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The world is changing. The survival of mankind is threatened by overpopulation, 

waste of resources, the voluntary weapons of nuclear war and the involuntary ones of 

pollution. The forces of enlightened rationality seem to have turned against their best 

purpose. The justice of man’s social institutions is threatened, too, by the uncontrolled 

power of organisations and firms and bureaucracies, by stifling equality and impotent 

participation. The forces of mature citizenship seem to have turned against their best 

purpose. And the solutions offered by some for these problems make matters worse: 

the authoritarianism of a small elite which is supposed to assure survival along with 

law and order, the egalitarianism of a tyrannic majority for which justice has come to 

mean that no man must have or do anything which is different. The price for these 

mistakes is liberty, and it is too high, because liberty alone gives survival and justice 

their meaning.  

 

This is a grim summary. But my contention in these lectures is not grim, or gloomy. it 

is, rather, that if we go about the solution of our problems of survival and of justice in 

the right manner, we can succeed without paying the price of the loss of liberty; 

indeed, we can have a new liberty. There is a potential of solutions which has barely 

been tapped. The break required with ingrained habits is radical. It involves a change 

in perspective, in our frame of mind, in the theme or subject of history. I have called 

this change a transition from expansion to improvement. But what does improvement 

mean?  

 

Expansion is about quantity, about organising society in such a way that a continuing 

increase is possible in output and demand, income and expenditure, people’s needs 

and the means to satisfy them. Improvement is about quality. This begins with small 

things, which are, nevertheless, not to be discounted, because they improve the quality 

of our lives. The recovery of cities for people is one example: precincts for 

pedestrians, underpasses for cars rather than for human beings, restored old buildings 

rather than new slums. The way people live, and the space and the comforts of their 

homes, provide many other examples. So do the arts, the opportunities for recreation 

and play, sports, and whatever contributes to beauty and to pleasure. All this, I repeat, 

is important for an improving society, but improvement means more. Even a butterfly 

adds a touch of colour to a drab and hopeless world, but improvement goes to the core 

of this world: that is, the social construction of human life-chances.  

 

There is a famous passage in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations in which he describes 

the blessings of the division of labour. By breaking up complex work processes into 

simple elements, and assigning only one element to each worker, two economic 

effects are achieved at the same time—an enormous increase in productivity, because 

output rises, and a considerable decrease in labour cost, because the skill required 

from each worker is less. Ricardo, and following him, Marx, added the second act to 
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this drama, the transfer of the subdivided part-work of manufacture to machines, 

which would ultimately be tended by totally unskilled men. This was a mistake, one 

of the many myths surrounding the subject of the division of labour and its effects on 

men.  

 

Machines require from those who tend them qualifications which, if anything, are 

higher than the skills of manufacture; and  it has become abundantly clear that it is an 

advantage, indeed necessary, to have people who understand not only one small  

part of the process, but to some extent the entire process. This is important, for  

I want to argue that the central theme of the improving society will be the attempt to 

break down the rigidities of the division of labour. Moreover, this applies not merely 

to the phenomenon in its narrow industrial application, but to that more general 

partition of tasks and roles which the French sociologist, Emile Durkheim, called the 

social division of labour. Wherever human activities have been subdivided, they have 

tended to crystallise, to become rigid, so that part- work has created part-workers, and 

the need for leisure has created a fenced-off leisure time. The improving society, in 

trying to relax the rigidities of existing relations of production, will have to be guided 

by the purpose of recovering integral human activity against all partial claims.  

 

This is not a plea for returning to a subsistence economy in which everybody grows 

his own food and builds his own house. It is a plea for a modern industrial economy 

and society, in which the sorting of men into neat little cubicles, exclusive and 

definitive social identities, is replaced by arrangements which permit choice and 

change; in short, liberty. Even in 1846 (and using somewhat pre-industrial examples), 

Marx and Engels complained that the division of labour assigns places to people 

which they cannot leave, so that man is ‘hunter, fisherman, or shepherd, or critic, and 

must remain this if he does not want to lose the means to live’. They thought, on the 

contrary, that society desirable which enables me ‘to do this today and that tomorrow, 

to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, tend cattle in the evening, criticise after 

dinner, if I feel like it; without ever becoming a hunter, fisherman, shepherd, or 

critic’.  

