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Preface What is here presented is the text of the Massey 
Lectures first broadcast by the Canadian Broad­
casting Corporation in January and February, 1965. 
In preparing lectures for both radio broadcast and 
printed publication, one must decide whether to 
sacrifice the listener to the reader, or the reader to 
the listener. Those who heard the lectures discerned 
that the listener had been sacrificed. The reader, 
wishing that parts of the argument had been more 
fully presented, may find that there is still too much 
compression. Such compression was unavoidable 
in treating this subject in six half-hour lectures. To 
have rewritten and extended them would have meant 
a long delay in publication, and a final text which 
would probably have satisfied neither the specialist 
nor the general reader to whom the lectures are 
addressed. They are therefore presented here as 
they were originally prepared: a few passages 
omitted from the spOken lectures to keep them 

• within the limits of broadcast time, are now restored. 

University of Toronto C. B. Macpherson 
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1 

Old and New 
Dimensions of 
Democracy 

There is a good deal of muddle about democracy. I mean not 
that democracy itself consists of muddling through (though this 
could be argued), but that our thinking about democracy is 
muddled. This is partly due to boredom. We are tired of hearing 
that democracy is in crisis, tired of being asked anxiously to 
furbish up the image of democracy. We would rather get on with 
the business of living. So we don't give it much of a thought. Or 
if we do, we are apt to be put off by the confusion we find in 
what we read and hear about it. At bottom, the muddle about 
democracy is due to a genuine confusion as to what democracy 
is supposed to be about. For the word democracy has_changeclits 
meaning more than once, and in more than one direction. 

:----..___ . -- - -· 
Democracy used - to be a bad word. Everybody who was 

anybody knew that democracy, in its original sense of rule by the 
people or government in accordance with the will of the bulk of 
the people, would be a bad thing- fatal to individual freedom 
and to all the graces of civilized living. That was the position 
taken by pretty nearly all men of intelligence from the earliest 
historical times down to about a hundred years ago. Then, within 
fifty years, democracy became a good thing. Its full acceptance 
into the ranks of respectability was apparent by the time of the 
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First World War, a war which the Western allied leaders could 
proclaim --,vas fought to make the world safe for democracy. 
Since then, in the last fifty years, democracy has remained a 
good thing- so much so that everybody claims to have it. 
Revolutions have been made against our kind of democracy­
our Western liberal democracy- in the name of proletarian 
democracy, of 'people's democracy' and of several varieties of 
African and Asian democracy. And these revolutions have altered 
the face of the world quite considerably. ]_)_e_Il1ocracy has become 
an ambiguous thing, with different meanings- even apparently 
opposite meanings- for different peoples. 

It is clear that the real world of democracy has changed. And 
it is probable that it will go on changing. We in the West arc 
gradually realizing that the West no longer has a monopoly of 
civi!i,.:_ation or world le~cjers_hip. Old habits of thought die hard. 
It has not been easy to gi\·e up the assumption that the future 
was bound to go our way. It was a fair enough assumption until 
a few decades ago. Most of the backward countries were in 
colonial tutelage to liberal-democratic states, and it was assumed 
that before being granted independence they were to be brought 
along to the point where they would run themselves on liberal­
democratic lines. True, one substantial part of the world had re­
jected the liberal-democratic way as early as 1917, with the 
Russian revolution and the formation of the Soviet Union. But 
until the Second World War, this could be regarded in the West 
as something outside the mainstream of world development, and 
even as something bound to break down and revert ultimately 
to the otherwise dominant pattern. 

In the last twenty years all this has changed. The Soviet Union 
is no loncrer considered unviable: its achievements durinrr the 

;--, • '=' 
war and its subsequent technological advances have made this 
clear. :Most of Eastern Europe has been brought into the Soviet 
orbit, and is no longer regarded as likely to move into the liberal­
democratic pattern. China has moved entirely outside the 
\Vestern orbit. And on top of all this, most of the underdeveloped 
areas of Africa and South and East Asia have achie\·ed inde­
pendence in circumstances which have led them to become one­
party states. With few exceptions they have not moved into the 
Soviet camp (nor do I think they arc likely to do so) but they 
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have pretty decisively rejected both the ethos and the actual 
institutions of our individualist liberal-democracy. And all these 
countries consider themselves to be democracies. 

So the dimensions of democracy have changed in this one 
quite obvious way._ Liberal-democratic nations can no longer 
expect to run the world, nor can they expect that the world will 
run to them. It is not easy to get used to this idea, but we are 
getting used to it, and, perforce, our governments arc adjusting 
themselves to the new facts. Nevertheless, we in the West have 
built up a system which we value very highly. It combines a large 
measure of individual liberty with a fair approximation to major­
ity rule. None of the other systems have managed this, and we 
don't intend to be talked out of our achievement no matter how 
necessary a policy of co-existence with the other systems may be. 

The question I want to raise is whether we arc likely to lose our 
unique system by our own doing, or on what terms can we keep 
it? It is no use digging our heels in unless we can be sure we are 
on solid ground. How much is the ground of democracy shifting? 
How far, if at all, must we change, and in what directions, if 
our system is to continue to serve the purposes we want it to 
serve, and is to continue to embody the values of freedom and 
individuality that we have always meant it to embody? And what 
are the prospects of the other systems-the non-liberal democra­
cies-changing in ways that would bring them closer to us? And 
finally, how far do the two kinds of change depend on each 
other: does the possibility of the others changing, in a direction 
that we would like, depend on the way we change? Can we keep 
what is really valuable in our democracy while adjusting our­
selves sufficiently to the new world to acknowledge their claims 
to co-existence with us? 

These are some of the questions that need to be looked at. To 
look at them clearly we need to pay attention to certain facts 
which are easily, and often, overlooked. One such fact, to which 
I have already refcn-ed, is tha!democracy is not properly .. to_be 
equated with our unique W..estern liber!ll-democracy, but_th~tihe 
_clearly non-liberal systems which prevail in the Soviet countries, 
and the somewhat different non-liberal systems of most of the 
tiriderdeveloped countries of Asia and Africa, have a genuine 
historical claim to the title democracy. I shall come back to this 
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fact, and some of its implications, in the second lecture, and later 
on as well. 

A second fact is that our liberal-democracy, like any other 
system, is a system-;;£p;;-w~~; that it is, indeed, again like any 
other, a double system of power. It is a system by which people 
can be governed, that is, made to do things they would not other­
wiSedo, -and made to refrain from doing things they otherwise 
might do. Democracy as a system of government is, then, a~ys­
tem by which power is exerted by the state over individuals .and 
groups within it. But more than that, a democratic government, 
like any other, exists to uphold and enforce a certain kind of 
society, a certain set of relations between individuals, a certain 
set of rights and claims that people have on each other both 
directly, and indirectly through their rights to property. These 
relations themselves are relations of power-they give different 
people, in different capacities, power over others. 

A third fact, which some people find admirable and some 
people would prefer not to have mentioned, is that liberal-de­
mocracy and capitalism go together. Liberal-democracy is fo~l)d 
only in countries whose economic system Is--wholly or pr~ciomi­
nantly that of capitalist enterpris~j\f}q, \'lith few and mostly 
temporary exceptions: e~ery ___ c~pitalist country has a liberal~de-
mocratic political system. It would be surprising if this close cor­
respondence between liberal-democracy and capitalism wer.e 
merely co-incidental, and I shall spend some time in later lec­
tures examining this relation. 

When we have grasped such facts as the three just mentioned, 
and have explored their implications, we should be able to re­
duce in some measure the current uncertainties about democracy, 
and to see a little more clearly where we are going and where 
we might go. 

Let us begin by looking at the old and the new dimensions of 
democracy. I said at the beginning that until about a hundred 
years ago democracy was a bad thing, that in the next fifty years 
it became a good thing, and that in the last fifty years it has be­
come an ambiguous thing. I have said also that the current non­
liberal systems have some historical title to call themselves de­
mocracies. What has happened? Two changes have taken place( 
in the concept of democracy, one change in our Western societies,) 
and one in the Soviet and the underdeveloped worlds. 



Old and New Dimensions of Democracy 5 

In our Western societies the democratic franchise was not in­
stalled until after the liberal society and the liberal state were 
firmly established. Democracy came as a top dressing. It had to 
accommodate itself to the soil that had already been prepared 
by the operation of the competitive, individualist, market society, 
and by the operation of the liberal state, which served that 
society through a system of freely competing though not demo­
cratic political parties. It was the liberal state that was democra­
tized, and in the process, democracy was liberalized. That is one 
change in the nature of democracy, which we shall explore 
further in a moment. 

In the rest of the world-in the present Soviet countriesand 
the now newly-independent underdeveloped countries-democ­
racy, we may say, came as a revolution against the liberal capi­
talist society and state. The political movements that came to 
power there thought of themselves, and do now think of them­
selves, as democratic. For them democracy has had something·~ 
like its original meaning, government by or for the common!\ 
people, by or for the hitherto oppressed_classes. Yet here too the 
meaning has changed, though not in the same direction as in the 
liberal world. By the time democratic movements became strong 
in the economically unadvanced countries, the productivity of 
modern machine technology had so increased and was so in­
creasing that it had become possible to think of a future of plenty 
for all. Hence in these countries they could, and did, and do, 
think of democracy not in its original meaning as rule in the in­
terests of a class, hut as rule in the interests of the whole people, 
transcending classes. 

This change in the notion of democracy in the non-Western 
world is less familiar and more complex than the change in the 
Western world, but both changes will repay some attention. I 
shall use the rest of this lecture to look a little more closely into 
the change in the idea of democracy in the Western world, re­
serving the other change for the next two lectures. 

Democr~~t._I?Eigi!l<ll}y .me_ant rule by the_commmLpeople, th~ _ 
_ plebeians. It was very much a class affair: it meant the sway of 
the lo~est and largest class. That is why it was feared and re­
jected by men of learning, men of substance, men who valued 
civilized ways of life. Democracy, as a levelling doctrine, was 
rejected by Plato in the fifth century B.c., and no less explicitly 
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by Cromwell in the seventeenth century A.D. It was even rejected 
by Cromwell's left-wing allies in the English civil war, the so­
called Levellers, who split from him on the issue of who should 
have the vote. Even they did not think of extending the vote to 
the two-thirds of the nation who were either wage-earners, or 
recipients of poor relief, or both. Such men, they held, were de­
pendent on others, and so not entitled to a political voice. Even 
the chief nineteenth-century apostle of liberalism, John Stuart 
Mill, who realized that the common people had now to be 
treated as people, proposed a system of voting that would pre­
vent the labouring class having a majority voice. 

The claims of democracy would never have been admitted in 
the present liberal-democracies had those countries not got a solid 
basis of liberalism first. The liberal democracies that we know 
were liberal first and de~~~ratic later. To put this in another way, 
before democracy came in the Western world there came the 
society and the politics of choice, the society and politics of com­
petition, the society and politics of the x:narket. This was the 
liberal society and state. It will be obvious that I am using liberal 
here in a very broad sense. I use it in what I take to be its essen­
tial sense, to mean that both the society as a whole and the system 
of government were organized on a principle of freedom of 
choice. 

In society as a whole, that is, in all those relations between 
individuals other than the political relation of governors and 
governed, the principle of free choice was acknowledged. The 
principle was even insisted upon-for it was sometimes truer in 
theory than in practice. Individuals were free to choose their 
religion, their pattern of life, their marriage partners, their oc­
cupations. They were free to make the best arrangements, the 
best bargain they could, in everything that affected their living. 
They offered their services, their products, their savings, or their 
labour, on the market and got the market price, which was itself 
determined by all their independent decisions. With the income 
they got they made more choices-how much to spend, how much 
to save, what to spend on, and what to invest in. They made 
these decisions in the light of the going prices, and their decisions 
in turn made the prices, and so determined what would be pro­
duced, that is, determined how the whole energies and accumu-
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lated capital of the society would be allotted between different 
possible uses. 

This was the market economy. In its fully developed form, 
when most indidduals offered their labour on the market to those 
who possessed accumulated capital on which they could employ 
other people's labour, it is known as the capitalist market econo­
my. When it was established-and it was established in the now 
advanced countries between the seventeenth and the nineteenth 
centuries-it was an enormously liberalizing force. It changed 
not just the economic arrangements but the whole society. In­
stead of a society based on custom, on status, and on authori­
tarian allocation of work and rewards, you had a society based 
on individual mobility, on contract, and on impersonal market 
allocation of work and rewards in response to individual choices. 
Everyone was swept into the free market, and all his relations 
with others were increasingly converted to market relations. 

Previously, people had been, and had thought of themselves as, 
not individuals but members of ranks or orders or communities. 
Their fairly fixed place in a customary society had given them 
some security but little freedom. Now, people began, with delight 
or with fe::tr, to think of themselves as individuals free to choose. 
Indeed they were compelled to be free. Students of political 
philosophy will be familiar with Jean-Jacques Rousseau's para­
dox that in the good society men would be forced to be free. The 
f::tct is that before he wrote men were already being forced to be 
free. Rousseau's compulsive freedom was offered as an antidote 
to the compulsive freedom that had already set in in fact. 

This society based on individual choices had of course some 
drawbacks. There was, necessarily, great inequality, for you c::tn­
not have a capitalist market society unless some people have got 
accumulated capital ::tnd a great many others have none, or have 
so little that they cannot work on their own but have to offer 
their labour to others. This involves inequ::tlity in freedom of 
choice: all are free but some are freer than others. Nevertheless, 
the productivity of the capitalist system was greatly superior to 
that of any previous system, and there was more chance of mov­
ing up (as well as down), and besides there had always been 
inequality, so the new freedom was held to be a net .gain. ~n ~n!' 
case the new system took root and produced the liberal mdiVr-
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dualist society. There was nothing democratic about it, in any 
sense of equality of real right, but it was liberal. 

To make this society work, or to allow it to operate, a non­
arbitrary, or responsible, system of government was needed. And 
this was provided, by revolutionary action in England in the 
sevente~nth century, in America in the eighteenth, in France in 
th~ighteenth and nineteenth, and by a variety of methods in 
most other Western countries sometime within those centuries. 
What was established was a system whereby the government was 
put in a sort of market situation. The government was treated as 
the supplier of certain political goods-not just the political good 
of law and order in general, but the specific political goods de­
manded by those who had the upper hand in running that parti­
cular kind of society. What was needed was the kind of laws and 
regulations, and tax structure, that would make the market society 
work, or allow it to work, and the kind of state services-defence, 
and even military expansion, education, sanitation, and various 
sorts of assistance to industry, such as tariffs and grants for rail­
way development-that were thought necessary to make the sys­
tem run efficiently and profitably. These were the kinds of poli­
tical goods that were wanted. But how was the demand to call 
forth the supply? How to make government responsive to the 
choices of those it was expected to cater to? The way was of 
course to put governmental power into the hands of men who 
were made subject to periodic elections at which there was a 
choice of candidates and parties. The electorate did not need 
to be a democratic one, and as a general rule was not; all that 
was needed was an electorate consisting of the men of substance, 
so that the government would be responsive to their choices. 

