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This is the last of my lectures on the new liberty, and I suspect that some of those who 

have followed me so far, and who now await the solution of all problems, are going to 

be disappointed. I regret this, naturally, but I can neither help it nor apologise for it. I 

am going to talk about some of the things which can be, and have to be, done 

immediately, if we want to enjoy the new liberty. But as we move from the world of 

goals and purposes to the world of action, the imperfections of men become as 

painfully evident as the obstreperousness of existing things. The: steps which we can 

take here and now are necessarily small, infinitesimal in terms of our aspirations. But 

they can be steps in the right direction, and this is what matters.  

 

There is a point in this which may well represent a step in the right direction itself. 

Politics is, quite naturally, about short-term success. Politicians have to make 

reasonable decisions, but they also have to find, and hold, support for what they are 

doing. Some people may argue that concentration on the immediate is more important 

today than ever. Yet it is unfortunate if such facts are elevated to a theory. The new 

pragmatism which has become so popular nowadays, insistence on the immediate as 

if this were a value in itself, is as unseeing as Utopianism is blinding. One of the 

urgent needs of contemporary politics is to supplement, and correct, the pragmatism 

of the operators by awareness of medium-term perspectives. Somebody has to look 

beyond the rim of the saucer in which most politicians are huddled together, and tell 

them what happens beyond their local or even national constituency, their term of 

elective office, their necessarily—and at times unnecessarily—restricted horizon.  

 

The problem about politics and a medium-term perspective is less one of finding 

people who are able to look beyond the rim of the saucer than one of making their 

discoveries relevant. Relevance here means two things. One is that, while those 

looking at the medium term need some detachment from the immediate, they must be 

kept aware also of what is meaningful to those in the saucer. The other point is that 

there must be an effective method to make those in politics (and, incidentally, in 

business and elsewhere) aware of the wider horizon. An occasional meeting between 

prime ministers and members of the Club of Rome is rather moving, but does not 

move much. I have spent the last ten years of my life exploring the boundary line 

between day-to-day action and medium term thinking, practice and theory, perhaps; I 

have crossed the border back and forth; and, at the end of the day, I feel that making 

medium-term thinking relevant for short-term action is one of the great unresolved 

problems of contemporary life, and that we pay heavily for not having solved it.  

 

What, then, is a step in the right direction? As director of a research institute in the 

University of Tübingen, I have accepted public money to do research in which 

governments are interested; but without informal and personal contacts they would 

never have taken notice of the findings. As an adviser of the Land Government of 
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Baden-Wurttemberg, I have had an office in a ministry from which I could influence 

legislation; but when I had become a member of the Land Parliament some years 

later, I would not have liked the idea of such non-accountable advice at all, and I also 

understand why the civil servants did not like me at the time. As a member of 

advisory committees, such as the German Council on Education, I have taken part in 

the production of elaborate and even imaginative reports; but somehow I feel that 

educational journalists have spent more time on them than ministers. As a professor-

become-politician, I enjoyed for a while being charged with a somewhat ‘academic’ 

approach to things by my fellow-members of parliament; but, before long, enjoyment 

gave way to irritation, and I found myself sorely tempted to sit down in the saucer 

myself. As a member of the Commission of the European Communities who could 

not be deposed by governments and not really by parliaments either, I discovered the 

important opportunities for relevant medium-term thinking in international bodies. I 

am still pleased that I got the Council of Ministers to agree on preparing a project, 

‘Europe Plus Thirty’, which is supposed to mobilise the predictive capacity of the 

European Community and look at the prospects for the next 30 years. Indeed, I think 

that international bodies are well- placed to concern themselves with the medium 

term, rather than compete with national governments for short-term effects, although 

they often do not use their opportunities.  

 

The important point about the establishment of a medium-term perspective within 

political structures is that it must be formally related to the legitimate decision- 

making process, and, at the same time, removed from the concern, which restrict the 

horizon of decision-makers. In other words, it must be statutory, but independent, in 

the sense that the terms of office of those involved are not co-extensive with those of 

governments and parliaments. I can think of several ways in which this might be 

achieved. One is an Office of Technology Assessment, to use a misleading, though 

recognised, term. What is meant here is an office staffed by social and natural 

scientists who regularly examine government policy in the light of declared purposes 

and known developments. ‘Technology’ in this context refers to the translation of 

theory into practice, and the evaluation of practice in the light of theory.  