 

Let me pursue the larger question of the division of labour in society for a moment, 

and look at the ways in which lives are socially structured. This structure is in essence 

built around three great human activities: learning, working for a living and doing 

pleasurable things; or, as the tinny language of the day has it, education, work and 

leisure. In the expanding society, working for a living is the central activity of the 

three, and the other two are in some ways mere functions of work: education as 

preparation for useful employment, leisure as recreation from the toils of labour. And 

look, too, at the oddly rigid and mechanical way in which we have arranged the three 

dimensions of human activity.  

 

A first phase of life is dominated by the process of education, of socialisation and 

initiation and whatever other polysyllables there may be to describe it. Then, duly 

equipped with diplomas, doctorates or apprentice’s articles, as the case may be, 

people are ushered into life. This means, for the next four or five decades of life, 

work, a job or vocation, having a place, or sometimes a career, within that more 

specific division of labour which relates to the pivotal social role of occupation. It is 

well-defined, or, at any rate, defined in detail, and contrasts all the more with what 

happens at five in the afternoon, or between Friday night and Monday morning, or, 
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indeed, after the age of 62, 65, 67, whatever the rules dictate: leisure time. After 

hours, so to speak, people are pushed into an undefined social space in order to enjoy 

themselves; this, at least, is the presumption. Indeed, when leisure begins to be 

absolute, at pension age, they are given a small present—a silver cigarette-box, or a 

photograph of their colleagues at work— congratulated on the marvellous freedom 

which they have attained at last to do what they want; and then they are forgotten, 

ushered out of life more often than not.  

 

The mechanical subdivision of human activity does not apply to everybody; not to 

farmers, for example, or to prime ministers, or to many women. But the fact remains 

that the way in which advanced societies have organised the social division of labour 

leaves a number of questions Unanswered, which the improving society will have to 

answer, if it is to deserve its name: how can people break down the walls between 

what we still call education, work and leisure?  

 

Take the wails around the world of education. Of course, people need preparation for 

the diverse challenges of their adult lives—knowledge, skills, habits. Some of this 

preparation must be geared to occupational requirements; and perhaps more could be 

done to marry classroom and job experience in this process. The central task of 

education, however, is not simply to produce spare parts for the economic machine, 

but to develop human abilities by opening them up for their own sake, rather than 

tailoring them to alleged requirements. This is why the educational preparation of 

young people should be wide rather than narrow, general rather than specialised, and, 

above all, not too long. Obviously, some specialist training must be available 

immediately following general education. It would be foolish not to develop 

mathematical or musical talent as it emerges. But the accent of education in the 

improving society should be on something different: on offering a diversified sect of 

formative opportunities for people with a variety of educational and economic 

backgrounds at all times of their lives.  

 

In more specific terms, this is a plea for recurrent education. It is by breaking the 

alleged economic function of education, preparation for employment, that education 

would gain a social function worthy of that description, and contribute to breaking 

down the wails which divide human lives today.  

 

These walls include the ones around the world of work. There are specific problems 

here of the division of labour and how to relax its rigidities. Experiments in group co-

operation, even on the assembly line, in a wider involvement of employees in the 

organisation of work, in industrial participation, are promising. But the more 

important issues arise at the point of intersection of work and what we call leisure.  

 

I have no difficulty in visualising a reduction of working hours on one job to 30. But I 

make one condition, and that is that any reduction must not be used to prevent people 

from doing what they want to do. This is not a plea for overtime work, although 

nobody should be stopped from doing it. Odd as it may sound, I see no reason why 

people should not seek a second job apart from the first. There is one very large and 

important group where this is commonplace and generally accepted— married women 

in employment, who not only have two roles, but two jobs. Rather than exaggerate the 

division of labour to the point of reducing these two roles to one (and without 

prejudging the question whether housewifery might not, to some extent, become 
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husbandry)—why do we not accept the principle more generally? Is it not humane 

and a mark of liberty if people are able to break out of the restrictions of a division of 

labour which assigns them just one task, and given a chance to develop some of their 

dormant capacities elsewhere? Why not hunt in the morning and fish in the afternoon, 

or, to be less rural, collect people’s taxes in the morning and repair their cars in the 

afternoon?  

 

The ethics, not only of work, but of one kind of work, the cruel assumption of a pre-

stabilised harmony between human talent and social employment in ideologies of 

vocation, is misleading, to say the least. Trade-union officials who decry such second 

chances as moonlighting, or, as it is called in some countries, ‘black work’, could not 

be further away from their members, although they make it evident also where some 

of the obstacles to the improving society are.  