To make this political choice an effective one, there had to be 
certain other liberties. There had to be freedom of association­
that is, freedom to form political parties, and freedom to form 
the kind of associations we now know as pressure groups, whose 
purpose is to bring to bear on parties and on governments the 
combined pressure of the interests they represent. And there had 
to be freedom of speech and publication, for without these the 
freedom of association is of no usc. These freedoms could not 
very well be limited to men of the directing classes. They had to 
be demanded in principle for everybody. The risk that the others 
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would usc them to gel a political voice was a risk that had to be 
taken. 

So came what I am calling the liberal state. Its essence was 
the system of alternate or multiple parties whereby governments 
could be held responsible to difl"erent sections of the class or 
classes that had a political voice. There was nothing necessarily 
democratic about the responsible party system. In the country of 
its origin, England, it was well established, and working well, half 
a century or a century before the franchise became at all demo­
cratic. This is not surprising, for the job of the liberal state was 
to maintain and promote the liberal society, which was not es­
sentially a democratic or an equal society. The job of the com­
petitive party system was to uphold the competitive market 
society, by keeping the government rC'sponsive to the shifting 
majority interests of those who were nmning the market society. 

However, the market society did produce, after a time, a pres­
sure for democracy which became irresistible. Those who had no 
vote saw that they had no weight in the political market-they 
had, so to speak, no political purchasing power. Since they had 
no political purchasing power, their interests were, by the logic 
of the system, not consulted. When they saw this, they came to 
demand the vote for themselves, using the general right of as­
sociation to organize their demand. When they did so, there was, 
equally in the logic of the system, no defensible ground for with­
holding the vote from them. For the liberal society had always 
justified itself as providing equal individual rights and equality 
of opportunity. 

So finally the democratic franchise was introduced into the 
liberal state. It did not come easily or quickly. In most of the 
present liberal-democratic countries it required many decades of 
agitation and organization, and in few countries was anything 
like it achieved until late in the nineteenth century. The female 
half of the population had to wait even longer for an equal poli­
tical voice: not until substantial numbers of women had moved 
out from the shelter of the home to take an independent place 
in the labour market was women's claim to a voice in the poli­
tical market allowed. 

So democracy came as a late addition to the competitive 
market society and the liberal state. The point of recalling this 
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is, of course, to emphasize that democracy came as an adjunct 
to the competitive liberal society and state. It is not simply that 
democracy came later. It is also that democracy in these societies, 
was demanded, and was admitted, on competitive liberal grounds. 

{Democracy was demanded, and admitted, on the ground that it 
) was unfair not to have it in a competitive society. It was some­

thing the competitive society logically needed. This is not to say 
that all the popular movements whose pressures resulted in the 
democratic franchise, and all the writers whose advocacy helped 
their cause, were devotees of the market society. But the bulk of 
them were. The main demand was for the franchise as the logical 
completion of the competitive market society. 

In short, by the time democracy came, in the present liberal­
democratic countries, it was no longer opposed to the liberal 
society and the liberal state. It was, by then, not an attempt by 
the lower class to overthrow the liberal state or the competitive 
market economy; it was an attempt by the lower class to take 
their fully and fairly competitive place within those institutions 
and that system of society. J:?emocracy had been transformed. 
From a threat to the liberal state it had become a fulfilment of 

_t~JiQ!!K~lstat~. 

Those who got the franchise did of course increasingly use 
their newly-won political voice to demand from the state various 
services, in the fields of education, health, and welfare, which 
had previously not been provided or provided only scantily. They 
used it at the same time to demand a lot of state regulation de­
signed to protect them from the harsher effects, which they had 
long felt, of competition between bargainers of unequal economic 
power. 

Since then, the liberal-democratic state has typically become a 
welfare state, and a regulatory state. The rise of the welfare and 
regulatory state is generally held to be the result of the extension 
of the franchise. It is also generally held that the welfare and 
regulatory state has fundamentally altered the market society. 
Both these propositions arc much more doubtful than they look. 
I shall deal with the second proposition in a later lecture. But 
here we may notice that the first proposition, which may seem 
self-evident, is in fact very doubtful. It is far from clear that the 
welfare and regulatory state came because of the democratic 
franchise. 
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It is true that the liberal-democratic state provides a good 
many services, and docs a good deal of planning and controlling, 
that the nineteenth-century liberal state-the pre-democratic 
liberal state-didn't do. But even if the liberal state had not be­
come democratic, it would have had to do these things anyway. 
For one thing, the capitalist economy has turned out to need a 
lot of regulation and control to keep it on an even keel. This is 
so for technical economic reasons which haxe nothing to do with 
the democratic franchise, reasons which were only fully ap­
preciated by economists and by governments after the great de­
pression of the 1930s. Equally, the extensh·e provision of social 
services would have come anyway, apart from the democratic 
franchise. It would have come from the sheer need of govern­
ments to allay working-class discontents that were dangerous to 
the stability of the state. It was Bismarck, the conservative Chan­
cellor of Imperial Germany, and no great democrat, who pio-

;- neered the welfare state in the 1880s, for just this purpose. 
· What the addition of democracy to the liberal state did was 
simply to provide constitutional channels for popular pressures, 
pressures to which governments would have had to yield in about 
the same measure anyway, merely to maintain public order and 
avoid revolution. By admitting the mass of the people into the 
competitive party system, the liberal state did not abandon its 
fundamelltal nature; it simply opened the competitive political 
system to all the individuals who had been created by the com­
petitive 111arket society. The liberal state fulfilled its own logic. 
In so doiPg, it neither destroyed nor weakened itself; it strength­
ened both itself and the market society. It liberalized democracy 
while deJJlocratizing liberalism. 
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Non-liberal Democracy: 
the 
Communist Variant 

We in the West have achieved a unique political system, a com­
bination of liberal state and democratic franchise. But we should 
not appropriate for it a title-democracy-which not only used 
to have a very different meaning, but which also now has a dif­
ferent meaning in the whole non-Western world. When we mean 
liberal-democracy we should say liberal-democracy. 

What then is non-liberal democracy? I said in my first lecture 
that democracy was originally a class affair. It meant rule by or 
in the interests of the hitherto oppressed class. It is in something 
like this sense that democracy has been and is understood by the 
revolutionary movements which have come to power both in the 
present Soviet countries and in the newly-independent nations of 
Africa and Asia. I say, in something like this oltl class sense. But 
not precisely anti entirely in the class sense. For, as I have said, 
the meaning of democracy has changed in these non-liberal coun­
tries too. It has clnngctl from a primarily class concept to a 

··:.,humanistic concept transcending class. Let us sec how this has 
-.:. h;pp~~ed.· . . . 

·we may begin noticing that, e\·cn when democracy appeared 
to be Jll(l5t completely a class concept, it was more than that. 
Democracy :q>p<'ared as a class thing mostly to upper-class eyes. 
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It was mainly ruling-class spokesmen, who had always thought 
and spoken in terms of class politics, who treated the claims of 
the democrats as class claims. The ruling class has always had 
a clearer notion of class politics than the democrats have had. 
To the people at the bottom, or even half-way up, democracy 
was never entirely or essentially a class thing. For them it had 
always been not just a way of freeing themselves from oppression, 
but of freeing the whole of humanity, of permitting the realiza­
tion of the humanity of all men. It was, for them, a class thing 
only insofar as they saw the existing ruling class as tlze obstacle 
to human fulfilment. If they were, or appeared to be, class­
centred, this was because in the circumstances that was the only 
way they could see to be humanity-centred. 

In the circumstances, they cannot be blamed. Where the ever­
present and ovC'rriding fact was class rule, or a foreign rule 
which kept virtually all of a colonial pPople in the position of a 
lower class, the people at the bottom were apt to sec this not just 
as the oppression of a class, hut as an affront to their humanity, 
and so as an affront to humanity as such. 

This has been so most notably in the communist concept of 
democracy, which has always been more of a class concept than 
the newer revolutionary democratic concepts which now flourish 
in the non-communist underdeveloped nations. For the sake of 
clarity we had better consider these two brands of non-liberal 
democracy separately. I shall take the rest of this lecture to con­
sider the communist one. 

The communist theory goes back of course to the work of Karl 
Marx from the 1840s to the 1880s. Two things about it are 
important for us to notice. First, it_ was . .from the beginning a 
highly moralistic theory. In spite of its cold analytical structure 
-and compared with most of the rival socialist theoriC's it ,\•as 
remarkably objective-it had a strqng ctltiralr-oi1tcnt. t!H' d~iv­
in..:..- force oCMarx's whole thought was the bcliPf that man had it 
in ,him to be a freely creative hPing. With this went the belief 
that although throughout history (and pre-history) man had so 
far:_been unable (for quite specific reasons) to realize his full 
hun.;;.~- n~ture, n~w for the nrst time the conditions for his. doinrr .., 
so _,_.,.ere within sight. The _rc~sons it had been impossible were 
simply that the level of matenal productivity had always be~I1 so 
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low that the bulk of mankind was condemned to compulsive 
labour, and that, to organize this labour, a more or less oppres­
sive ruling class had always been needed. The reason that this 
was no longer necessary was that capitalism-the last of the 
many class-divided systems of production-had brought into 
being such tremendous productive capacities, far exceeding those 
of any previous system, that now for the first time the release of ' 
mankind from compulsive labour was becoming technically pos­
sible. With his release from compulsive labour, and from the 
oppression of a class-divided society, man could become fully 
human for the first time. This was Marx's humanistic vision, the 
first of the two things I have said it was important for us to see. 

What did this entail by way of political systems? This brings us 
to the second thing we must notice: the role Marx assigned to 
class political action and class political structure in the change to 
the ultimate good society. 

The capitalist society that Ivfarx saw was a sharply class­
divided one, and on his analysis class exploitation was an essential 
part of the capitalist system. So long as the capitalist system 
existed, the state was bound to be an apparatus of force by which 
one class maintained its power to exploit the others. Capitalism 
therefore had to go: only the productive powers it had developed 
were to be kept. It. followed that the capitalist state would have 
to be overthrown before class exploitation could be ended and 
humanity freed to realize its full potential. The agent for this 
m·erthrow, Marx argued, could be none other than the exploited 
working-class, the politically conscious proletariat. They would 
have to take over the political power, and use it to transform 
all the ~ower relations of the capitalist system, substituting social 
ownership and control of production for private capitalist owner­
ship and co?trol. They would thus establish the political rule of 
the proletanat, a rule which would be just as powerful as the 
previous class rule of the capitalists. Marx used the term dictator­
ship for both. Dictatorship of the proletariat would replace dic­
tatorship of the capitalists, and would last as long as was neces­
sary to transform the society from capitalist to socialist. 

This period of proletarian rule Marx called d~~ocracy. We 
are so used to thinking of dictatorship and democracy as oppo­
sites that to call this democracy strikes us as outrageous. To call 
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it liberal-democracy would be outrageous, for there was intended 
to be nothing liberal about it. But to call it democracy was not 
outrageous at all: it was simply to usc the word in its original 
and then normal sense. This was l\Iarx's meaning when he wrote 
in the Communist :tvianifesto of 1848, that "the first sj~_in,the. 
revolution by the working class, is to raise the proletariat to the \ 
position of ruling class, to win the battle of democracy". Democ­
racy was to be a class state; it was to usc its power to abolish the 
legal basis of capitalism and put the productive powers of the 
whole society, including all its accumulated capital, at the service 
of the whole society. 

But the point of all this was that this class state was to be only 
a first step. The class division between proletariat and capitalist 
was, in l\1arx's view, the last historically necessary form of class 
division. When the proletarian state had abolished the capitalist 
order, society would no longer have to consist of opposed classes. 
Classes, in the old e:-.:ploitive sense, would disappear, and so 
would the class state. So democracy, for l\1arx, would be a class 
state with a difference, for its whole purpose would be to estab­
lish a classless society and so bring to an end the era of class 
states. 

The l'vfarxian idea of democracy, in short, started from the 
age-old notion of democracy as class rule but gave it a new t"!lm 
by making it more precise. The old notion had been rather vague 
about how the liberation of a class was to be the liberation of 
humanity. Marx gave it a new precision by relating it to the his­
torical development of systems of production, and particularly of 
the capitalist system of production. The working class created by 
capitalism could liberate itself by taking political power. Its rule 
would be democratic because it would comprise the great major­
ity of the population, and because its purpose would be the 
humanization of the whole people. This democracy would be 
class rule at first, for class rule was needed to transform the 
capitalist economy to a socialist economy. When the economic 
transformation was completed, and abundance for all was at­
tained, there would be no more need for class rule. Thus the 
liberation of a class would lead to the humanization of the whole 
society by definite stages, starting with the taking of power by 
a mass proletariat. 
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As everyone knows, things did not work out exactly as l'vlarx 
had expected. The working--class, in the most advanced capitalist 
countries, as they became conscious of their political strength 
and rrot an effective political \·oice, used that voice not to reject, 

" but to improve their place in, the capitalist system. Proletarian 
revolution, when it came, came in a country in which capitalism 
had only been going for a few decades, and in which the pro­
letariat was still a rclati\·ely small island in a sea of peasants. 

It was apparent to Lenin, who was to lead the Russian revolu­
tion in 1917, that something had gone wrong with :Marx's time­
table. Lenin believed, as firmly as 1'\larx had done, that capital­
ism was doomed, and that the only way ahead was through a 
proletarian revolution and a transitional democratic dictatorship 
of the proletariat, leading- ultimately to a classless society. But he 
concluded that the working-class by itself, under conditions of 
capitalism, was spontaneously capable only of what he called 
trade-union consciousness. 

What then was to be clone? As early as 1902, Lenin arg-ued 
that the proletarian revolution would have to be the work of 
what he eallccla·-·~:anguanl:--a- fully class=-conscious minority. If 
ancl when the vanguard could make a rC'volution tlwy could 
bring the rest of the working-class along. The opportunity for 
such a revolution came in Russia in October 1917, when the con­
stitutional liberal-capitalist government, which hacl inherited 
power from the defunct Tsarist regime a few months earlier, was 
showing itself incapable of governing the war-torn and class-torn 
society. 

So the first communist revolution was made by a vanguard in 
the name of a whole class. And the Soviet state was from the 
beginning run by the vanguard, that is, the tightly-knit ccntrally­
controllecl Communist Party. Its ohjecti\TS were the 1'\{arxian 
objectives, to usc state power to transform the society from a 
capitalist to a classless society. But instead of the material basis 
being present at the time of the revolution, the material basis 
had still to be created. Marx had counted on the hig-h productiv­
ity and high productive potential of an industrially advanced 
capitalist system. That was to be the base from which material 
production could be increased still further under socialism. With­
out a high level of material production, as he knew, there could 
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be no hope of a classless society. The histOI)' of the Soviet state 
since 1917 has been the history of desperate attempts to make up 
that lack while seeking to bring the mass of the people into the 
socialist system as full supporters of it. 

From the beginning the leaders saw the need to make the sys­
tem democratic. You c<;mld not rely on a \·anguard forever. A 
vanguard alone could not transform society. Yet if the society 
were to be transformed, a nation mainly of backward peasants 
had to be modernized, and a large proportion of the whole 
labour of the soc-iety had to be held back from the production of 
things for people to eat and usc, and put into the production of 
the capital cquipn1Cnt that was needed if a really high standard 
of producti,·ity was ever to be achic,·cd. 

