachas of Communist Party functionaries, 

or the brutal personal power often exercised by one or two members of so-called 

communes. The other result of a false egalitarianism is that greyness and drabness, 

that absence of any prospect of individual advancement or collective change, which 

makes certain brands of socialism the enemy of liberty. All men are equal in rank and 

right as human beings and as citizens, but they differ in their abilities and aspirations. 

To deny such difference is to deny life-chances, thus liberty.  

 

Citizenship, of course, is not merely about where people stand, but about what they 

do. It is about participation. And, once again, the dynamics of the idea have brought 

about profound changes in the last 200 years. But, as with equality, participation has 
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also produced the very forces which threaten its purpose, and it is these which I want 

to identify.  

 

In the past, civic participation was generally linked to representative government. 

This is not a necessary, nor even a logical link. The citizens of Switzerland have never 

accepted the need for representation, but insisted on direct democracy; and John 

Stuart Mill was honest enough to admit that the attempt of the electors ‘to convert 

their representative into a delegate’, into somebody not elected to exercise his or her 

own judgment but to execute the explicit mandate of the electorate, was ‘a natural and 

not improbable’ demand. He therefore argued, like so many before him and since 

(including myself), against theoretically pure political systems, including ‘pure 

democracy’. However, if one looks at the classical arguments for representative 

government, one can see why the dynamics of citizenship tend to overrun the 

principle today. ‘Mechanics and manufacturers’, says Hamilton in the Federalist 

Papers, are not really fit to be members of Congress; they are best represented by 

‘merchants’, on whom they depend in any case, since ‘they furnish the materials for 

mercantile enterprise and industry.’ And Mill’s own argument, while somewhat less 

crude in its bias, is in terms of the need to get ‘the uneducated’ to ‘choose educated 

representatives, and to defer to their opinions’. There are better reasons for 

representative government, but today they have to be advanced against a massive 

trend in the opposite direction.  

 

One aspect of this trend is, of course, the new move towards direct participation:  

constitutional elements of direct democracy, the direct election to important offices, 

‘citizens’ initiatives’ for many purposes, community politics. This is, in my view, a 

healthy and necessary part of what I have called the revolt of the individual against 

the ossification of reality. But there are other aspects of participation, including the 

process of converting representatives into delegates. And as those who hold office 

become delegates, it is almost natural that the demand for quota representation is 

growing. Merchants can clearly no longer represent mechanics; both have to be 

represented in proportion to their importance in the population, and likewise women, 

people from every region and borough, members of religious groups, ethnic groups 

and whatever other categories may be relevant.  

 

The process takes us back to the theme of this lecture, the alienation of enlightened 

progress. There is a sense in which the extension of chances of participation 

eventually destroys these very chances. It is certainly right that those who hold 

elective office should feel and be committed to representing the interests of their 

electors; in the past, the principle of representation has, at times, been grossly abused. 

But mandate government is absurd in theory and frightening in practice. In theory, it 

means that the representative is unable to make any move without the explicit 

approval of his electors. Such approval is hard to come by; it takes time and long, 

almost interminable discussions. The delegate is thus unable to react quickly to new 

situations and problems. He is, above all, unable to give a lead, that is, to introduce an 

innovation before it has been accepted by all; he has neither incentive nor real 

possibility for being ahead of his electorate. This is bad enough, for it means inaction 

instead of action, immobility instead of progress.  

 

In practice, the situation is even worse. For, in fact, little analysis is needed to show 

that the representative turned delegate will become the spokesman for a rather small 
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group of citizens: not the entire electorate but a party organisation, not the whole 

party organisation but the activists who can afford to meet frequently and for long 

hours of inconsequential debate. And thus, almost imperceptibly, the objective 

bondage of immobilising rules and procedures turns into the personal bondage of the 

power of small groups, a new authoritarianism in the cloak of participation.  

 

The case for representative government is emphatically not that some sections of the 

electorate have to be represented because they are unable to represent themselves. The 

new liberty is never the liberty of the few. The case for representative government is 

that it protects the many against the sectional power of those anti-élitist élites who can 

make permanent organised participation their business without ever being able to win 

an election. Such groups are quite rightly worried about the visible legitimation of 

parliaments and elected representatives generally. The case for representative 

government is, above all, that It enables communities to change, while at the same 

time subjecting all innovations to the test of citizen support.  

