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Foreword 

or some time, observers of the worldwide collapse of communism 
and the resurgence of free-market economics have been saying 
that 'socialism is dead'. Certainly, the word 'socialism' has gone out 

of fashion; most Western politicians on the political Left have been 
removing it from their rhetorical lexicons. Yet in no country has any 
serious attempt been made to reform the redistributive mechanisms of 
the welfare state. The marginal shift away from universal benefits and 
towards selective ones has been made in response to fiscal pressures 
rather than to any public rejection of the notion that the state should try 
to moderate income inequalities. Socialist ideology has lost its 
promise, but the collectivist view that the national product is there to 
be parcelled out according to principles of distribution unrelated to the 
productive process remains as popular as ever. 

Several of the studies published in the CIS Social Welfare Research 
Program have tried to demonstrate the illogicalities and inconsistencies 
at the heart of this belief: for example, the regular confusion between 
poverty and inequality. They have also pointed to the undesirable but 
predictable unintended consequences of trying to equalise incomes by 
political means: consequences like the diversion of resources to the 
politically influential middle classes and the reduction of opportunities 
for the poor. In Equalking PeopleDavid Green reinforces these points, 
in the context of a critique of the concept of 'social justice' and related 
notions of 'positive freedom' and 'citizenship' that are invoked by the 
defenders of the modem welfare state. He draws on F. A. Hayek's 
argument that such terms systematically confuse language by telescop- 
ing real distinctions in order to mask their coercive implications. Thus, 
the favourable connotations of the old idea of 'justice' - conforming 
to impartial and general rules - are carried over into the new idea of 
'social justice', which actually involves equalising incomes by means of - 
a compulsory tax-transfer system. 

Another conceptual confusion that gives much superficial validity 
to the case for the welfare state is that between 'self-interest' and 
'selfishness'. A moment's reflection confirms that we do expect people 
to attend to their own basic interests and needs; and we regard failure 
to do so on the part of able-bodied individuals as contemptible and 
parasitic. Yet although the free market is by far the most efficient 
mechanism for enabling individuals to promote their interests, its 
legitimacy is impugned by the claim that it actually promotes selfish- 
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ness and greed. One of the most valuable achievements of this paper 
is to show that the most famous advocate of the market mechanism - 
Adam Smith - was a moral philosopher for whom selfishness was a 
vice and benevolence a virtue. In his little-known treatise The Theory 
of Moral Sentiments, Smith demonstrated that it was possible for 
individuals to promote their self-interest in a way that contributed to 
the fulfilment of their moral obligations. Indeed, it is the pursuit of 
equality that encourages greed and materialism, since it reduces 
individuals to the status of satisfaction seekers; it also diverts attention 
from the unpriced and unrewarded services which individuals continu- 
ally perform for one another and which are more important to us than 
the material goods that alone can be equalised. In this connection 
David Green cites to great effect the French philosopher Bertrand de 
Jouvenel, whose study The Ethics of Redistribution, published 40 years 
ago, deserves to be much better known. 

Dr Green's paper is a significant contribution to the task of 
demystifying the welfare state and showing that behind terms like 
'social justice' and 'positive freedom' lies a process of compulsory 
redistribution and political opportunism that contradicts any coherent 
and defensible notions of justice and freedom. Perhaps the most 
pressing intellectual task is to distinguish between relief of poverty 
(which is a legitimate concern of the state) and equalisation of incomes 
(which is not). 

Equalising People was originally published in 1990 by the Health 
and Welfare Unit of the Institute of Economic Affairs. The CIS is 
grateful to Dr Green and the IEA for the opportunity to reproduce it for 
the CIS Social Welfare Research Program. 

Michael James 

viii 



Acknowledgements 

I have benefited greatly from the advice of Peter Collison, Rudolf Klein, 
Robert Pinker, Sir Reginald Murley, Arthur Seldon, Ralph Harris and 
other members of the Advisory Council of the IEA Health and Welfare 
Unit, not all of whom share the views expressed in Equalising People. 
As always I must record my special thanks to Ralph Harris and Arthur 
Seldon for their efforts on my behalf and thanks are no less due to 
Caroline Quest and Marjorie Hutton for their comments on early drafts. 

David Green 



David G. Green 

About the Author 

Dr David Green is currently the Director of the Health and Welfare 
Unit of the Institute of Economic Affairs. He was formerly a Research 
Fellow at the Australian National University from 1981 to 1983. 