The Soviet state started, therefore, at one remove from the 
original !vfarxian concept of democracy. Instead of being able to 
start as a class democracy it had to start as a vanguard state. It 
had to try to work towards a high-productivity classless society 
while it was making up the distance between the vanguard state)' 
and that full proletarian democracy which !vfarx had envisaged 
as the first stage immediately after the revolution. -

We cannot here attempt to follow through all the changes in 
the political theory and practice of the Soviets as the world situa­
tion changed and as they tried one expedient after another. 
Materially, they now seem to be within sight of their goal of a 
classless society. For a long time the prevailing Western opinion 
was that the leaders had lost sight of the goal. This opinion is 
now ch:mging. For it is now clear that even if there were noth­
ing at stake but the continued maintenance of the Soviet system, 
and the maintenance of its leaders in positions of power, they 
would be compelled to move towards the original goal. For with 
the new stage that military technology has reached, the Soviet 
system can only hope to make its way in the world, or even hold 
its place in the world, by influence rather than by might. And its 
influence, both within the working class in advanced countries, 
and in the underdeveloped nations of Asia and Africa, depends 
entirely on the progress it can make towards the goal of a class­
less society. 

These facts, increasingly realized in the West, have gone some 
way to revising the view that was fashionable until a few years 
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ago, that the Soviet system was simply a despotism exercised by 
the few leaders of an elite party over the whole mass of the 
Soviet people. But the question we have to consider is whether a ---. vanguard state can properly be considered democratic, even m 
the classii non-hberal sense of democracy. There can be no 
simple answer to this. question. The answer depends, ultimately,~ 
on whether you cons1der democracy to be a system of govern- J 
ment only, or whether you take it to be a kind of society. 

If you take it in the narrow or strict sense to be a system of 
government, then you must usc it to mean only a system in which 
the majority actually controls the rulers, actually controls those 
who make and enforce political decisions. Obviously, the majority 
itself cannot continuously rule, in any society larger than a town 
meeting, but democracy surely requires that the majority should 
really control those who do rule. 

Even this formula is not at all clear. How much control is real 
control? Where, in the whole spectrum of possible degrees of con­
trol, do you draw the line? Must every official from highest to 
lowest be directly elected and be held annually, or daily, account­
able? Must they all be simply instructed delegates of their con­
stituents, not allowed to exercise any independent judgment? 
This would be real control, but it might well make it impossible 
to carry on the business of government at all. 

Or, at the other extreme, is it enough that all power should 
emanate from a leader who gets his authority from occasional 
plebiscites, where the only question is, do you support the leader? 
We would all say that this is not real control. 

The only real and feasible majority control falls somewhere 
between these extremes. If majority rule is really to mean any­
thing, at least the majority must be able to say what they want, 
and to make it stick. 

But this brings us abruptly up against a basic problem which 
is inescapable in all revolutionary periods. What makes a period 
revolutionary is a more or less widespread belief that the existing 
system of power, the existing system of power relations between 
people, is somehow thwarting their humanity. This was just as 
true of the great liberal revolutions, the English revolution of the 
seventeenth century and the French revolution of the eighteenth 
century, as it is of the non-liberal revolutions of the twentieth 
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century. If you believe, as the makers of all these revolutions have 
believed, that the very structure of the society, the dominant 
power relations in it, have made people less than fully human, 
have warped them into inability to realize or cycn to see their full 
human potentiality, what arc you to do? How can the debasing 
society be changed by those who ha\'e themselves been debased 
by it? This is the problem that has faced not only liberal and 
radical, but also conservative, reformers, from Plato to Rousseau, 
from St. Thomas !\fore to Marx. The debased people are, by 
definition, incapable of reforming themselves en masse. They 
cannot be expected to pull thcmseh·cs up by their own bootstraps. 

The answers that ha\·e been gi\·en by the greatest political re­
formers, from the most conscrva .i\'e to the most radical have . ' 
rehed on a morally or intellectually superior leadership, tempor-
ary or permanent. Plato. the most acute thinker of the ancient 
~lassical world, came outTor~permanent authoritarian rule by an 
mtcllectual and physical elite group. Rousseau came out for a 

moral transformation of the people by a leader of the kind 
sociologists now call charismatic-one whose greatness of soul 
would create a purified general will capable of sustaining an 
equal, free and democratic society,. Lenin, building on 1vfarx, 
came out for a seizure of power by a vanguard who would 
forcibly transform the basic relations of society in such a way that 
the people would become unclebascd and capable of a fully 
human existence, at which point cornoulsi\·e government would 
no lon~cr he needed. 

Each of these ways is exceedingly dangerous. There can be no 
guarantee that Plato's authoritarian rulers, or Rousseau's 
charismatic leader, or Lenin's vanguard, will in fact use their 
power for the ends for which it was supposed to be used. Yet, in 
the circumstances we are talking about, there seems to be no less 
dangerous way. The notion that indi\·idual regeneration on a 
large scale. \\'ithin the old society, could bring about the desired 
change, has failed repeatedly. People who have been debased by 
their soci<"ty cannot he morally regenerated except by the society 
being reformed, and this requires political po\\'er. 

In a revolutionary period, therefore, \\'hen a substantial part of 
the society scnscs uneasily that it is dehumanized but does not 
know quite how, or when it is so dehumanized that only a few 
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of the people at most can be expected to see that they arc 
dehumanized, there is no use relying on the free votes of every­
body to bring about a fully human society. If it is not done by a 
vanguard it will not be done at all. 

We in the West have the peculiar good fortune of not now 
having to face this problem, at least not in this stark form. We 
have been able to coast on the liberal revolutions of the seven­
teenth and eighteenth centuries, which, we should remind our­
selves, were also made by vanguards. 
/But to come back to the question, can a vanguard state 
properly be called a democratic state? If democracy is taken in 
its narrow sense as meaning simply a system of choosing and 
authorizing governments, then a vanguard state cannot be called 
democratic. A vanguard state may be a government for the 
peo?Ie ~ut it is not government by the people, or even by the 
choxce- of. the people. A vanguard state cannot in principle be a 
democratic state in the narrow sense, since the whole reason- for 
vanguard rule is that the majority of the people arc said to be too 
~ebased, too impregnated with the ethics and values of the old 
mhuman society, to be trusted with immediate power. 

But. a vanguard state can in principle merge into a democratic 
state m the narrow sense. It can do so when the desires and 
value-judgments of the bulk of the people have so changed (as 
a result of the changes in institutions) that the people will freely 
support the kind of society that the vanguard state has brought 
into being. 

- The conversion of a vanguard state into a strictly democratic 
st~te can scarcely take place while the post-revolutionary state is 
still a class state. On this point I think it must be conceded that 
Lenin was more perceptive than :Marx. But in the measure that 
the old cxploitivc class system has been overcome, and no new 
one allowed to take its place, the change can be made. 

The change docs not necessarily require that a system of com­
peting parties be set up. But if there is only one party, there must 
be, within it, effective means for those at the bottom to control 
those at the top. There must be an effective measure of what is 
called intra-party democracy. All ruling communist parties claim 
to have this. We in the West think it very doubtful that any of 
them have it. But Western scholars do see a trend in this direc-
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tion, although the evidence is so unclear that there is no cer­
tainty as to !low far the trend h:J.s gone. nut it is well to notice 
that the trend can in principle go on without any m·crt change 
in the political system. 
,/ It may still be said that a one-party state, even with the fullest 
1tintra-party democracy, cannot strictly be called democratic in the 
,~arrow sense. For no matter how full the intra-party democracy, 
and no matter how open the party membership, this still gives 
an effective voice only to those who are politically active enough 
to be members of the party. And in all communist states up to 
the present, membership in the party has generally required 
much more strenuous activity than most people in those countries 
arc prcpareu to give. l'vfost of us would say that this degree of 
strenuous activity is too high a price to pay for a political voice, 
and that a system that sets so high a price cannot be called demo­
cratic. Y ct how many of us would say that there should be no 
price at all, that everyone, whether or not he stirs himself politi­
cally at all, should have an effective political voice? If we allow 
that some minimum degree of activity should be a requirement 
for having a political voice, then a single-party system which 
does not demand inordinate activity can qualify as democratic. 
To qualify as such, membership in the party must be wide open: 
otherwise, some would be denied the right to an effective voice. 

It appears, then, that a one-party state can in principle be 
democratic even in the narrow sense, provided ( 1) that there is 
full intra-party democracy, (2) that party membership is open, 
and ( 3) that the price of participation in the party is not a 
greater degree of activity than the average person can reason­
ably be expected to contribute. The first two conditions can 
scarcely be met until the old class society has been replaced; the 
third condition we can expect will take a little longer to be met. 
It does not appear that these three conditions have as yet been 
met in any communist states, although it must be admitted that 
we cannot state the conditions in such a precise way as to enable 
their fulfilment or non-fulfilment to be tested quantitatively. 

We began with the question whether a vanguard state on the 
Leninist model could be called a democratic system of govern­
ment. I answered, no~ and went on to consider on what condi-

tion' vanguacd nolo could change into cffoct::oly~:~~<ac?~ 
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still within a one-party system. I have stated the conditions, and 
they do not appear to have been met. 

But we must recall that these are the conditions which have 
to be met only if democracy in the narrow sense is to be properly 
claimed. And we must notice that, besides this narrow sense of 
democracy, there is a, broader sense which, historically speaking, 
is equally legitimate. Democracy has very generally been taken 
to mean something more than a system of government. Democracy 
in this broader sense has always contained an ideal of human 
eq\lality, not just equality of opportunity to climb a class ladder, 
but~ such an equality as could only be fully realized in a society 
where no class was able to dominate or live at the expense of 
others. 

If this broader concept of democracy as equality is admitted, 
the claims of a vanguard state appear in a diiTerent light. 
Wherever the circumstances are such that no motion towards this 
kind of society is possible except through the action of a van­
guard, then the vanguard state, so long as it remains true to its 
purpose, may be called democratic. 

Communist states have generally claimed to be democratic in 
both the narrow and the broader sense. This I think has been a 
mistake. They would have done better, if they valued the opin­
ion of the \Vest, to claim to be democratic only in the broader 
sense: they would then more easily be believed when they 
reached the point where they could properly claim it in the nar­
row governmental sense as well. But when the communist states 
started, they were not much interested in the good opinion of the 
West, for the prospect of it was utterly remote. Now, when 
strong new reasons have made peaceful co-existence a necessity, 
the prospect of that good opinion is suddenly much closer. And 
so the damage that has been done by their past democratic claims 
appears serious. It can only be repaired in the measure that the 
communist states can make good their claim to be democratic in 
the narrow sense. Fortunately, the new international climate of 
co-existence is making it easier for them to move in this direction. 
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Non-liberal Democracy: 
the 
Underdeveloped Variant 

Everyone recognizes that a new world has emerged in Africa and 
Asia in our own time-the third world, as it is sometimes called, 
of newly-independent underdeveloped countries. This third 
world, neither communist nor capitalist, now comprises most of 
Africa and, except for China and the fragmentary states of North 
Korea and North VietNam, virtually all of South and East Asia. 
The peoples of this new world have achieved independence from 
colonial rule within the last ten or twenty years. Some got their 
independence only after a revolutionary struggle; others got 
theirs without an actual show of force. Either way, the change 
was so great that it may properly be called a revolution. These 
revolutions characteristically are made by an organized popular 
movement under leaders who arc able to get mass support for 
their vision of the future. A part, if not the whole, of that vision 
has generally been a vision of democracy. 

What does this vision of democracy amount to? It is different 
from both the concepts of democracy we have looked at so far. 
It is neither our Western liberal-democracy nor the democracy 
formulated by Marx and Lenin. It is newer than either of these, 
yet in a sense it is older than both, for it seems to go directly back 
to the old notion of d<.'mocracy, which pre-dates Marx and pre-
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dates the liberal state, the notion of democracy as rule by and 
for the oppressed people. Since the underdeveloped nations had 
on the whole a simpler culture than those who had dominated 
them, it is not surprising that they resorted to a concept of demo­
cracy-that goes back to a simpler pre-industrial society. 

We saw in the first lecture how this original notion of demo­
cracy had, in the West, been transformed before and while being 
admitted into the liberal state to become liberal-democracy. We 
saw in the second lecture how the original notion had been 
changed in a different way in the communist theory. Marx and 
Lenin had given democracy a specific class content, and had seen 
class democracy becoming a fully human society in two succes­
sive stages of development. The notion of democracy that has 
emerged in the underdeveloped countries, in the course of their 
drive for national independence from colonialism, is closer to 
the original notion than are either of the others. It had not been 
transformed by liberal-individualism, nor made over on the 
definite class pattern of Marxism. 

Perhaps the best way to see what it is, is to look at what the 
new nations have typically rejected and accepted in both the 
liberal and the Marxian theories. This is the way the under­
developed new nations have come at it themselves, for most of 
the new leaders have been educated in the West, or at least in the 
European tradition; they are generally familiar with both liberal 
and Marxian theory, and have arrived at their own theory by 
conscious selection of those clements in both theories which they 
have thought applicable to the problems, present and future, of 
their own people. And if we look not only at what they have 
rejected and accepted, but also why, we shall perhaps be able to 
judge how firmly based their theories are, and how lasting they 
are likely to be. 

It has to be said at once that the underdeveloped countries 
have on the whole rejected the most characteristic features of 
liberal-democracy. That their concept of democracy is not liberal­
individualist is not surprising. It would be surprising if it were. 
The competitive market society, which is the soil in which liberal 
ideas and the liberal state flourish, was not natural to them. In­
sofar as they knew the market society, it was something imposed 

- on them from outside and from above. Their -traditional culture 
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was generally not attuned to competition. They generally saw no 
intrinsic value in \\"ealth-gctting and gave no respect to the 
motive of individual gain. Equality and community, equality 
within a community, were traditionally rated more highly than 
individual freedom. 

The notion of political competition was just as unnatural to 
them as the notion of economic competition, so that there was 
little basis for a system of competing political parties. There were, 
and still arc, in some of these countries, tribal or religious or 
ethnic divisions which have stood in the way of an overriding 
sense of national community. These divisions have sometimes 
given rise to opposed political parties. But the notion that a 
system of competing national parties is the sensible and most 
beneficial way of choosing and authorizing governments is some­
thing quite foreign to these countries. 

Not only has there been no traditional base for a market 
society or a liberal state, but also there has been nothing to 
encourage a liberal development in the years of the independence 
movement and of the immediate post-independence state. On the 
contrary, the requirements of the struggle for independence gen­
erally favoured the emergence of a dominant single party or mass 
movement. This has in most cases been carried into the post­
independence structure as a one-party system, or at least as what 
is called a system of single-party-dominance, where one party has 
an overwhelming legislative majority and uses its legal and 
political and police powers to restrict the competition of other 
parties. 

The dominance of a single party or movement is, of course, 
apt to be the immediate aftermath of any revolution. When the 
revolution is made by a people largely united in a single over­
riding will to throw off foreign control, the dominance of a single 
party is even more likely. When the people who arc so united 
were not sharply class-divided among themselves, the single-party 
pattern is still more likely. And when, finally, their goal is not 
only to attain independence but thereafter to modernize the 
society, and to raise very substantially the level of material pro­
ductivity, the one-party system is almost irresistible. 