 

Possibly, some such body could profit from the experience of the German Council of 

Experts, whose economic wisdom, in the form of an annual report to government, has 

made so much difference to the country. A statutory Council of Medium Term 

Planning, presenting an annual report to government, might be one way of combining 

a variety of experiences. But I hasten to add that there are other ways of coping with 

the same problem. Even institutions like the House of Lords, or the French Senate, 

which increasingly assemble a fund of knowledge and experience, without making it 

dependent on the time-scales of governments and parliaments, may play the part.  

 

The demand for medium-term thinking is unlikely to be contested, but you will expect 

me to say something at the end of these lectures, in which I have talked much about 

the medium term already, about the shorter perspective. I want to select three issues, 

to be tackled immediately, but of strategic importance: one has to do with survival, 

one with justice, and one with the area of intersection between the two.  

 

First, survival, or the renovation of the international system in which we are living. 

For survival inevitably raises problems which transcend the borders of national 

politics. When the expanding societies had reached the end of the national tether, they 
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created an international framework to make further expansion possible. This has 

served us well, but we should not be surprised if it no longer does so. When President 

Nixon gave notice to the assumptions of existing international economic arrangements 

on 15 August 1971, he not only created some difficulties, but made problems evident, 

also, which run deeper and are with us longer than the measures which he announced 

on that date. Since then, we have lived to see a strange confusion of events. On the 

one hand, proposals for the reform of existing international bodies have been followed 

by a proliferation of new arrangements. On the other hand, countries, indeed peoples, 

have turned away from the international dimension. In these times of concern about 

the future, they seek their salvation at home, in beggaring neighbouring nations and, 

more often than not, their regional and local neighbours as well. Rarely have those 

concerned about international solidarity been more lonely, more remote from any 

constituency except that small band of internationalists, than today.  

 

This is serious; for make no mistake, I am talking about the short term. Mass 

starvation has begun in the Sahel zone of Africa, in Bangladesh and South Asia 

generally. The nuclear threat is more real than ever after India’s so-called ‘peaceful 

nuclear explosion’, the announcement by the President of Israel about his country’s 

nuclear capacity, and the uncontrolled proliferation of nuclear power stations in many 

parts of the world. The crisis around the supply of resources and the availability of 

money is, at present, leading some countries to the brink of having to drop out of the 

organised international economic system into what is, at best, national austerity and, 

at worst, chaos. And however much people may like the cosy homeliness of their 

familiar environment, in all three respects, effective international action is the only 

way to cope.  

 

Boredom with international affairs is, in effect, boredom with survival, and men may, 

unfortunately, die because they were too bored to bother about their lives. Let us, by 

all means, make international organisations more responsible, more answerable, to 

elected bodies of whatever kind. Let us make sure, also, that the solution of problems 

is not left to the idiosyncrasies of personal diplomacy, but embodied in general rules. 

Let us realise that, in this field, we do not start from scratch, but have the experience 

of remarkable achievements by many organisations to use. But unless we do all this 

soon, we shall find ourselves in a war of all against all, in which nobody can win, and 

in which those will be the first to lose who continue to indulge in the luxury of sweet 

dreams about sovereignty and autarchy.  

 

The agenda for international action today is about survival, rather than expansion. In 

terms of justice, let alone liberty, such action provides little more than a framework of 

necessary conditions. This is true, also, for a second step in the right direction which, 

in many ways, straddles the national and the international, justice and survival. Rapid 

action is needed to make sure that essential public services are provided at all times 

and in all places. In the past, what one might call the feasibility of people’s social 

lives was threatened by individual poverty; and, on the whole, the expanding society 

has done well in remedying this. But today, and as a result of the instruments used by 

the expanding society, the feasibility of people’s social lives is often threatened by 

collective misery: trains and buses run unreliably, rubbish remains uncollected, 

electric power is cut, mail is not delivered, foodstuffs are in short supply, schools and 

offices and even hospitals are closed because somebody has gone on strike. Whether 

accident, international crisis, or domestic dispute, the collective misery caused by the 
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breakdown of essential public services involves an unbearable reduction of human 

life-chances.  

 

I have spoken of a new concept of public service, which may not sound a short-term 

matter at all. What I have in mind is a delimitation of essential public services from 

other services; a boundary line between hospitals and department stores, or the post 

office and the head office of an insurance company; and a clear commitment that 

essential public services will be provided at all times. This has many implications. 

Some are technical, others are economic, but the most serious implications of a new 

concept of public service are social. There is the question of strikes. In many 

countries, it is accepted that doctors must not strike because, in withholding their 

services, they endanger human lives; this is right, but not only for doctors. It would 

seem to me that a public service contract stands high on the list of political priorities: 

a commitment on the part of the employers—that is, essentially, the general public, as 

it is represented in governmental agencies—to make sure that public servants do not 

fall behind in their wages and conditions of work, and a complementary commitment 

on the part of employees to abstain from militant action.  