 

Participation is clearly central to the idea of citizenship, but it is participation with a 

purpose, and the purpose is change. The permanent participation of all in everything 

does not serve this purpose at all; it is, in fact, a definition of total immobility. Such 

immobility is always dangerous; once societies lose their ability to change, they also 

lose their defences against destruction of liberty by dogmatised error. While we may 

have to reconsider the practice of representative government, and especially the ways 

in which centrifugal forces can be reintegrated into a general process, I know of no 

better method to make sure that countries keep going without going too far astray.  

 

Justice, in the somewhat old-fashioned sense in which I am using the term, means the 

good society, the right order of things, ‘the first virtue of social institutions’, which 

the philosopher John Rawls further explains as ‘the way in which the major social 

institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the advantages 

from social co-operation’. Like representative government, and social stratification, 

this is not a static notion; the meaning of justice changes over time, and the ways in 

which it is implemented may, in fact, give rise to such change. Think of those who 

fought the battles of the French Revolution, or reaped their fruits, the citizens of a 

bourgeois, mostly industrial society, whose general public was a club, whose market 

was a market place, or perhaps a stock exchange, and whose equal rights were, after 

all, the rights of an aristocracy, if one of recent achievements rather than distant 

heritage. They suspected that this liberty was somewhat incomplete, and, indeed, the 

liberals of the late 19th century were the first to advocate the extension of civil rights 

to wider social groups.  

 

But their social conscience remained bounded by their self-interest, and justice had to 

be won against them rather than with them. For a century or more, justice has meant 

that more people seek more rights. The historic achievement of socialist parties and 

movements in Europe (and of Democrats and Liberals in North America) is the 

generalisation of citizenship. Equality and participation—what is often called the 

democratisation of society—are major, and welcome elements of this great process of 

change; it has become impossible to think of justice without them.  

 

Yet this socialist process has produced its own contradictions, and the focus of justice 

is, once again, about to change. Of course, much remains to be done to make sure that 
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everybody enjoys full citizenship rights; but more has t be done to make sure that, in 

the process, these rights do not lose their meaning. The price of a century of social 

justice is high. Men were poor; they fought for civilised standards and social security; 

mighty organisations had to be created to achieve this purpose; now men are no 

longer poor but feel that they are about to become the slaves of the instruments of 

their advancement.  

 

I have made a similar case for other aspects of citizenship: we have become the 

prisoners of our own good purpose. This is c no argument against the purpose. Were 

we to try and turn the clock back in order to bring back the values of yesterday, we 

would make our problems worse by involving people in false and fruitless 

confrontations. In part, a defence operation may be necessary to safeguard the 

beneficial effects of citizenship against the dangers of its perversion by perfection: in 

defence of a mixed public-private economy, for example, or of incentives to 

individual initiative in politics, society and economy, or of the prevalence of general 

law over sectoral autonomy. But in the main, it is not defence which I have in mind; it 

is rather a fresh approach to the problems of justice, which avoids the fallacies of 

socialism as our approach to the problems of survival must avoid those of 

authoritarianism. The progress of citizenship marks enormous progress for millions of 

people. The privileges lost by some are infinitely outweighed by the opportunities 

gained by many. But the equality party has had its day, and the task today is to 

develop the full potential of a new liberty.  

 

It. is clearly not certain that this will succeed. The new bondage brought about by a 

notion of justice as equality is no accident, but is linked to the type of society in which 

we are living. In the expanding society, every advance in citizenship—universal 

suffrage and full employment, educational opportunity and minority rights—had to be 

prised from unwilling and resistant powers. Unless there are solid guarantees, people 

do not trust their luck; unless the process continues, people fear that it will be 

reversed. The liberation of the citizen will not work unless people feel certain that 

nothing will be taken from them, that a more imaginative notion of full employment 

will not mean unemployment, that a more flexible approach to women’s rights will 

not mean a return to men’s privilege. Unless we manage to leave the age of fear, a 

sense of the precariousness of all achievements, we shall not enter a new age of 

improvement. This is where the economic predicament in which the advanced 

societies find themselves today will put their entire fabric to a test. If the social 

advances of the last decades are put in jeopardy, our security will be threatened along 

with our liberty, and the wrong kind of socialism may well prevail. If we succeed in 

weathering the storm, with the achievements of a century of social justice undamaged, 

we will have reached the threshold of a century of liberal justice.  

 

 

 