There is no doubt that the new underdeveloped nations have 
to modernize and raise their productivity, in order to keep their 
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independence, let alone to make possible a decent human life. In 
the underdeveloped countries, this is an enormous job, demand­
ing strong political leadership. There may be, as there commonly 
1s in these countries, a fairly general will for independence and 
even for modernization. But even the strongest general will for 
these things needs to be harnessed and to be continually regen­
erated. It is not inconceivable that this could be done by a liberal 
competitive party system, but it is more natural for it to be done 
by a single dominant party which has already shown its capacity 
to evoke and sustain the necessary general will. 

The very enormity of the tasks confronting such a new state 
is apt to operate in two ways to reinforce the tendency to a non­
liberal state. If the magnitude of the tasks captures the imagina­
tion of the whole people, or the whole active part of the people, 
they arc likely to give full support to the leader and the move­
ment which launched the new state, and arc likely to sec no point 
in competing parties. 

But equally, if the magnitude of the tasks fails to enlist the 
active support of the whole people, it works in the same direction. 
Suppose that there arc sections of the population who do not 
share this zeal for modernization. Or suppose, as happens often 
enough, that there arc sections who share the general purpose but 
who, because of tribal or religious or language differences, are 
reluctant to work under the leadership of the dominant party, 
and who consequently seck to establish or maintain opposition 
movements or parties. In such cases, their opposition is apt to be 
regarded as close to treason. for the newly-independent nation 
has to work, if not to fight, for its very life. It is bound to press 
on with the work of moderni;ration at the risk of falling ag-ain 
unckr outside domination. The fcar of falling into what thcy call 
nco-colonialism is always present. Hence, opposition to the 
dominant party appears to he, and sometimes actually is, destruc­
tive of the chances of nationhood. In such circumstanccs opposi­
tion appears as treason against the nation. 1\fatters arc made 
worsc if there is c\·idPncc, as there somctimcs is, that the opposi­
tion has placed itsr.Jf at the scn·ice of the foreigner, but this is 
not IH'cdecl to make opposition appcar as treason. 

Thus in a newly-inclcpenclcnt unclerde\·clopcd coun.try there 
Stl.011 rr inherent pressures arrainst a liberal-democratic system. are. ~ . n 
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The pressures militate not only against a competitive party system 
but also against the maintenance of realistic ci\·il liberties. Free­
dom of speech and publication, and freedom from arbitrary 
arrest and detention, are under the same sort of pressure as is 
freedom of association. 

This pressure for an illiberal state is apt to last longer in these 
countries than was the case in the classic liberal revolutions of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (which were illiberal 
enough for a decade or two) . For there arc two factors present in 
these new revolutions which were absent in the earlier liberal 
ones. One is the need to accumulate large amounts of capital for 
economic development. In the classic liberal revolutions, the 
capital, and the capitalist enterprise and skill, were there, in the 
country, ready and anxious to go· ahead. In the present revolu­
tions this is not so: there must therefore be a painful, long period 
of accumulation of capital and of productive skills. The other 
factor is the need to create a pervasi\·e loyalty to the nation 
rather than to the tribe, the ethnic community or the local com­
munity. A pre-political and pre-national people has to be brought 
to a political and national consciousness. This puts a premium 
on the mass movement with strong ideological leadership. This 
factor was not present in anything like the same degree in the 
classic liberal revolutions, which did not generally occur until 
after a nation had been molded by other centralizing forces. 

For all these reasons, the pre\'alence of non-liberal political 
systems in the newly-independent underdeveloped countries is not 
surprising. But what of their claim to be democratic? 

This claim rests largely on the proposition that there is in 
these countries a general will, which can express itself through, 
and probably only through, a single party. That there is more 
nearly a single general will in these countries than in the more 
competltlve, more individualized, and more class-stratified 
societies of the West, must, I think, be allowed. Whether the 
expression of this will through a single party can be called demo­
cratic in the strict sense depends on how much control there is 
of the leaders by the rank-and-file within the party, that is, how 
much intra-party democracy there is, and beyond that, on how 
open membership in the party is, and how strenuous a degree of 
activity is required as the price of membership in the party. 
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I gave reasons in the second lecture for thinking that a one­
party system may properly be called democratic only if there is 
·full intra-party democracy, if party membership is open, and if 
the price of participation in the party is not a greater degree of 
activity than the average person can reasonably be expected to 
contribute. These I said were the conditions that had to be met 
before a vanguard state could become a democratic state. I also 
pointed out that these conditions were unlikely to be met while 
the post-revolutionary state was still a class state. 

So far as one can generalize about all the new underdeveloped 
nations, I think one can say that these conditions arc more 
nearly met there than in the communist countries. And this is 
what we should expect, since in these new nations the revolutions 
have not generally been class revolutions, and the new states not 
generally class states. 

The ne~t~tes were indeed brought into existence by mass, 
movCrileilts headed by a strona vanauard but the van.,.uard was 

0 0 ' 0 

~ot generally as separated from the mass as it was in the com~ 
~tmist revolutions. It '\Vas not so separated because the class 
circumstances were different. In the communist revolutions, as 
we saw, the typical situation was a small industrial working class, 
?f which only a still smaller minority was highly class-conscious, 
m a surrounding sea of peasants. The vanguard was separated 
from the rest in two ways. It was separated from the rest o(the 
industrial working'-class by its degree of class-conciousness, and 
from the mass of the people by its different class basis-the van­
guard being based on wage-workers rather than peasants~----· 

In the new revolutions the typical situation has been different. 
The vanguard has been distinguished from the mass much more 
largely by degree of political consciousness only, not by being 
from a different class. And the political consciousness of the 
vanguard has been national rather than class consciousness. The 
vanguard has typically been at one remoYe, rather than two re­
moves, from the mass of the peasantry, the one remove being in 
educational advantage, zeal, and ability, more than anything else. 
They can therefore properly claim to represent a general will 
more fully, or at least more immediately after the revolution, 
than where the vanguard was more separate from the mass. 

Even so, as we ha\·e noticed, they cannot automatically be 
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assumed to ha\'e the whole nation behind them from the begin­
nin~. Yet where there is a relatively classless general will for cer­
tain great objectives like national independence and economic 
growth, where this will is originally stronger in each person than 
any divergent wills for subsidiary objects, and where this will has 
to be kc jJt stronger through a long and sacrificial period of 
capita.! accumulation and structural reorganization, and can only 
be kept strong by drawing more people more actively into con­
scious political life, there the political system which can best do 
this may not ·improperly be called democratic. 

To call it democratic is to put the emphasis on ends, not 
means. It is to make the criterion of democracy the achievement 
of ends which the mass of the people share and which they put 
ahead of separate indi\'idual ends. And this of course is the 
classic, pre-liberal, notion of democracy. The classic formulator 
of this democratic doctrine was Rousseau, and there are strong 
echoes of Rousseau in many of the theoretical statements made 
by leaders in the underdeveloped countries. Like Rousseau, they 
find the source of their social ills, of moral depravity, of de­
humanization and loss of human freedom, in the institution of 
inequality. Like him they believe that men can be restored to full 
freedom and humanity by, and only by, the operation of a gen­
eral will. Dignity, freedom, and humanity are to be achieved by 
re-establishing the equality that had been forcibly or fraudulently 
taken from them. This requires a revolution at once political and 
moral, an assertion of the will of an undifferentiated people as 
the only legitimate source of political power. 

The basic moral assertion made by this doctrine is the ultimate 
worth of the dignity and freedom of the human being. This is 
what the classic democratic doctrine has in common with the 
liberal doctrine. Where they differ is in their practical assertions. 
The classic doctrine asserts that this end can only be achieved 
by the operation of an undifferentiated general will. And the 
de1pocratic doctrine of the underdeveloped countries is the classic 
doctrine. 

We conclude, then, that the new underdeveloped nations have 
on the whole a genuine claim to be called democratic, though 

1 not liberal-democratic. They have rejected the most characteristic 
w\ features of liberal-democracy, and have done so for reasons·that 
'··~ 
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are likely to persist. The one thing they have in common with 
liberal-democracy is the ultimate ideal of a life of freedom and 
dignity and moral worth for every member of the society. 

We may now look at what the underdeveloped countries have 
accepted and rejected in the Marxian concept of democracy. The 
main thing they have rejected, for reasons which we have already 
glimpsed, is the class analysis. I shall look at this more closely in 
a moment, but p~rhaps first we might notice what those of them 
who have been most affected by Marxism have taken from the 
Marxian theory. 

What they have found congenial in Marxism is its general 
critical analysis of capitalist society, and the moral basis from 
which that criticism was made. Marx speaks to them directly 
when he speaks of the dehumanization of man by capitalism. His 
analysis of the alienation of man, that is, of the spiriting away of 
man's essential nature by the necessary relations of capitalism, 
speaks immediately to their own experience, and seems to them 
to go to the heart of the matter. Equally attractive is l'vfarx's be­
lief that man can remake himself. can overcome his dehumaniza­
tion, by concerted re\·olutionary .action. But here the attractive­
ness of Marxism ends. 

They do not accept as applicable to their countries the 
Marxian theory of class struggle as the motive force of history. 
Nor do they accept Marx's proposition that the state is necessarily 
an instrument of class domination, or his conclusion that the sys­
tem of political power which follows immediately after the anti­
capitalist revolution must be as much a class state as any pre­
ceding one. They do not agree that the way to a classless society 
must be through a class state. 

~he~ may agree that these propositions arc valid for developed 
caprtahst societies, but they find them invalid for their own 
countries. These propositions do not fit their reading of their own 
experience. For they sec their own societies as virtually classless 
already. Instead of the l\Iarxian pattern of a society internally 
divided into exploiting and exploited classes, they see a society all 
of which has been subordinated to an external exploiting power. 
They see themselves indeed as having been subjugated by capital­
ism, but it is their whole people, not just one class, that they see 
as subjugated. Capitalism, imposed on them from outside, has 
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produced within the society not a sharper class division but a 
relatively classless society. 

So their revolution against capitalism is seen as a national 
revolution rather than a class revolution. Or, if you like, since 
they see their whole peopie as -having been reduced to one 
subordinate class, their rc\·olution is at once a class revolution 
and a national re\·olution. In freeing thcmseh·es from capitalism 
?Y throwing ofT imperial domination, they see themselves freed 
zmmediately from the whole class system of political power. They 
see no need, consequently, to go through a period of a class state 
after the revolution. They find no need for a dictatorship of the 
proletariat. As soon as the imperial power has been driven out, 
there is no strong indigenous capitalist class that needs to be sup­
pressed by a proletarian state. What they find they require, there­
fore, is not a dictatorship of a proletariat (or of a \·anguard in 
the name of a prolPtariat) hut the dictatorship of a general will 
(or of a van~uarcl in the name of the ~eneral will) m·er an 
undifferentiated pcopll'. 

These conclusions. drawn from their own reading of their own 
situation, arc in most case'S close enough to reality to confirm the 
newly-independent colonial countries in their non-communist 
position. Communist doctrine and communist movements can 
take hold only where there is something for them to take hold of. 
What they need is a situation of class opposition within the 
counhy. The doctrine was, after all, worked out to deal with 
countries where there was a real internal confliCt of classes, or 
where forces makin~ for such a conflict were thought to be 
present. So the doctrine is not clearly and directly applicable to 
the undcrclevelopecl countries, in which there arc few or no 
cxploitivc class divisions once the foreign rule has been ended. 

But we must notice that somethin~ approximating this inter­
nal class conflict can be created by the action of outside powers, 
as in the Congo and in Viet Nam. 'Wherever an outside power 
has succeeded, during or immediately after a revolution for inde­
pendence, in getting one part of the popular movement (or one 
of two popular movements) to follow its policy, but where this 
docs not stem the tide of the independence movement, the result 
is civil war. And it is a civil war which appears at the same time 
to be an internal class war. For a civil war, no matter how much 
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one side is assisted or sustained by a foreign power, is an internal 
conflict. And this kind of civil war appears, to one side at least, 
as a conflict between those who arc determined to drive out the 
foreign power, which to them represents exploitive capitalism, 
and those who have come to terms with the foreigner and hence 
with exploitive capitalism. This makes it in effect an internal 
class conflict. Class lines which were not present originally ha\·e, 
so to speak, been imposed from outside. 

So where a civil war of this kind develops, the Ivlarxian class 
analysis appears, to one side, to be applicable, and the communist 
doctrine is readily received. But this is the exceptional case. More 
usually the independence movement has expelled the foreigners 
decisively enough that the class analysis is inapplicable. 

I have sketched rather rapidly the ways in which the concept 
of democrar.y in the newly-independent underdeveloped countries 
differs both from the liberal and the communist concepts. I have 
looked at the claim of these new single-party or single-party­
dominance states to be democratic, both in the narrow govern­
mental sense and in the broader social sense. I have suggested 
that they have a claim on both counts. 

Their claim to be democratic in the narrow sense is I think 
somewhat better than that of the communist states, since they 
arc more nearly able to meet the three conditions which must be 
met if a one-party state is to be democratic in the governmental 
sense. The three conditions, you will recall, were that there be 
some real control from the bottom within the party, that party 
membership be open, and that the degree of political activity de­
manded of party members be not more than the average person 
will steadily give. 

The reason these conditions ran be expected to be met more 
readily in the former colonial countries than in the communist 
countries is that in the colonial countries there generally has 
been, at the time of the revolution, relatively little internal class 
division of an exploitivc kind. So, by comparison with the com­
munist states, there has generally been no need of a class state 
after the revolution. And it is the existence of a class state that 
stands most in the way of our three conditions being met, for a 
post-revolutionary class state has to suppress the old ruling class 
and all manifestations of the old way of life while trying to trans­
form the society. 
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The underdeveloped countries' claim to be democratic in the 
broader sense may also, though more doubtfully, be thought to 
be a little better than the communist claim. To be democratic in 
the broader sense means to be moving towards a firmly-held 
goal of an equal society in which e\·crybody can be fully human. 
What gives the new underde\·eloped nations the advantage on 
this count is their relative classlessness. Not having to go through 
a period of dictatorship of the proletariat, they can begin 
immediately on what might be called a classless struggle with 
nature, a concerted eO'ort to raise the standard of life, an effort 
in which all can participate with a sense of eguality. 

Yet this advantage is offset by a clear disadvantage. The 
underdeveloped nations ha\·e a lot farther to go than the 
European communist countries before they can reach a Ie\'el of 
material productivity that bc~ins to make possible a fully human 
life for everybody. Democracy in the broad sense requires not just 
equality but also freedom from stan·ation, ignorance, and early 
diseased death. If the communist countries and the new under­
developed nations both hold to their goal of an equal, non­
exploitive, and in that sense democratic society, the former will 
presumably reach the goal sooner than the latter. How much of 
the way they will tra\'el democratically cannot be predicted with 
any assurance. 

But it is perhaps less useful to try to compare the democratic 
claims of the communist and the underde\'clopcd countries, than 
simply to sec that they both ha\'c claims, and that the claims are 
based largely on the classic notion of democracy as an equal 
human society. 