 

This would relieve some of the public squalor by which advanced societies are 

increasingly threatened; however, in many cases, services are not withheld but 

unavailable. We need people to do the things which we need in order to improve our 

lives and increase our life-chances. This may well be a task to which everybody in a 

mature society should make a personal contribution a contribution of time, not of 

money. Why should we not ask every citizen to devote one year of his or her life to 

public service? Since this suggestion is bound to be misunderstood, in any case, I 

shall not even try to defend it, except to say that I am not unaware of the practical, and 

sometimes not so practical, problems involved. Let me add that, however these may 

be solved; I am decidedly not thinking of a labour service drafted at the age of 18, 

uniformed and barracked, marching out in the mornings, singing martial songs to 

work up the energy for building motorways or digging trenches. It is quite possible to 

be liberal and public spirited at the same time. There is no need to draft everybody at 

the same time in his or her life; there can be options for the kind of service which 

people prefer; they might even scatter their service over different times and tasks.  

For I am still talking about liberty, the new liberty of an improving society. A 

renovated international system of rules, rather than a personalised balance of power, 

is, in itself, a framework of liberty. A new concept of public service should be 

designed to overcome the rigidities of present arrangements, and enable individuals to 

enjoy the possibilities of an improving society. But there are steps, also, which 

concern the central features of this society, justice, or what I have called the social 

construction of human lives. In my last lecture, I mentioned a number of things which 

can, and should, be done, in order to relax the rigidities of the social division of 

labour: the humanisation of work, multiple employment opportunities, a flexible 

notion of retirement. These and other changes are all designed to emphasise that 

human life in a free society is a continuing process of activity, rather than an alienated 

system of prescribed boxes. If I return to one aspect of this activity of life—

education—it is because needs and opportunities for change are particularly evident 

here.  

 

The educational institutions of most advanced societies have gone through an 

unprecedented period of expansion. Today, it looks as if this period is coming to a 
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close. Indeed, there is, at least in public consciousness, a certain backlash. As the 

economic climate changes, education seems to some an expendable luxury. But once 

the temporary alienation between education and politics is overcome, one of the first 

articles of the peace treaty is likely to be devoted to that undefined thing which used 

to be called adult education, and is now variously described as recurrent, or 

permanent, or continuing, or further, education.  

 

The peace treaty wilt have to be more definite, of course; indeed, it will have to define 

the ways in which education can be interwoven with the general activity of human 

lives. In terms of education for adults, this involves a change of subject. In the past, 

what was called adult education was, in part, a pleasing luxury— lectures about the 

beauty of Greek temples at the end of an exhausting working day in a grim office: in 

part, a second chance to acquire a ticket of entry to the next floor of the great social 

elevator called ‘career’. It was, in any case, a catching-up with things which some had 

been lucky enough to get more easily the first time round. If education turns to adults 

today, the objective is different. It is to give people a chance to do new things, a first 

chance in that sense: to return to the classroom in order to structure their experience 

of life and work, or to develop possibilities which their lives made them discover, to 

improve themselves.  

 

This is, in part, a task for educational institutions. A review of courses offered to those 

who return with some experience, and many of whom have a degree already, is 

urgent. This may well be based on the experience of the Open University, which has 

found that many of its students are, in fact, teachers and other graduates, or on the 

tradition of the London School of Economics, which has always regarded the teaching 

of adults as one of its tasks. The other need is economic, the financial support of post-

experience students through secondment. Again, some progress has been made. But I 

would suggest that far more sweeping changes are, in fact, possible. I see no reason 

why the notion of sabbaticals should be confined to a few privileged groups—

professors, for example, or politicians in opposition. Modern societies can afford a 

sabbatical for everybody.  

 

Short of such a rule, or perhaps to supplement it, why not give every young man and 

woman a voucher for, say, three years’ tertiary, or further, education? This right could 

be used up immediately after school, or later, in one lot, or scattered over a lifetime. It 

would offer new and relevant choices, and at a cost hardly greater than that of forcing 

an academic or polytechnic education down the throats of ten, 20, even 30 per cent of 

all young people straight out of school.  

 

Many of the steps in the right direction which I have proposed in this lecture are 

political steps. They have to be taken by governments, by those who elect them or by 

those with whom they share their sovereign power. This may sound promising, but 

the sound is deceptive. Paradoxically, the demand for political action grows as 

modern societies become more ungovernable, because power has slipped away from 

governments, let alone parliaments. The most important step in the direction of a 

viable liberal order today may therefore be the restoration of governability by the 

creation of a new political public.  