His books include Power and Party in a n  Englkh City (1980)) 
(with Lawrence Cromwell) Mutual Aid or Welfare State: Australia's 
Friendly Socktia (1984), Working Class Patients and the Medical Es- 
tablkhment (1985), and The New Right: The Counter-Revolution in 
Political, Economic and Social Bought (1987). The IEA has published 
his i%e Welfare State: ForRich or forPoor (1982)) Which Doctor(1985), 
Challenge to the NHS (1986), Medicines in the Marketplace (1987)) 
Everyone a Private Patient (1988) and Should Doctors Advertise? 
(1989). 

Dr Green is the author of the CIS Occasional Paper Social Welfare: 
The Changing Debate (1988) and coauthor of the CIS Policy Mono- 
graph Healthy competition (1989). 



Chapter 1 

Introduction 

A fter ten years of counter-revolution against the dominant collec- 
tivism of the post-war years, a new consensus is beginning to 
develop. Market competition is now widely accepted as the best 

way to create prosperity but market philosophy is still perceived by 
many as deficient. In particular, markets are said to foster selfishness. 
The remedy, according to socialist and social-democratic intellectuals, 
is to supplement market forces with 'social justice'. 

Social justice and closely related concepts like 'positive freedom' 
and 'citizenship' all have an attractive ring. But in contemporary 
political usage they are synonyms for equality of outcome, the doctrine 
which demands that the power of the state should be used to equalise 
people. This paper is written in the belief that there are many of a 
socialist and social-democratic bent who have not yet appreciated the 
harm that will ensue if social justice, positive freedom and citizenship 
guide government policy. 

In essence, each of these notions entails a call for the politicisation 
of more aspects of each individual's life. Democracy, to the extent that 
it enables us to get rid of governments without bloodshed, is an 
unequivocal good but politicisation of ever more areas of our private 
lives increases the power of the state at the expense of individuals, thus 
burdening politicians with multiplying distractions from their essential 
duties, and at the same time rendering each person less able to control 
his or her own affairs and more a pawn in a game played by whatever 
faction or fashion happens to control the government of the day. 

There have been two main strands in British socialism embracing 
both production and consumption. On the one hand, British socialists 
shared the Marxist desire to put under government control the chief 
means of production, distribution and exchange; and on the other, 
they sought to achieve equality, or social justice, in consumption. 
There is now little desire for the nationalisation of the means of 
production and less desire for economic planning even among com- 
munists, because experience this century has taught that a market 
economy delivers prosperity whilst government control of prices and 
production obstructs it. However, the desire for 'redistributive justice' 
retains much of its old force. The new consensus among socialists 
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accepts the market as the goose that lays the golden egg but the golden 
egg is to be distributed within the political system, not through the 
mutual adjustment of the market place. 

The new socialism has, therefore, shifted its focus from production 
to consumption. It no longer desires to use the power of the state to 
take direct control of industrial production; instead it hopes to use state 
power to equalise consumption. The socialist desire for material 
equality, not only remains, but is being repackaged and advocated with 
renewed vigour under the rallying cries of 'citizenship', 'social justice' 
and 'positive freedom'. It is, however, tempered by the new realism. 
Few socialists aspire to bring about absolute equality; rather they believe 
there is a trade-off between equity and efficiency. Equality, therefore, is 
to be pursued only up to the point at which it is thought consistent with 
economic efficiency. 

This idea strikes many as, at worst, harmless and at best thoroughly 
desirable and as a member of the Labour Party until 1981 I once shared 
this view. I can, therefore, understand its appeal but I now believe that 
experience of pursuing equality of outcome this century, not only in 
communist countries, shows that it is incompatible with a society of free 
individuals. Market competition should not be looked upon merely as 
a device for creating wealth which can then be parcelled out in the 
political process. It is inseparable from a wider vision of a society of 
thinking, valuing, choosing, and morally responsible citizens. 

From reactions to earlier drafts of this paper I know that this line 
of reasoning will anger those who see the pursuit of 'social justice' as 
a kind of middle way between the old statist socialism and unfettered 
capitalism. And there is a sense in which the pursuit of partial equality 
is preferable to absolute equalisation, but the question remains: why 
use the power of the state to equalise incomes at all? There is a strong 
case for using the powers of government to prevent hardship, but once 
poverty has been eliminated why should the government concern itself 
in any way with the incomes people have? If there is a single 
overwhelming reason why supporters of social justice will be angered 
by my argument that equalisation is incompatible with individual 
liberty, it is that socialism is seen as being on a higher moral plane than 
capitalism. I once took this view myself, but I now believe that to fail 
to see the centrality to capitalism of personal moral responsibility is to 
misunderstand its character on a grand scale. More than any other 
philosophy, capitalism (or classical liberalism) is based on a concep- 
tion of the individual as a morally responsible agent. 