:tvlore important still is to sec the strength of the forces that 
arc likely to hold them on a path different from liberal-demo­
cracy. L,iberal-democracy is the-polj_ti.cs .of ciwic~. E\'erything is 
up for choice, or may be up for choice at any time-everything,. 
that is to say, except the liberal society and the democratic 
franchise themselvC's. The ideal of liberal-democracy is c~·n­
sumers' sovereignty-\\'e buy what we want with our votes. An 
underdeveloped country cannot afford this. kind of poJitic<!l 
consumers' so\·ereignty: it has 'too-fC\VpOfitic~l goods to-_offer. 
Once an unclerdc\·elopcd people has taken the decision to become 
an independent nation;-irls. committed to a course of action 
which severely limits the range of further choices. The power of 
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the state must be used to push the economic development of the 
country at a rather forced pace if national independence is to be 
kept. Once the one big choice is made, it stands in the way of 
that continuous flow of Jesser choices which is the characteristic 
feature of the liberal state. The new states cannot afford the 
politics of extreme choice. We in the West treat government itself 
as a consumers' good; they have to treat it as a producers' good, 
a capital investment. And like all capital investments it cannot be 
controlled directly, but at most only indirectly and at one long 
remove, by consumer choices. 



4 

liberal-Democracy 
as a 
System of Power 

.. 

/Our investigation so far has shown us that there arc three con­
cepts of democracy actively at work in the world today, each one 
shaping and being shaped by a particular kind of society at a 
particular stage of development. There is our Western liberal­
democracy, which we saw was brought into being to serve the 
needs of the competitive market society. Liberal-democracy is a 
fairly late product of the market society; the first need of the 
market society wa~ for the liberal state, not a democratic one: a 
liberal state which was designed to operate by competition be­
tw~_n political parties responsible to a non-democratic clecto_rate. 
The democratic franchise was added only when the working-class 
that had been produced by the capitalist market society had 
become strong enough to get into the competition, strong enough 
to demand that it should have some weight in the competitive 
process. Liberal-democracy is thus the unique product of suc­
cessfully developing capitalist market societies. 

We have seen also the two non-liberal kinds of democracy, 
both of them closer than ours to the original notion of democracy 
as rule by and for the poor and oppressed, a notion that had 
nothing liberal about it. The modem communist concept, we saw, 
took the old notion and made it more precise and schematic by 
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reading into it a specific class content and a specific time scheme. 
Democracy, for l\larx and Lenin, meant in the first instance, rule 
by or for the proletariat. It was a class slate, to be created by 
proletarian revolution, and to ha\'c the job of holding down the 
old ruling class while transforming the whole society in such a 
way that there would be no more basis for exploiti\·c classes and 
so no more need for a class state. Only then could class demo­
cracy give way to a fully human society. 

We saw, finally, a third concept of democracy, neither liberal 
nor c~1munist, which prevails in the third world of the nc~\·.ly­
independent underde\'eloped countries. It rejects the compclill\'C 
ethos of the market society and sees no "iicea for the competitive 
syst~m of political parties. But while it thus adopts the pattern 
of theone.:-party state, it rejects the communist idea that where 
a people has broken away from capitalism the post-revolutionary 
state must be a class state. It sees instead the possibility of oper­
ating immediately as a classless society and sbte. Democracy, in 
this view, becomes immediately rule by the general will: this 
starts the moment national independence is attained .• 

The rca.l world of democracy consists of all these three kinds, 
not just of any one of them. It is just as unrealistic for us to 
assume that ours is the only true democracy as it is for the Soviets 
or the third world to insist that theirs is the only genuine kind. 
The three kinds are indeed so difTerent that one might ask 
whether one word should properly be used to describe them all. 
Can three such different animals really be given the same name? 
The simplest answer is that they arc in fact given the same name. 
To this one might object, of course, that the Communists and the 
third World have simply pounced on a good \Vestern word w)1en 
they saw it, and have appropriated it to their own systems for 
public relations purposes. This seems to be the view of a good 
many of our newspaper writers and publicists, who arc perhaps 
more familiar with public relations than with democracy. But this 
view, as we have seen, is quite false. The idea of democracy goes 
a long way farther back than the per1ocf of liberal~democracy, 
and the modern non-liberal notions of democracy are plainly 
drawn from that original notion. 

And when all three concepts of democracy arc seen in perspec­
tive another reason appears why they should share a single name. 
They have one thing in common: their ultimate goal is the same 
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-to provide the conditions for the full and free development of 
the essential human capacities of all the members of the society. 
They differ in their views as to what conditions arc needed, and 
as to how they must mm·e to achieve those conditions. And those 
who live in one system commonly judge that the other systems 
arc going about it in an impossible way, or arc not going about 
it at all. These differences of judgments about means commonly 
obscure the fact that they share the same ultimate moral end. 

Now if coping with the real world of democracy were just a 
question of weighing the three kinds in some static moral scales, 
we in the West would easily conclude, in a great majority, that 
the balance comes down hca\·ily in favour of liberal-democracy. 
But clearly, this is not good enough. It docs not cope. For there 
is the awkward fact that the majority of those in the other two 
kinds believe that their kind is superior. They do not claim that 
theirs provide more individual liberty. But they do claim that, 
while none of the three kinds has yet achieved the democratic 
moral ideal, they are on the right road and we arc at a dead end. 

This difference of judgment wouldn't matter too m'uch if each 
of the three could live and move in isolation from the others. 
Each could bolster its morale by jumping on and off the moral 
scales, which it would have adjusted to its own advantage. But 
clearly the three arc not proceeding, and cannot proceed, in isola­
tion. The two most technically advanced sections of our three­
way world are competing with each other, each believing that 
the future is on its side, :mel each nudging the future in its direc­
tion by means which arc having serious repercussions on their 
societies, and indeed on the chances of there being a future at all. 
We seem to have got over the worst days of the Cold War, but on 
both sides forces have been set in motion which stand in the 
way of full and free human development by any road, and 
which are not easily reversed. vVe arc becoming aware in the 
West how difficult it is to move away from a war-oriented system, 
and the fall of Khrushchev suggests that there is a similar diffi­
culty in the Soviet world. l'vfcanwhile the new world of Africa 
and Asia, under-developed but set on a course of rapid develop­
ment, is by its mere existence as a third world having effects on 
the other two. It is in a sense the conscience of the West. It is 
also a challenge to the Soviets. 

So we are in a position rather different from that of the earlier 
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proponents and defenders of liberal-democracy. We have no 
longer just to make an abstract case for liberal-democracy as best 
suiting the nature of man. We have to look more critically at 
what we used to be able to take for granted. 'Ve must do this not 
merely to defend ourselves; we must do it to gi\·e ourselves an 
opportunity of moving from what is now an inadequate basis for 
self-satisfaction to a more adequate basis of hope that our vision 
of human excellence may prevail. 

As soon as we begin to look at this, we see how curiously 
limited is the vision of human excellence that has got built into 
our society and that we have made do with up to now. It is a 
vision that is inextricably linked with the market society. And the 
sad truth is that it is a vision of inertia. It is almost incredible, 
until you come to think of it, that a society whose keyword is 
enterprise, which certainly sounds active, is in fact based on the 
assumption that human beings are so inert, so averse to activity, 
that is, to expenditure of energy, that every expenditure of energy 
is considered to be painful, to be, in the economist's term, a 
disutility. This assumption, which is a travesty of the human con­
dition, is built right into the justifying theory of the market 
society, and so of the liberal society. The market society, and so 
the liberal society, is commonly justified on the grounds that it 
maximizes utilities, i.e., that it is the arrangement by which 
people can get the satisfactions they want with the least cfTort. 
The notion that activity itself is pleasurable, is a utility, has sunk 
almost without a trace under this utilitarian vision of life. This is 
not surprising, since the economists, and the liberal theoreticians 
following them, have taken as given the capita.list market society 
where no one works except for a reward. To sec the hollowness 
of this vision, one need only ask what we shall all do when 
automation, cybernation, and new sources of non-human energy, 
have made the system of working for material rewards quite out­
of-date and useless. What then shall we do except expend our 
~nergy in truly human activities-laughing, playing, loving, learn­
mg, creating, arranging our lives in ways that give us aesthetic 
and emotional satisfaction? 

But we must return to the hollow vision, which still domin­
ates our lives, and ask how the rationale of liberal-democracy is 
related to it. The first thing we must notice is that liberal-demo-
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cracy is, like all other systems of society and government, a system 
of power. 

I said in an earlier lecture that ~iberal-democracy was the 
[>olitics of choic~. So it is, but it is also a system of power. In­
deed, like all other systems of gm·ernment and of society, it is a 
double system of power. 

Any system of government is a system of power in one obvious 
sense. Government, by its very nature, is a process whereby rules 
are made and enforced on individual citizens. Whatever the 
source of a government's authority, it is empowered to make 
people do things which some or all of them wouldn't otherwise 
do, and to prevent people from doing things that some or all 
of them otherwise would do. If men were angels, go\·ernment 
would not be necessary. Since they are not, government is neces­
sary, and government must mean that the governors have power 
to compel the governed. It is just because this fundamental fact 
has always been clearly recognized by liberal-democrats that they 
have always insisted on the governed having some effective con­
trol over the governors by way of choice of the governors. It is 
the mark of a civilized society that private violence be forbidden, 
and that violence, the power to compel by physical force or con­
straint, be a monopoly of the gm·ernment. It is because this kind 
of power must be a monopoly of the go\·ernment that we arc 
1·ightly concerned with controls on the government. 

In this sense, then, the most liberal of democrats recognize that 
ti_J.e liber~l.-democratic state, like any_ other, is a system of power. 
What ·i~ less generally recognized is that liberal-democracy is a 
system of power in a second sense as well. It, like any other state, 
exists to maintain ~ set of relations between individuals and 
groups within the society which are power relations. This is an 
unfamiliar idea which will bear some examination. 

It would no doubt be foolish to try to reduce all relations be­
tween individuals to power relations, though the greatest theorist 
of modern individualism (I mean Thomas Hobbes, who pene­
trated to the essentials of our modern market society 300 years 
ago) had a good shot at it. Not every relation which each of us 
bears to others can be reduced to a relation of power over others, 
or of othC'rs' power over us. There are relations of Im·c, of friend­
ship, of kinship, of admiration, of common interPst, which can-
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not readily be reduced to relations of power, although there is 
generally an element of power even in them. lvlany relations 
between persons, such as the marriage relation, are a compound 
of power and non-power relations, and the proportions may 
change over time. Marriage used to be a chattel relationship, the 
husband owning the wife; now it is no longer so. The change, we 
may notice, had to be made by the state. We may say in general 
that of all relations between people it is only relations of power 
that fall within the jurisdiction of the state: only those relations 
need the state to enforce them. It is only power that needs power, 
only relations involving power that need a superior power to keep 
them in order. And all the power relations between individuals 
do need the power of the state to enforce them. 

The existence of power relations, and the need of the state to 
enforce them, is easily seen in kinds of society other than the free 
market society. In a society wh_erc. some of the population arc 
slaves, no one doubts that the relation between master and slave 
is -a power relation, or that the state is there to enforce that rela­
tion. Similarly, in any society where the whole work of the society 
is authoritatively allocated to people in clifTerent quantities, and 
where the whole product is authoritatively distributed bet\ve_eri 
them in a way that does not correspond to the c:fiffercnt contribu­
tions they have made, it is easy to sec that there is a power rela­
tion between people, which is being enforced by the state. In such 
a society, some men are getting the benefit of some part of the 
powers of other men. 

These kinds of power relation between individuals arc, we 
may notice, maintained and enforced by way of some legal insti­
tution of property. Human beings themselves may be made the 
legal property of others, as is the case with the institution of 
slavery. But it is not necessary to go this far in order to ensure 
that some men will have power over others, in the sense of being 
able to transfer some of the natural powers of others to them­
selves. It is quite enough that some rank or class of men should 
have the sole legal right to property in those things without access 
to which no man can use his natural powers. Thus if all property 
in land is held by some superior ranks, as in the feudal system, 
the inferior ranks are compelled to serve them on whatever terms 
the superiors set. For in a predominantly agricultural society, a 
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man without access to the land has nothing to work on, nothing 
on which he can work to make a living. A man's natural powers 
consist at least of his capacities, his strength and skill. But these 
cannot actually be exerted without something to exert them on. 
A man's powers, that is to say, cannot be made actual, cannot 
be used, unless he has access to something he can use them on. A 
man must have access to the means of labour. 

So in any society where the legal institutions give all the 
property in land, or any other means of labour, to one section of 
the people, all the others must pay for access to the means of 
labour. The pa,yment may take the form of compulsory labour­
so many days' work a month on the lord's Iand-or it may be 
handing over so much of the produce a man has raised on the 
land which he is allowed to work on that condition, or it may 
be a money rent. Whatever form the payment takes, it is a trans­
fer of part of a man's powers (or part of the produce of these 
powers) to another man, and it is compulsive. 

Tl}is kind of power relationship, by which some are. able to 
transfer part of the powers of others to themselves by virtue of 
having got a monopoly of the means of labour, is easily enough 
seen in societies where the ownership of the means of labour is 
legally restricted to certain ranks or classes. It was in protest 
against just this kind of power relation that the great liberal 
revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries wen~ 
made. 

The liberal revolutions destroyed that system of property, and 
set up the kind of state I am calling the liberal state to ensure 
that there should be no such legal restrictions on ownership of 
the means of labour. From that time on, all individuals have been 
free to acquire by their own exertions enough land or capital to 
work on themselves, or to bargain in the open market for the best 
price they can get for the usc of their labour. So long as com­
petition is free, the market gives everyone exactly what his con­
tribution to production is worth. And the market docs this quite 
impersonally, through a mechanism of free contracts and freely­
made bargains between individuals. The job of the liberal state 
is simply to protect and enforce the mechanism of free contract, 
and to ensure each the right to such property as he can acquire 
by his labour and by his contracts. 
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This is a far cry from the compulsion exercised by earlier, 
non-liberal states. The liberal state does indeed usc power to 
enforce a system of relations between individuals, but the rela­
tions it enforces do not themselves appear to be compulsive. They 
do not appear to be relations by which some people are enabled 
to transfer part of the powers of others to themselves. How then 
can we say that the liberal state, guaranteeing the market society, 
is a double system of power, as much so as were the earlier states 
which guaranteed a clearly compulsive transfer of powers? For 
a system of government is a double system of power only when 
the relations between individuals which it enforces arc them­
selves power relations. And we have taken these power relations 
to mean relations by which some men are able to get more out of 
others than others get out of them, or to get a net transfer of 
some of the powers of others to themscl\'es. 
/ What has to be shown then before we can call the liberal state 

' ' . a double system of power, is that the capitalist market society 
~~-ich_ it upholds is a system of net transfer of some men's powers 
of other men. It is not difficult to show this. 
. We need not here trace the historical process by which capital­
Ist market societies developed out of earlier societies basc_d on 
rank and status. Nor need we examine the logic by wluch a 
simple market society of independent producers, in which every­
one had his own bit of land or capital to work on and simply 
exchanged his products in the market, would necessarily tend to 
develop into the full capitalist society, in which most people work 
~n. other people's capital.;\'Ve need only notice that the character­
Istic and essential relationship between people in a fully­
developed capitalist society is that most people have not got 
enough land or capital of their own to work on and consequently 
have to work on someone else's. I am not concerned here with 
any question of the justice of such an arrangement; a case can 
be made either way about that. I am simply concerned to point 
out' that capitalism would not be capitalism if the already 
accumulated capital, and the effective power to accumulate it, 
were not in the hands of a relatively small number of persons. It 
is their decisions, and their power to set people to work in ways 
they decide, that make the wheels go round. 