 

This involves several things. Parliament first, which is going to maintain its pivotal 

position, and to which all other developments must be geared. Then there is the 
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immediate representation of the general public, by political organisations, possibly, by 

referenda or direct elections of officeholders perhaps, but, above all, by the media. 

Every time a broadcaster is fired because the governing body is displeased with his 

views, or a journalist is prevented from writing because he refuses to join a union, 

liberty has lost a battle. Every time a newspaper is forced to close down, or a 

broadcasting station is placed under government tutelage, liberty has lost a campaign. 

A media policy—that is, the establishment of legal rules and economic mechanisms to 

maintain a pluralist structure of published opinion—is not a notion which John Stuart 

Mill would have entertained gladly, but it is one which is necessary today in the light 

of his own concerns.  

 

But the creation of a general public involves on thing above all, and that is the 

recognition of organisation. Confrontation with the mighty organisations of the day, 

whether they are intra- or international, is bound to lead to the defeat of national 

governments and parliaments. People are, in fact, both citizens, individual voters, and 

members, a part of larger organisations. However distasteful the idea may seem to the 

classical liberal, we need a second level of organised interest, which is both 

independent from, and related to, parliament. In this body, the social contract might 

find its organised expression; an Economic and Social Council, perhaps, which brings 

organisations into a structure of general responsibility and makes it, therefore, 

impossible to ignore them, and unnecessary to fight them. To be governable we have 

to organise organisation, as well as give the individual his chance.  

 

The first test of our ability to cope will come soon, probably in the two years 

immediately ahead. The advanced societies, and especially the more liberal ones, are 

passing through a gigantic turbulence. It differs in impact on different countries, but 

everywhere it is a combination of factors. Prima facie, the turbulence is economic, 

that mixture of unfounded growth expectations called inflation, a changing 

international balance of power, and a general slump in activity. In the first place, the 

solutions will have to be economic, too: a comprehensive social contract committing 

all partners to a period of standstill, if not some cutback; international arrangements 

which re-establish stable expectations at a cost to national sovereignty. But let us not 

be misled into believing that we can afford to tackle this vast set of problems by itself, 

and ignore the purposes for which we seek more tranquil economic waters. Coping 

with the immediate issues is a necessary condition of survival, but no guarantee of 

survival in liberty; solving the economic problems ahead is a prerequisite -of justice, 

but in order to give it a liberal meaning we have to be sure not only that we solve 

them but how we solve them.  

 

It is conceivable that the turbulence ahead will overtax the nerves of the crew, or the 

resilience of the equipment and that the ship in which we are travelling will break up 

and go down. Inability to cope in the years ahead means wars and mass starvation, the 

death of millions of people and the impoverishment of many more. There are those, 

already, who advise us to change our course by 180 degrees and try to escape the 

turbulence by a return to more familiar waters. They forget that it was the course set 

in these familiar waters which got us where we are today, quite apart from the fact 

that those waters, while familiar, were by no means undisturbed. If we try to return to 

allegedly good old values, and begin to abandon the social achievements of the last 

decades, full employment and educational opportunities, pensions and medical care 

and the rest, we shall have to start afresh in the early 1930s; and there are many who 
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remember the horrible risks which that involves. It is more than likely that a number 

of people will get hurt before we leave the turbulence. But we can get through, and it 

is worth trying. The other aspect of our current problems is the enormous potential of 

human life- chances which the advanced societies have developed, and the 

opportunities, therefore, of a brighter future in the direction of which our halting steps 

of today and tomorrow lead us.  

 

What matters most in this world is liberty: that is, human life-chances. They are 

threatened today by the consequences of our own actions; they are also capable of 

great new development. To meet the threat, and to realise the potential, we do not 

need a doctrine of salvation. We have the weapons we need: our minds. Reasoned 

analysis, imaginative designing, and an experimental approach to action, form a 

rational, or, at any rate, reasonable, triptych which has served men well. This is the 

method of liberty. Its substance is defined by the new conditions in which we live 

today. The new liberty means that we have to change our attitudes in order to pass 

through the turbulence ahead in a manner which enhances human life-chances. This is 

what I mean when I say that the subject of history is changing; and the change in 

approach is reflected in the words which we use—new words: improvement instead of 

expansion, good husbandry instead of affluence, human activity instead of work, and, 

of course, one word which is quite old, liberty.  

 