 

A footnote to this plea for relaxing the rigidities of the social division of labour occurs 

to me, because it has to do with the boundary between work and leisure. Is it not odd, 

and, in fact, silly, how we make our lives shorter by insisting on all having our so-

called spare time at the same time? Do we really want to reduce the active week of 

our lives to eight hours on five days, and perhaps soon on four? Longer shopping 

hours, the scattering of working hours in general, fuller use of time in several ways, 

may raise apparent social problem’s, but pose only minor problems of imagination, 

and would, above all, open up enormous life-chances to people living in cities, if not 

to everybody, without making anybody any poorer.  

 

What is true for the working day, and the working week, is also true for the working 

life, and for a problem which makes a lot of difference to many people, and even to 

the economy—retirement. And, indeed, what a cruel thing it is to demand from people 

that they should devote their time and energy and often emotion largely, if not 

entirely, to a job up to the age of 65, and then, in one day, break all that was dear and 

important to them, and turn them into the cold! And even apart from the cruelty, how 

wasteful and silly it is to reject, on the basis of a schematic rule, the experience 

assembled by people over a long working life, and start again from scratch.  

 

I think it is probably a good idea to fix a time at which it is possible to shift people 

from positions of responsibility so that younger men and women can be promoted into 

them; possibly this time coincides with present pension age, perhaps it should be even 

earlier. But I think, on the other hand, that every effort should be made to keep the 

elderly participating fully in the life of society, and to retire them only for reasons of 

ill-health, or if they themselves want to be retired.  

 

Well, there are obvious questions. Can we afford all this? How can such changes be 

brought about? And I shall say a word about the economics and politics of the 

improving society presently. But before I do so, I must turn to a less obvious, though 

more difficult, philosophical question in this context. It is a question of liberty. In a 

memorable passage of his Capital, Karl Marx deals with the very problem which I 

have discussed here: ‘Indeed, the realm of liberty,’ he says, ‘begins only where work 

which is determined by need and external purpose ceases; it lies thus in the nature of 

things beyond the sphere of material production proper . . . Liberty in this respect can 

consist only in that socialised man, the associated producers, regulate their 

metabolism with nature in a rational manner, bring it under their communal control, 
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instead of being dominated by it as by a blind power; accomplish it with the least 

expenditure of strength and under conditions most adequate and worthy of their 

human nature. But this will always remain a realm of necessity. Beyond this realm 

there begins that development of human energy which is a purpose in itself, the true 

realm of liberty which, however, can blossom only on that realm of necessity as its 

basis. Shortening the working day is the basic condition.’  

 

This is an historic statement, and yet one which involves a profound error of great 

consequence. It marks enormous progress over the prejudice of centuries as this was 

classically formulated by Aristotle in 330 BC. He, too, distinguished between two 

realms, the realm of work as he called it, of practice, and that of leisure, of the 

theoretical life. But for him, as for so many who followed him over the ages, there 

was a natural selection of men; some were predestined to enjoy a life of educated 

leisure, whereas others were created to work, to serve, to do the menial things. There 

is, so to speak, a class structure of liberty; more, of the right to liberty; from Aristotle 

to Augustine and further to Calvin and, indeed, to John Stuart Mill, this belief 

prevailed. Marx was free of it, and to that extent, at least, was a modern liberal, 

considerably ahead of his time.  

 

But while Marx overcame the notion of a class structure of liberty, he maintained the 

unfortunate distinction between a world of freedom and one of necessity. Or should I 

say more precisely, he remained in a tradition which makes a principle of the fact that 

men can survive without being free, that the necessities of life, food and shelter can be 

distinguished from certain other needs, love perhaps, and certainly liberty, which are 

less strictly necessary and, therefore, subject to different rules. It is true that this 

distinction can be made. But it is also true that in making it in Marx’s way, or in 

Aristotle’s way, one has, reduced freedom to a luxury, a part-time value, a principle 

applying only to those things not strictly necessary, the nicer side of life.  

 

The theoretical danger of such an approach is that liberty, like leisure in our current 

terminology, becomes a residual value, something undefined that begins to apply once 

one has got the time to think about it. The practical danger is even greater. To admit 

the need, indeed to demand a ‘rational’, ‘ controlled’, organisation of any part of 

social life, as Marx does for the realm of necessity, is to allow the virus of illiberalism 

into the body of society. Could one not argue that such an approach would justify all 

the perversions of Marxism which we have come to see since 1917? Is it not the need 

to organise the realm of necessity which has given rise to that rationality of planning 

in which eventually men become so much more enslaved than by a market turned 

rigid by its own contradictions? Indeed, there is a sense in which capitalism, or its 

theory at least, marks the second great step of progress away from Aristotle: the 

insistence that liberty, both in the sense of openness for change and of the privacy of 

individual life-chances, must be carried right into the realm of necessity and must 

govern all spheres of life. Liberty is indivisible; whoever begins to divide it has lost it.  