, But, you may say, if they pay people what they are worth (as 
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they must do in a fully competitive market for labour) how can 
there be any such net transfer as we have spoken of, any net 
transfer of part of the employees' powers to the owners of the 
capital? It depends on how you define the powers of a man. 

If you take the powers of a man to be simply the strength 
and skill which he possesses, then when he sells the use of that 
strength and skill to another at its market price there is no net 
transfer of any of his powers to another. He is selling something 
he owns for what it is worth: he gets no less than he gives. 

But if you take the powers of man to be not just the strength 
and skill he possesses, but his ability to use that strength and skill 
to produce something, the case is altogether different. For then 
his powers must include not only his capacity to labour (that is, 
his strength and skill) but also his ability to labour, his ability to 
use his strength and skill. I do not sec how any narrower a defi­
nition of the powers of a man is consistent with his essential 
human quality. The power of a horse or a machine may be de­
fined as the amount of work it can do whether it is set to work 
or not. But a human being, to be human, must be able to use his 
strength and skill for purposes he has consciously formed. So the 
powers of a man must include his being able to put his strength 
and skill to work. His powers must therefore include access to 
something to work on, access to the land or materials or other 
capital without which his capacity to labour cannot become 
active labour and so cannot produce anything or do anything to 
his purpose. A, man's powers, in short, must include access tp ' 4, 
what I have called the means of labour. 

If a man's powers must include access to the means of labour, 
then his powers are diminished when he has less than free access 
to the means of labour. If he has no access, his powers alie -re­
duced to zero and he ceases to live, unless he is rescued by some 
dispensation from outside the competitive market. If he can get 
some access but cannot get it for nothing, then his powers are 
reduced by the amount of them that he has to hand over to get 
the necessary access. This is exactly the situation most men are 
in, and necessarily so, in the capitalist market society. They must, 
in the nature of the system, permit a net transfer of part of their 
powers to those who own the means of labour. 

It is in this sense that the relations between individuals in the 



·./ / THE REAL WORLD OF DEli!OCRACY 

capitalist society are power relations, relations involving the trans­
fer of part of some men's powers to others. And it is for this rca­
son that we can speak of the liberal state, whose job it is to main­
tain and enforce these relations, as a double system of power. If 
the liberal state is a double system of power, so too is the liberal­
democratic state, for as we saw, the liberal-democratic state is 
essentially the liberal state with a democratic franchise added. 
That such a transfer is a necessary characteristic of any capitalist 
market society is commonly overlooked. It is obscured by the 
more obvious fact abOut capitalism, that it has been enormously 
more productive than any previous system, and so has been able 
to afford a higher material standard for everybody than could 
any previous system. Indeed, capitalism by its very nature pro­
duces more than could be produced by a society of peasants and 
craftsmen, each owning his own means of labour and exchang­
ing merely his products. In such a society of individual inde­
pendent producers, there would be no net transfer of individual 
powers, provided that the market for their products was fully 
competitive: no one would be getting more out of the others 
than the others were getting out of him. But nobody would be 
getting much. Compared with such a simple market society, the 
greater productivity of capitalism can, and generally docs, more 
than offset the transfer of part of their powers from the working 
force, at least for all except the lowest one-quarter or so who are 
at or below the poverty line. 

This being the case, why should we make such a point of there 
being this compulsive transfer in even the most freely competitive 
capitalist society? What is the use of an analytical exercise that 
resolves an existing system into two forces always moving in 
opposite directions, if each of the two forces must be accom­
panied by the other? We have seen that the transfer of powers is 
necessary to the high productivity of capitalism. So why not just 
look at the net result of the counteracting forces, instead of 
separating them out? If the higher productivity more than offsets 
the compulsive transfer, why not just look at the balance, and 
leave it at that? 

The reason for not leaving it at that is quite simple. The rea­
son is that it is now possible, as it was not possible in the heyday 
of capitalism, to conceive of a system in which high productivity 
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docs not require the transfer of powers from non-owners. Not 
only is it jJOssiblr to concci,·c of such a system; it has been con­
cci,·cd, and is being attempted, in the socialist third of the world. 
\Vhcthcr or not their alternative system can be made to work as it 
is intended to, we have to reckon with the fact that it is in full 
spate, and that it is attractive to the imagination of the newly­
independent underdeveloped countries as well. It is one of his­
tory's meanest tricks that the enormous advances in productivity 
that were made by capitalism, and could not ha,·c been made in 
any other way, can now possibly be taken over by those who 
have rejected capitalism. But history is no respecter of the past. 

\Vc seem to have come a long way round in this lecture to 
make a single point about the nature of capitalist society, but the 
relevance of that point to the contemporary problems of liberal­
democracy should now be apparent. 'Bcca_usc liberal-democracy 4 
developed out of the liberal state and the capitalist society, it 
-still leans iicavily ~nthc justifying theory of the capitalist market. 
fiL~t liberal-democracy has now to compete with other 'visions o! 
society, which arc more aware than we have generally been of 
the elementary forces at work in ours. We need to be more a~~~r.c 
of them too, if we arc to give ourselves a chance to con~J~ete. 



5 

The Myth 
of 
Maximization 

The liberal-democratic state which we in the West now enjoy is, 
w;-have seen, a ~cal compound of the liberal state, which 
was not democratic at---aii to be~in with, and the democratic 
franchise, which was added to it later. The liberal state was a 
matter of having competing ~itical parties and having certain 
guaranteed freedoms-freedom of association, of speech and 
publication, of religion, and freedom of the person, that is, free­
dom from arbitrary arrest and imprisonment. These freedoms 
were seen to be both good in themselves and necessary to the 
working of a competitive party system. The job of the liberal 
state was, and was seen to be, to provide the conditions for a 
capitalist market society. The essence both of the liberal state 
and the market society was competition, competition between 
individuals who were free to choose what they would do with 
their own energies and skills, and free to choose whom they 
would authorize, as governments, to make and enforce the rules 
which were needed for the competitive market society. The 
liberal state was the politics of choice, in the service of a society 
of choices. It had no necessary connection with democracy; 
indeed, as we have seen, until well on in the nineteenth century 
the liberal state was generally thought to be endangered by 
democracy/ 
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/Yet when competition and freedom of choice arc set up as 
general principles, when they arc proclaimed to be a good thing, 
or even the good thing-. logic demands that everybody be allowed 
into the competition. This is the point that was pressed by those 
who had had no vote in the original liberal state. Their view 
finally prevailed) Not that there is any natural affinity between 
politicians and logic, but that the politicians of the day became 
aware that if they did not yield to logic they might have to yield 
to force. By the time the liberal state was democratized, the old 
idea of democracy had been liberalized. We may even say that 
the countries which successfully made the transition from the 
non-democratic liberal state to the liberal-democratic state arc 
those in which the old idea of democracy, as rule by and for the 
poor, had been com·crted to the idea of democracy as the right 
to get into the competition. 

The notion of democracy has always contained the notion of 
equality. Not arithmetical equality of income or wealth, but 
equality of opportunity to realize one's human capacities. This is 
what had been denied in the pre-liberal societies, where many 
men had been sla\·es or serfs or at least had been held down to 
inferior positions which prevented them from realizing their 
potentialities as individuals. The goal of the liberal revolutions 
was to end this state of affairs and to open up opportunity to 
everyone. This goal provided some common ground on which 
those who wanted a competitive liberal society and those who 
wanted a more equal society could meet. This is probably the 
reason why the liberal revolutions could generally enlist some 
popular support. 

Yet equality of opportunity can mean very different things. 
It can mean an equal right to a fully human life for all who will 
exert themselves: on this interpretation it comes to about the 
same thing as the classic democratic vision of an equal society. 
Or equality of opportunity can mean an equal legal right to get 
into the competitive race for more for oneself: on this interpreta­
tion it comes to about the same thing as the classic liberal vision 
of the market society. It was this second interpretation that came 
to prevail, and it has set the tone of our present liberal-demo­
cratic societies. Everyone can be in the race, indeed everyone 
has to be in the race. But, as we saw in the last lecture, every­
body cannot be in it on equal terms. For in the nature of the 



48 TilE REAL WORLD OF DEMOCRACY 

capitalist market society there nHist be some who own the capital 
on which others must work. Those without enough capital on 
which to work have to pay for access to others' capital. They 
have to pay for access to what I have called the means of labour. 
They have to submit to a net transfer of part of their powers to 
other persons. 

Ti}is tran~fcr of powers, I have said, generally goes unnoticed 
because it is overshadowed by the greater productivity of the 
capitalist economy. It is when this productivity declines, as in the 
great depressiOn of the 19:IDs-;-illat the t1:ansfC;. is really notice~. 
And it is then seen to affect not only those whose sole resource Is 
their own labour but also those who have some little capital as 
well. Independent family farmers then find they arc no longer 
independent if much of their working capital is borrowed. 

It is then that both industrial workers and fanners arc apt to 
turn to radical political action, designed to reduce the transfer 
of powers, or even to end it. Such action has sometimes succeeded 
in reducing it, at least from the extreme it reaches in a depres­
sion, by getting the sta tc to set up systems of transfer payments 
in the other direction. Social insur:mce and other benefits of the 
welfare state, to the extent that they arc paid for by graduated 
taxes on wealth and income, arc a transfer in the other direction. 

The welfare state has pretty clearly come to stay. It is the 
norm in liberal-democratic capitalist societies now. But we must 
notice that the offsetting transfers which the welfare state pro­
':ide~ can never, within capitalism, equal the original and con­
tmumg transfer. This is fully appreciated by the strongest 
~lcfcndcrs of capitalism, who point out, quite rightly, that if wei-
are transfers got so large as to eat up profits there would be no 

more incentive to capitalist enterprise, and so no more capitalist 
enterprise. As long as we enjoy the benefits of capitalism, then, 
we must put up with the compulsive transfer of part of the 
p~we.rs of non-owners to owners. \Ve don't mind putting up with 
this, mdeccl we don't even notice it, while capitalism is producing 
the goods. 

~ gre~t many thoughtful people, reflecting on the nature of 
their society, may find this sketch of its anatomy unfamiliar and 
unconvincing. Professional people who work for public or semi­
public bodies which arc not in business for profit will not recog-
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nizc any net transfer of part of their powers to those who own 
the capital on which they work. Teachers and social workers, 
librarians and civil servants, arc not obviously having part of 
their powers transferred to others who arc owners of their means 
of labour. Must we then redraw the anatomy of our society to 
take account of the large number of such people in it? I thin~ 
not. For the amount of reward such people get for their work IS 

determined by the amount that people of comparable skill and 
length of training can get in the profit-making sector of the 
economy. This is so whether or not their skills arc of a kind that 
can be marketed in the profit-making sector as well as in the 
non-profit sector of the society. Some professions afTord little or 
no possibility of moving back and forth between the two sectors, 
but salaries cannot be higher in the non-profit sector than in the 
profit sector or everybody deciding on a career would go into 
the non-profit sector. So the rate of reward for comparable skills 
and lengths of training cannot, in a free market economy, be 
higher in the non-profit sector than in the profit sector. But 
the rate of reward in the profit sector is necessarily one which 
allows a transfer of part of the person's powers to the owners of 
the means of his labour. To whom, then, is the transfer made in 
the case of those working in the non-profit sector? It can only 
be to the public, to the whole local or regional or national com­
munity which has, through one agency or another, decided as a 
community to provide such services to itself. 

The transfer of part of a man's powers to \1is own community 
docs not seem to be a net transfer at all; for he seems to be getting 
it all back as a member of the community. But he isn't getting it 
all back: he is getting only part of it. Some of it is going to those 
members of the community who arc contributing their powers 
not to the community but to private owners of the means of 
labour. So some part of his powers is being transferred away 
from him. This is unavoidable so long as we are using capitalist 
enterprise to look after the main productive work of the whole 

society. '- . b 
We are confirmed, then, in our earlier conclusion that-1!:.//' ""! . 

capit.alist market society necessarily involves a net transfer _of part/! 
of the powers of some men to others. The politics of chmce and 
the society of competition do contain, and generally conceal, a 
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compulsive transfer of powers which is a diminution of the 
human essence. The fact that the transfer has only been se\Trcly 
felt in periods when the productive system has not been working 
very well, or in countries which arc less prosperous than the most 
prosperous, docs not alter the fact that the continuous transfer is 
built into the system. 

Now all this did not matter very much as long as there were 

1 no alternative prospects or visions, no conceivable ways of reach­
ing high productivity without this transfCrOfPO\vcrs: But ~we 
have seen, there arc now alternative visions. The logic of capital­
ist society is in fact challenged. How satisfactory has our answer 
been? 

An answer has been in the making for a long time now, for 
it is a long time ago--something like a century ago--that the 
most perceptive liberal thinkers saw that an answer was going to 
be needed. I think of that great liberal, John Stuart Mill, who 

r ·saw, rather more than a century arro that what he called the 
b ' 

labouring classes would not put up with the existing transfer of 
powers much longer. He could not himself find a feasible answer. 
It was left to a subsequent generation of economists, in the 1870s 
and later, to provide something that has passed for an answer 
ever since. (It has to be said that most economists today are 
aware that it is not an answer but it is still received as an answer . ' 
m the general ideology of our liberal societies.) 

The answer they provided really picked up from an earlier 
individualist theory which had been set out as early as the 
seventeenth century, when a new twist had been given to the 
traditional natural law idea. The traditional idea, which goes 
back as far as Aristotle was that the human essence is activity . . ' 
111 pursutt of a conscious, rational purpose. The new turn was to 
say that the essence of rational behaviour was maximization of 
individual satisfactions, or maximization of individual utilities. So 
the human essence was rational action which maximized utilities. 

By the_ nineteenth century this Utilitarian theory had pretty 
well earned the day. It assumed that maximization of utilities 
was the ultimate good. It assumed that men's desires for all kinds 
of satisfactions are naturally unlimited, so that they will in fact 
go on seeking to maximize them. Since desires were unlimited, 
the means of satisfying them would always be scarce. The prob-
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lcm then was to find the system which would employ the scarce 
means to produce the maximum satisfactions. The problem was 
solved by demonstrating that the way to maximize utilities over 
the whole of a society was to lca\'c c\·crything to a competitive 
market economy, upheld by a liberal state. And the justifying 
theory of liberal-democracy has leaned hca\'ily on this theory of 
maximization ever since. 

The theory of maximization looked all right at first. Political 
economists could demonstrate that, taking as given everyone's re­
sources of land and capital and labour, the maximum product 
would be got by lea\'ing e\'eryone to make the best bargain he 
could in a freely competitive market. Not only would this 
maximize the product, it would also distribute the whole product 
among all the individuals exactly in proportion to their contri­
bution to it. This could be, and was, demonstrated with impec­
cable logic. 

Yet although the justifying theory of liberal-democratic society !l 
still leans heavily on this theory of market maximization of utili- w "j 
tics, it has become somewhat unsatisfactory as a justifying theory, ~~ 
for se\·eral reasons. p..J-

In the first place, it is only if incomes arc taken as gi\'en that ""'-) 
it is possible to demonstrate that the fully competiti\·e market 
docs maximize satisfactions. With any given distribution of re-
sources and income you can show that the operation of the free 
market maximizes the returns to which e\'eryone is entitled. But 
unless you can show that the existing distribution is fair you do 
not get a justification of the system. 

Nor was it a sufficient way out of this to show, as could easily 
be shown, that in the fully competitive market everyone must 
get a reward exactly proportional to what he put in. For to make 
this an ethical justification of the system you would have to be 
able to show that the reward was proportional to the human 
energy and skill that each man put in. But this is just what could 
not be shown, because the rewards had to be proportional to all 
the factors of production, including the accumulated capital and 
natural resources that were contributed by the owners of them, 
and these could scarcely be shown to be owned in proportion to 
the human energy and skill expended by their owners. 

So, even on the assumption of perfect competition, there was 
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no adequate justification of the system. But on top of that, the 
natural development of the capitalist market has been away from 
the perfect competition that was assumed in the theory. The 
proof that the production of utilities would be maximized by the 
natural operation of the market requires the assumption of a 
market so fully competitive that no one person or combination of 
persons can control any prices. Only if every enterpriser had to 
take as given by the market, the prices for what he needed to buy 
and what he was considering producing for sale, only then would 
the system of enterprise produce what was wanted most effi­
ciently. Only so would the scarce means at the disposal of the 
society be automatically. directed by the market mechanism to 
the production of the desired goods and services. Only so, that 
is to say, would the market maximize utilities. 

But the advanced capitalist economics have long since reached 
the stage at which large corporate enterprises, or groups of them, 
are able to control the output and prices of a good many things. 
To the extent that they are able to do so, their decisions about 
production arc not determined by the market, and there is no 
reason to expect that their decisions will contribute to the maxi­
mizing of utilities over the whole society. 

The virtue of the fully competitive market is that all the indi­
viduals'find firms in it, who arc all assumed to be trying to maxi­
mize their own profit or utility, can do so only by behaviour that 
maximizes utility over the whole society. What is constant in any 
market society is that everyone is trying to get the most he can. 
But it is only where there is perfect competition that this be­
haviour leads to maximization of utilities over the whole society. 
Where competition is removed, the firms go on maximizing their 
profits, but this no longer maximizes social utility. 

But whether we go on assuming effective competition as the 
norm, or whether we make allowances for the decline of com­
petition and the rise of price-making corporations, the theory that 
the market maximizes utilities is not much good as a justification 
of the market society. It is not much good because it begs the 
question. That is, if the theory is to be a justification as well as an 
explanation of the market economy, it has to take for granted 
what it is supposed to prove. It has to take for granted that a 
certain distribution of income is justifiable, and that the market 
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distributes rewards in accordance with some justifiable pattern of 
human deserts. 

·we can I think neglect here certain further difficulties about 
the idea of maximization of utilities, but they may be mentioned 
in passing. How can you add together the satisfactions or utilities 
that different people get from difTerent things? How can you 
compare them on a single measuring scale? There is, to say the 
least, no obvious way of doing so. But if you can't do so, then 
you can't say that one assortment of satisfactions is the maximum 
one. You can't say that one set of utilities available for the whole 
society, one set consisting of so many units of x and so many units 
of y and so on, adds up to a larger total of utility than some 
other set that might have been made available. The only way of 
avoiding this difficulty is to say that every society docs make a 
rough and ready moral judgment of the relative human value of 
different goods, putting so many pyramids ahead of so many 
more homely delights, or so much milk for school children ahead 
of so many yachts. 

But of course if you allow such a measuring scale you are not 
leaving things to the operation of the market, and you cannot 
then claim that the market docs maximize the satisfaction of the 
spontaneous desires of all the separate individuals. 

However, we need not spend any time on the logical difficulties 
of the theory that the market maximizes utilities over a whole 
society. 'vVe can neglect those difficulties because they are not the . 
~1ost serious ones when we are looking at the theory as a justifica- """""~~ 
tmn of the competitive market society. The serious difficulties, in ,_.J; 
this context, arc the ones we noticed at the beginning. First, the ~ - . market can only be shown to maximize utilities when a certain 
income distribution is taken as given: tne market can only maxi­
mize the satisfactions people can afford to buy. And secondly, 
the market cannot reward people in proportion to the energy and 
skill theY..!:_xpend, since it has to reward ownership as wel_l.:...!! has 
to look after the transfer of powers that we spoke of earlier. 

We have perhaps spent too long on this theory of maximiza­
tion, which I think we arc now entitled to call the myth of maxi­
mization. What has it got to do with the prospects of liberal­
democracy, which is, after all, our central concern in these 
lectures? Quite a lot, I think. For our liberal-democracies seem 
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to be relying more heavily on the myth of maximization the more 
they feel themselves challenged ideologically by the two-thirds of 
the world that has rejected the ethics of competition. lt is time 
we realized that the theory of maximization isn't good enough in 
the kind of contest we arc now in, and arc bound to continue 
in for the foreseeable future. 

I want to suggest that our moral ami political theory took the 
wrong turning when it began to interpret the human essence as 
possession or acquisition. I said, earlier in this lecture, that ~e 
the rise of the all-inclusive market society the traditional view 
had been that the human essence was activity in pursuit of a 
conscious rational purpose. Then, with the rise of the market 
society, the essence of rational purpose was taken to be the 
pursuit of maximum material possessions. This was a fairly 
realistic conclusiOn at the time, because with the rise of the 
market society, .possessions were becoming the only effective 
means an ifidividual could have to the achievement of any 
rational plll pose. The liberal theory of man and society, being 
devel~ed trr explain and justify the market society, had this 
emphas1s on possessiveness embedded in it from the beginning. 

Yet as a socml theory it left a good deal to be desired. For 
as soon as you take the essence of man to be the acquisition of 
more things for himself, as soon as you make the essential human 
quality the striving for possessions rather than creative activity, 
you are caught up in an insoluble contradiction. Human beings 
are sufficiently unequal in strength and skill that if you put them 
into an unlimited contest for possessions, some will not only get 
more than others, but will get control of the means of labour 
to which the others must have access. The othrrs then cannot be 
fully human even in the restricted sense of being able to get 
possessions, let alone in the original sense of being able to use 
their faculties in purposive creative activity. So in choosing to 
make the essence of man the striving for possessions, we make it 
impossible for many men to be fully human. By defining man 
as an infinite appropriator we make it impossible for many men 
to qualify as men. 

You may say we have no choice. You may say that men do in 
fact have limitless desires, and will try to satisfy them by acquir­
ing more possessions in every way they arc allowed to do. So, as 
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soon as we recognize that men are in fact unequal in strength 
and skill, we have no alternative but to put up with the fact that 
some will get more. You may say that we have to put up with it, 
even though it makes some men less human than others. If we 
leave men at all free in their human capacity as appropnatO;s 
we must acquiesce in the denial of full humanity to a substantial 
part of mankmd. If we refuse to permit this denial of humanity 
we have to set up another denial: we have to deny men the 
freedom to try to satisfy their naturally unlimited desires by the 
acquisition of property. And this also appears as a denial of 
humanity. There docs not seem much hope of avoiding one 
contradiction or the other. Either way, to assert full humanity is 
to deny it. The record of past societies, those preceding the full 
market society, seems only to confirm the dilemma. For they 
generally denied freedom, and even so did not maintain equality. 

But we may find some hope in the fact that the dilemma has • 
alwaxs been an offshoot of scarcity, and th~ now, il:i.a~ks s~~ 
to the technological advances made by cap1tahst enterpnse, 
within sight of a society of abundance. The paradox, a very 
pleasant paradox, is that the idea of scarcity li!_relation to limit-
less de_:ires was itself largely a creation o_Lthe market society, and 
that the advances m productivity made by the capitalist market 
system are now making_~ut of date. 

We shall have to consider, in the final lecture, whether the 
pros~ect ~f a society of abundance, replacing an economy of 
scarcity, Will allow our liberal-democratic market society to over­
come the contradiction that has been inherent in it so far. The 
question is whether, and on what terms, we can move from a 
society that has necessarily diminished our humanity by defining 
it as possession, to a society which will reinstate humanity as 
creative activity. 



6 

The Near Future 
of Democracy and 
Human Rights 

In the first lecture of this series I raised certain questions about 
the future of democracy. And in the five lectures so far I have 
drawn attention to some facts about the present world position of 
democracy which are often neglected or under-rated, and have 
pointed to some of the implications of these facts. We might 
pause now to take stock, to see whether the results of our factual 
analysis so far can help us with our original questions or with 
any reformulation of the questions .which might now seem to be 
in order. 

The original questions themselves arose from the recognition 
of one new fact about democracy, or rather, from the conjunc­
tion of this new fact with an older-established one. The new fact 
was that the Western democracies no longer have or expect to 
have a monopoly of civilization or world leadership, but that two 
other concepts of democracy now share the world with us. These 
are the Soviet concept and the one that prevails in most of the 
newly-independent underdeveloped countncs; both are embodied 
in actllally operating political systems, and both are non-liberal. 

This new fact impinges on the somewhat older fact that the 
great majority of people in the Western liberal-democracies place 
a high value on the unique characteristics of the liberal-derno-
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cratic state. What is valued most highly is the civil liberties which 
it generally affords: freedom of speech, freedom of association, 
and freedom from arbitrary arrest and detention. Beyond that, 
we value the way our governments can be held somewhat re­
sponsible to the majority will through the competition of political 
parties, parties which can be freely formed and between which 
individuals arc free to choose at the periodical general elections 
which authorize governments. These civil and political liberties, 
though far from perfectly realized in liberal-democracies, are 
their unique achievement, and we put a high value on them. 

So there are two facts. The one is that we put a high value on 
these liberties. The other is that liberal-democracy now has to 
live in a world two-thirds of which is practising some other 
p-olil:lcal system, and practising or aspiring to some other kind of 
society. It is the conjunction of these two facts that raises the 
important questions for democracy today. The questions I pro­
posed arose directly or indirectly out of this new situation. Can 
we keep our unique system? Or can \ve keep what we most value 
in it? 

These were our questions. What material have we for dealing 
with them? We might summarize the propositions that have come 
out of our analysis . 

..,....,. First, the liberal-democratic state was liberal and market­
oriented first and democratic later. That is to say, the democratic 
franchise was a later addition to a well-established liberal state, 
the mechanism of which was competitive non-democratic parties, 1 

and the purpose of which was to provide the conditions for a . 
competitive, capitalist, market society. By the time the liberal 
state was democratized, the demand of the democratic forces was 
to get into the competition, not to discard it for any other kind 
of social order. 

_, Second, the democratic franchise was used to turn the old 
liberal laissez-faire state into a welfare and regulatory state. The 
change would have taken place anyway, since the politicians of 
the day were aware that this was necessary to buy off politically 
dangerous discontent. But the welfare and regulatory state has 
not altered the essential nature of the capitalist market society. 
The proof of this depends on our third proposition. / 

Third, the capitalist market society necessarily contains a con- / 
<--.,.' 
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tinuous transfer of part of the powers of some men to others. It 
does so because it requires concentrated ownership and control, 
in relatively few hands, of the capital and resources which arc 
the only means of labour for the rest. Since the rest must have 
access to the means of labour, they must pay for that access by 
a transfer of part of their powers (or part of the product of their 
powers) to the owners of the means of labour. The welfare state 
may enforce transfers in the other direction, but these can never 
be as large as the original and continuing transfer. For that 
would kill capitalist enterprise, whereas the welfare state relics on 
capitalist enterprise to carry on the main productive work of the 
society. The welfare state is only a variation on the theme of 
capitalist market society . 

../ Fourth, on any non-slavish definition of the powers of a man, 
or of the human essence as the rational pursuit of conscious pur­
poses, the transfer of part of the powers of a man that is inherent 
in the capitalist market society is a diminution of the human 
essence. 

Fifth, while the justifying theory of the liberal-democratic market 
society has leaned heavily on the theory that the fully competitive 
market maximizes utilities over the whole society, the maximizing 
theory is demonstrably inadequate to justify the system, for it 
assumes what it is supposed to prove. You can only demonstrate 
that the market maximizes utilities if you take for granted a given 
distribution of incomes: the market only maximizes the satis­
factions people can afford to buy. And in a capitalist market 
society, however fully competitive, incomes cannot be propor­
tional to people's expenditure of energy and skill, because the 
market has to reward ownership as well as exertion. Moreover, 
we ha\·c moved a long way from the fully competitive market: 
to the extent that corporations can control output and prices, 
their decisions no longer contribute to the maximizing of utilities 
over the whole society. 

Sixth, in the justifying theories of all three kinds of democracy 
the ultimate ethical principle, at the highest level of generality, 

the same. In each case the aim is to provide the conditions for 
t c free development of human capacities, and to do this equally 
fo all members of the society. In each case the essence of man 
is aken to be activity in pursuit of a rational conscious purpose . 

.. ; 
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And in each case the realization of this essence is seen to require 
both freedom and equality: freedom of each individual from 
subservience to the wills of others, and equality in this freedom. 

It is when we move down from the highest level of generality 
that the serious differences between the three kinds become ap­
parent. It will be sufficient here, in summary, to concentrate on 
the distinction between the liberal and the non-liberal types, 
which we may try to state in the next two propositions. 

e enth, the non-liberal concepts of democracy, that is, the 
Marxian concept which prevails in the Soviet countries, and what 
we may call the Rousseauan concept which is more typical of the 
newly-independent underdeveloped countries, have one thing in 
common. They both hold that the requisite equality of human 
rights or human freedom cannot be provided in a market society, 
and therefore they put first on their agenda the move away from 
the market society. They arc not interested in the freedom of 
individual acquisition of property, for they find this to be not 
only not necessary to but inconsistent with their vision of real 
human freedom and equal human rights. Nor do they give a 
high priority in their scale of values to the political freedoms. 
Believing as they do that the most important thing is the refor­
mation of society, and realizing that this requires political power, 
they are not prepared to encourage or even allow such political 
freedoms as might hinder their power to reform the society. Thus 
political freedoms come a poor second to the drive for the new 
kind of society they believe to be necessary for the realization of 
equal human rights. Freedom is sacrificed to equality; or, more 
accurately, present freedoms are sacrificed to a vision of fuller 
and more equal freedom in the future. Freedom, in this view, 
contradicts itself: to get it in the future is to deny it in the 
present. 

Eighth, the liberal concept of democracy, emphasizing the 
present freedoms of the market society and the political freedoms 
of a competitive party system, is caught up in a different contra­
diction. The freedom of the market society necessarily includes 
the freedom to acquire material possessions. Freedom of acquisi­
tion is absolutely essential, for the market society relies on the 
motive of acquisition to get the work of the society done. Free­
dom of acquisition is so necessary to the market society that it 
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I 

tends to take first place in the scale of values. But this freedom 
contradicts itself. For given the natural inequalities of strength 
and skill, freedom of acquisition leads to some men getting pos­
session of the capital and resources that are the means of labour 
for all the others. This makes it impossible for the others to have 
freedom of acquisition: they have to pay for access to the means ,. 
of labour with the loss of some of their powers. 