 

What does this mean for that range of concerns which Marx calls the realm of 

necessity? How, in other words, does the improving society cope with its economic 

problems? I am not an economist, and I can imagine what members of the guild will 

have to say about the amateur, or rather dilettante, who ventures into their territory. 

Let me be duly cautious, therefore, and confine myself to one remark. It is that the 

change from expansion to improvement is also a change in general economic 
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attitudes. I think I have made it sufficiently clear that I am not against growth, and 

that, indeed, a great deal of structural, regional and national difference will and should 

lead to a net effect of growth. But there is a difference between an economy which is 

largely, if not entirely, built around expansion as its goal and purpose, and one which 

has the purpose of making improvement possible.  

 

I hesitate to compare the productive sector of the economy in an improving society 

with that of agriculture in an expanding industrial society; the industrial world has 

never really managed to come to grips with agricultural production, its needs and 

limits, and has either gone overboard in the British direction of external dependence, 

or in the Continental direction of protective self-sufficiency; h addition, a new world 

market situation finds governments bewildered rather than prepared; but the point 

remains: agriculture is not the centre-piece of an industrial economy, but it is a 

necessary condition and supplement of its development, and a husbanding approach to 

cultivating land and breeding cattle has served countries well. What we may need in 

future is the extension of this principle, an economy of good husbandry in which 

industrial production serves the other functions of life, as agriculture served the 

industrial world.  

 

This requires a transformation of the economic system in several important respects. 

An economy of good husbandry would subject its development to public, that is, 

political, decision much more than an economy oriented towards expansion. This 

means, of course, investment incentives and restrictions in those areas in which either 

the size of enterprises, or the sensitive nature of production, have made the operation 

of market forces an expensive illusion in any case. In the economy of good 

husbandry, rules would have to be introduced which put limits to the private 

disposition of profits as well as the unfettered use of bargaining power. The 

breakdown of certain essential public services is as unbearable as the breakdown of 

food supply.  

 

Needless to say, this involves limitations on the freedom of collective bargaining, and 

on the power of giant companies, national or multinational—a code of good conduct 

at least, a social contract perhaps, legislation if all other methods fail. But despite such 

rules, there is, and must be, plenty of space for initiative in an economy of good 

husbandry, and, indeed, incentive for investment by opportunities for profit. Reliance 

on market forces is still the most effective way to promote economic development in 

the interest of individuals; and I have no reason to believe that comprehensive 

planning is less likely to go astray than individual decisions in a competitive market 

situation. But reality has moved a long way from such ideal types, anyway, and rules 

are needed to make sure that the ideology of the market, of private initiative and 

capitalist freedom, is not abused to defend what is, in fact, the uncontrolled power of 

some to prevent the transition from expansion to improvement.  

 

Whereas the central institutions of the expanding society were economic, those of the 

improving society are political; that is, public, general and open. I have insisted on 

this point throughout, and I want to do so again with emphasis. An improving society, 

an economy of good husbandry, requires an effective political public; that is, a polity 

which permits both initiative and control. This is not an argument for the simple 

reconstruction of representative, let alone national government. Indeed, the singular 

‘general political public’ may have to be abandoned in view of two of the great 
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problems with which representative government is confronted today: first, that 

organisation has become a fact, and that a confrontation between parliaments and 

trade unions or giant companies is going to find elected assemblies on the shorter arm 

of the lever; and second, that the traditional space of political decisions, the nation-

state, is losing in relevance, both in terms of a growing demand for devolution and of 

an increasing generality of the problems which have to be solved. But if the general 

public becomes more complex, a mixture between supranational, national, regional 

and local publics, between elected representatives of individual citizens and 

representatives of organised citizens, the fundamental principle of representative 

government remains unchanged: that initiative and control must ultimately derive 

their legitimacy from the common source of citizenship.  

 

This, then, is what the improving society is about: release from the unnecessary 

cubicles of an inherited division of labour, and the making of a new life based on an 

economy of good husbandry, and brought about by a political organisation in which 

the revolt of the individual is reconciled with the need for recognising both the reality 

of organisation and the utility of wider spaces. This is the theory of the new liberty, 

and theories have to be applied to be tested; and John Stuart Mill knew why he 

concluded his essay on liberty by giving some ‘specimens of applications’. This I 

shall do in my last lecture.  

 