/"\; Ninth, the technological advances made by capitalism have 
/ enormously increased our material productivity, with different ef­

fects on freedom and the human essence in different parts of the 
world. In the West, the sheer increase in the volume of material 
satisfactions has overshadowed the shortcomings of capitalist so­
ciety in respect of freedom and of equality of individual oppor­
tunity to realize the human essence. At the same time, in the 
non-capitalist countries, the need for increasing productivity is 
largely responsible for their greater lack of freedom. The effort 
to catch up with the high productivity of capitalism, starting 
from a low base, requires a compulsive accumulation of social 
capital by the use of state power. It requires, that is to say, more, 
and more obvious, compulsions than are required in an advanced 

\ 

capitalist society with an already accumulated stock of capital. 
~ . Tenth, we have to expect, as a result of automation and the 

discovery and control of new sources of non-human energy, in­
~reases in productivity in the next few decades far exceeding the· 

\ mcrea~es of the past, both in amount and in speed. But since 

\ these mcreases can now be expected not only in the most ad-
\ vance~ capitalist countries but also in the most advanced socialist 
\ coun~nes, the increases will not be attributable to capitalism and 

so ~11. not automatically be taken to offset the shortcomings of 
capitalist society. On the contrary, such future increases in pro­
ductivity will heighten two effects that are already apparent as 
a result of recent increases. First, the liberal, capitalist ethos will 
hav~ to meet increasingly stiff ideological competition from the 
Soviet, socialist ethos. And second, the level of expectation of the 
underdeveloped peoples will increase, thus increasing their pre­
sent sense of injustice at the unequal distribution of human op­
portunity between the rich countries (which are mostly capitalist) 

L' and the poor countries. This sense of injustice is already pressing 
somewhat on the conscience of the West, and the moral feed­
back is likely to get stronger. 
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With these ten propositions before us we may return to our 
central question. Can we in the liberal-democracies retain the 
values of freedom and individuality that we most cherish? 

I shall suggest that the communist revolutions, and the revolu­
tions in the underdeveloped countries, which together seem to 
threaten our way of life, may be the saving of it. If we read the 
lessons of these revolutions properly, they may lead us to a re­
cognition of what we have to do retain and strengthen our liberal 
values. Liber<tl values ha_'{~_!JO:\'l__jo _compete, as the_y never had 
to_d~ be.fore, wit~ non~l}~e~~} -~ei!10Crat_i~ ~_l__ues. But the very 
fhmgthat has ~r~~tg4t _c:()l!lp_etit<?rsto the liberal society into tll(! _ 
field can release us from the dilemma which has plagued th~ 
liberal capitalist society up to-now;-What-has-brought-competitors 
into the_field is tJ:l~J?c:t, andthc_prospect,--thauhe_presenLand 
futur-e producti-ve--techniques--of-capi-talisnr can be transferred-to 
non-capitalist societies and can in those societies be used to en­
large the freedom anci_)1t-tmcinitY __ oLman}th-is- sa-11~e p(os_p~ctive 
in~~rse-if1prochlctive powers can, if '"e '~-ill it and if_ we see_what 
we_a.re_about, relcase_us_frOnuhc._dilemma oLtbe libg~~p_italj~t 
market society. For the dilemma- exists-only-when--it is assumed, 
a<; the \Vestern market societies have up to now assumed, that the 
permanent condition of mankind is a condition of scarcity in 
relation to unlimited desires. The dilemma has been that if we 
allow freedom to naturally unequal individuals, we are in fact 
denying equal freedom and humanity to all but the stronger and 
more skilful. For to allow freedom of enterprise and of acquisi­
tion has been to deny equal access to the means of labour, that 
is, to deny equal access to the means of a fully human life. The 
choice had to be made between freedom along with denial of full 
humanity to all but the stronger and more skilful, or denial of 
freedom in the interest of more equal chances of humanity. The 
liberal capitalist society chose freedom and denial of full hu­
manitv. The choice no lon{Ter has to be made. It had to be made . "' 
only while scarcity was kinO' and while, therefore, the incentive 

"' of unlimited freedom of acquisition was needed to get the in-
creased production that was desired. 

The implacable force in the drama of liberal society was scar­
city~- rciation t~-tt~Ii~it~d :d.~~i~C. It:,vas scarCity_ arid unlimited­
desire that -made the drama, and while it lasted it was tragedy. 
But now we can sec it for what it has become, melodrama. Scar-
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city in relation to unlimited desire can now be seen for what it is, 
merely the villain in a melodrama, who can be disposed of before 
the play is finished. We can begin to recognize now that the 
vision of scarcity in relation to unlimited desire was a creation 

\ 

of the capitalist market so_siety. Certainly, before the advent of 
that society, nobody assumed that unlimited desire was the natu­

. :alAa~d p~operattnb~tf of th~hu~an byeingb. You do not find it 
m nstot e or in !:)t. T 1omas qumas. ou egin to find it only 
with the rise of the capitalist market society in the seventeenth 
century, i~ Hobbes and m Locke, and lf IS carnea !O its logical 
conclusion -by-Jariies~ill, at the beginning of the. nineteenth 
century, for whom-the "grand _g<_>\~r.nil}gJa\~---ofhuman nature" 
was the insatiable desire ()[;;cry man for p;wcr t~der the 
person and propci:iics-of other~_ s_~_b~~l"\'i~J._!Q_hi~ p!~t~cs. 
_Th~ dilem~~ \Vas still a real~~ when James Mill grappled 

wtth It. But It IS no longer so. We have been, or rather we can 
be, liberated from the dilemma of scar~ity by the n~roduc­
tivity o~ch we dispose in prospect. We can see now that men l are not by nature mfimtely desirous creatures,but were only 
made so by the market society, which compelled men to seek 
ever greater power in order to maintain even a modest level of 
satisfactions. 

It may seem odd to say that scarcity was invented with the 
market society, and by market men. Had not mankind always 
lived in penury, at least ever since some supposed golden age 
back in the mists of time? Yet in a very real sense scarcity was 
an invention of market society. What was invented was the notion 
of scarcity as a thing to be overcome. Scarcity was set up as the 
condition whose conquest was ·to be the great object of human 
endeavour. Scarcity was thus put in the forefront of human con­
sciQllSDess. But it was only put there when the emerging capitalist 
market society needed it as an organizing principle. The concept 
of scarcity became central and dominant only as capitalist society 
set about overcoming it. Scarcity was created by the very process 
of organizing to overcome it. An overmastering consciousness of 
scarcity had to be created in order to justify the capitalist society 
and to give it its driving force. An all-pervasive awareness o~· 
scarcity was needed "both to justify the operations of those who 
came out at the top and to motivate those who stayed below and 
had to be made to work harder than they had worked before. 
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We d£ln't need this dominant concept of scarcity anx longer. 
We don't need any longer the morality which gives pride of place 
to the motive of acquisition. We don't need any longer the in­
centive of unlimited freedom of acq~isition. In at least the most 
advanced capttahst countnes, we produce already more com­
modities andrnore new cap1tal than we know what to do with. 
And in the \·ery near future our problem will be not to get peo­
ple to work but to find something for them to do, not to make 
the most efficient use of scarce means but to start repairing the 
scarcity of the human values that have been submerged in the 
struggle against material scarcity. · 

How great a change is possible and is required was foreseen 
thirty-five years ago by the most eminent English liberal of our 
century, the great economist John :rvfaynard Keynes. In an essay 
entitled "Economic PossibilitleSToc-Our GrandCliildren" and 
dated 1930, he wrote this: 

When the accumulation of wealth is no longer of high social impor­
tance, there will be great changes in the code of morals. 'Ve shal! be 
able to rid ourselves of many of the pseudo-moral principles which. 
have hag-ridden us for two hundred years, by which we have exalted 
some of the most distasteful of human qualities into the position of 
the highest virtues. We shall be able to afford to dare to assess the 
money-motive at its true value . . . . All kinds of social customs and 
economic practices, affecting the distribution of wealth and of econo­
mic rewards and penalties, which we now maintain at all costs, how­
ever distasteful and unjust they may be in themselves, because they 
arc tremendously useful in promoting the accumulation of capital, we 
shall then be free, at last, to discard . 

. . . We shall once more value ends above means and prefer the good 
to the useful. 

... But [he added] beware! The time for all this is not yet. For at least 
another hundred years we must pretend to ourselves and to everyone 
that fair is foul and foul is fair; for foul is useful and fair is not. 
Avarice and usury and precaution must be our gods for a little longer 
still. For only they can lead us out of the tunnel of economic necessity 
into daylight.* 

Keynes gave it a hundred years from 1930. But the pace of 
change has quickened so much since he wrote, that we may judge 
the time to discard the morality of scarcity has already arrived. ) 

•1. M. Keynes: Essays in Persuasion (London, 1932) pp. 369-72. 
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(By discarding it, and only by discarding it, we can res.olve t~e 
'contradiction implicit in the market concept of freedom and m 
. the market concept of the human essence, which concepts, we 

~aw, were built _into the liberal-democratic justifying theory. We 
an then hope to retrieve the democratic values of equal freedOm 
nd equal access to a rational J2Urposive life. 

This is all very well, you may say, but ~ can we expect to 
do it? There are indeed two large objections to be overcome. The 
first is an objection about power. Individuals and nations in the 
liberal-democratic world, af.ter centuries of operating their com­
petitive market societies, !ire so accustomed to acquisitive behavi­
our and seeking power over others that they cannot easily be got 
out of this frame of mind. It may be economically possible now 
for them to drop it; it may be desirable that they should drop it; 
b.ut how can they drop it when the whole structure of their so­
Ciety has come to depend on power-seeking, both individual and 
national, both economic and political? 

The second objection that must be met is an objection about 
/ the conquest of scarcity. There has been, you may say, one enor­

mous . oversight in my account of the immanent conquest of 
m.atenal scarcity: it has overlooked the fact that there is, and 
Will b.e for a long time yet, tremendous poverty, tremendous 
matenal scarcity, in the underdeveloped countries. And in some­
what lesser degree the same is true of all but the most advanced 
of the communist countries. Perhaps then Lord Keynes's estimate 
0! a hundred years before we could discard the morality of scar-
City was not too long after all. 

I do not think this objection can be sustained, and when we 
see why not we shall see an answer to the first objection also. 
This second objection cannot be sustained because the under­
developed countries and the communist countries have under­
taken the conquest of material scarcity by methods other than 
the. a:quisitive, individual power-seeking, methods of the market 
societies. They rejected the market morality from the beginning. 
They . are trying to conquer scarcity without relying on the 
morality of scarcity. 

~o~eover (and this brings us towards an answer to the first 
objeCtiOn)' the communist countries who have been at it longer 
than the newly-independent underdeveloped countries, have al­
ready shown that they can do without the acquisitive market 
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morality and still be very powerful. Even the underdeveloped 
countries, while not militarily or economically powerful compared 
with either the capitalist or communist great powers, have suc­
ceeded in getting a voice in world affairs which can scarcely now 
be taken from them and which is likely to increase. To that ex­
tent, even they now have some power. 

I emphasize the power that the communist and the under­
developed countries have attained because I think it is crucial 
in one respect not usually noticed. They have shown that power 
does not necessarily depend on market motivation and market 
morality. They have rejected the market and have not lost but 
gained strength. Market behaviour is no longer the sole source of 
power. 

When the implications of this fact are realized they go far to 
meet the first of our two objections. The objection was that indi­
viduals and nations in the West cannot be expected to drop their 
acquisitive behaviour and their morality of scarcity because these 
are the way to power, and they are too thoroughly impregnated 
with the desire for power to be able to renounce the behaviour 
and morality that have given them power. 

This difficulty disappears when it is seen that acquisitive 
market behaviour is no longer the sole source of power. Indi­
viduals and nations will no doubt go on seeking to increase their 
powers, but they need no longer do so by putting material acqui­
sitiveness ahead of more equal freedoms. Indeed, not only need 
they not seek an increase of their power in this way, they are 
unlikely to get it this way. 

We are in for a long contest for power and influence between 
West and East (with the underdeveloped countries being an in­
creasingly significant factor). Warfare between great powers is 
no longer a possible way of settling the balance of power; the 
development of nuclear weapons has made that abundantly 
clear. Hence the relative power and influence of different nations 
and sections of the world is going to have to depend on the 
degree to which their economic and political systems satisfy the 
desires of all their people. Insofar as all these nations are demo­
cratic (in any one of the three ways we have seen), the desires 
of their people can be expected to be for equal access to the 
means of a decent life, or equal human rights. 

The societies that have rejected the capitalist system will have 
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both a moral advantage and a moral disadvantage in meeting 
that desire. The moral advantage is that they do not diminis~ 
any man's satisfaction by a compulsive transfer of part of Ius 
powers to others for the benefit of others. The moral disadvan­
tage is that they do not provide the same measure of political 
freedoms and civil liberties which arc also essential human 

' rights, as do the liberal capitalist countries. 
Now there is no way of calculating generally the relative wcig~lt 

that any people will give to these moral advantages and dis­
advantages. We cannot come up with a plus or minus rating that 
would be universally agreed on for any actual society, and there­
fore we cannot establish a certainly valid balance of moral 
advantage as between two societies. But if we can predict changes 
in the weight or amount of any of the factors in either or bo~h 
of the societies, and if the predicted changes arc not the same 10 

~he different kinds of society, we can speak of probable changes 
m the net moral advantage of one kind of society as compared 
with the other. I think we can predict that the non-capitalist 
countries will retain the moral advantage they now enjoy in not 
having a compulsive transfer of powers, and that they will de­
crease their moral disadvantage about political and civil liberties. 
They have every reason to introduce political and civil liberties 
as soon as they can afford them, for a police state is a costly and 
treacherous thing for any set of rulers. And they arc more able 
to afford them the more successful they are in reaching a high 
level of productivity which enables the other real wants of the 
~eople to be met, and so affords a natural basis for a stable poli­
tical system. 

'~· Now if the liberal capitalist countries merely retain their pre-
. sent moral advantage and disadvantao-e the net balance of ad-

"' ' vantage will tip against them, and they will decline in relati~e 
power. The societies which can best meet the demand of therr 
0\ f h . vn people for equal human rights, equal freedom or t etr 
members to realize their essential humanity, will be the ones that 
survive. What I am suggesting is that in the world from now on, 
power and influence will depend on moral advantage. And I am 
suggesting that we in the West will decline in power unless we 
can discard our possessive market morality. Power-oriented as we 
are, this argument should surely be decisive. 
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Moralists and theologians ha\·e been saying for a long time that 
we have got our values all wrong, in putting acquisition ahead 
of spiritual values. This has not cut much ice in the last three or 
four centuries because it was inconsistent with the search for indi­
vidual and national power to which market societies have been 
committed. But if I am right in saying that national power from 
now on is going to depend on moral advantage, on moral stature, 
then the claims of morality and power will coincide. The way to 
national power will be the recognition and promotion of equal 
human rights. And the pursuit of these ends will bring an en­
largement of individual power as well, not the powers of indi­
viduals over others or at the expense of others, but their powers 
to realize and enjoy their fullest human capacities. 

I am very conscious that in these lectures I have raised more 
questions than I have answered, and that such answers as I have 
seen and suggested have not included specific recommendations 
for action. If you want an operative conclusion, it is this: -1£11 
your politicians that the free way of life depends, to an extent 
they have not yet dreamed of, on the Western nations remedy­
ing the inequality of human rights as between ourselves and the 
poor nations. Nothing lessth~n massive aid, which will enable 
the po6~tio~s__to liff tne~seTves to recognizable liumaii equali­
ty, will nO\v_ conserve th~~o~~tattg·e_and_the_ ... po.\rer of the 
Jibe~-
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