Many intellectuals who identify with the Left are making an effort 



to adjust to the reality that market competition creates prosperity and 
many have been willing to assert that the value of markets should be 
recognised by socialists. But they have not yet understood the moral 
character of capitalism. For decades capitalism has been characterised 
as callous and uncaring and socialism presented as humanitarian. The 
result is that it takes quite an effort for intellectuals to break with 
socialism because, at first, the choice seems to be as stark as that 
between good and evil. Having gone through this process myself I do 
not want to fall into the trap of being too harsh on those who are as yet 
still making the journey. And having been wrong once before, I hope 
the assertions I make in this paper are made with due reserve. But the 
fact is that the image of capitalism as an immoral system is a shallow 
caricature and the idea that socialism is morally superior is a monstrous 
exaggeration. Moreover, on closer inspection, the moral element of 
socialism turns out to be its demand for social justice. And social justice 
turns out to be the political demand that the power of the state be used 
to equalise individual incomes and possessions. Far from encouraging 
the altruistic side of human nature, the pursuit of equality promotes 
narrow selfishness by transforming the political process into a 
mechanism for profiting at the expense of other people, 

The paper is organised as follows. Chapters 2 and 3 ask why social 
justice retains its attractiveness despite the harm that has already been 
done in its name, particularly since World War II. An important factor 
has been the tendency to confuse the relief of hardship with 
redistributive justice. Relief of the hardship due to poverty has long 
enjoyed wide support, but I will suggest that it is very different in both 
its effects and its nature from equalising or 'compressing' incomes. 
Support for the relief of hardship is based loosely on a sense that the 
rich ought to give out of their abundance to support the poor, but this 
is quite different from the desire to confiscate the possessions of others 
for purposes that go beyond the relief of hardship. 

Most important of all is the claimed dislike of self-interest which is 
rooted in utopian socialist theories. I will examine how far modern 
theories of redistributive justice truly eschew self-interest and ask how far 
it can properly be said that markets encourage selfishness or acquid- 
tiveness. Because the latter is the most powerful of the factors explaining 
support for social justice it is the subject of a separate chapter. 

Chapters 4 and 5 examine the claim that renewed demands for 
equalisation pose a threat to individual liberty, Chapter 4 focusing on the 
confusion between positive and negative freedom, and Chapter 5 on 
social justice and citizenship. Chapter 6 summarises the conclusions. 



Chapter 2 

The mure of Social Justice: 
Refief of Poverty and One Nation 

he pursuit of 'social justice' is now enjoying a new lease of life as 
the focal point of Labour's appeal to the electorate but, notwith- 
standing its new realism, the Labour Party still shows insufficient 

awareness of the dangers of over-mighty government. In particular, 
the fatal confusion between freedom and power entailed in the 
distinction between positive and negative freedom is still fostered by 
the leaders of socialist thought, including politicians like Roy Hattersley 
and Bryan Gould and even acadkmics like Professor Raymond Plant. 
The Social and Liberal Democrats are no less attracted to these ideas, 
as Paddy Ashdown's book (1989) reveals. 

Why does redistributive justice retain its appeal? Modern theories 
of redistribution have four main themes. First, there has long been a 
widely-supported belief that we all have a duty to relieve hardship. For 
most of British history the duty to help the poor was understood as a 
personal obligation, but now it is seen as one of the duties of the state. 
There is no automatic objection from a classical-liberal standpoint to 
the state undertaking this role, but the problem today is that the wide 
support for the relief of hardship has been exploited by egalitarians to 
cultivate support for equality, a doctrine calling for the power of the 
state to be used, not to assist the poor, but to equalise people. 

Second, it is said that poverty should not exist alongside prosperity, 
from which it is inferred that the rich have a special obligation to help the 
poor. This notion is intermingled with two other sentiments: a sense of 
resentment towards the wealthy on the one hand and, on the other, a 
desire to profit at the expense of other people. Third, providing for the 
poor is said to create social solidarity or 'one nation'. Political support 
for this idea is built partly on Bismarckian pragmatism aimed at deterring 
disorder among the lower orders and also on the Tory one-nation 
tradition rooted ultimately in a sense of common interest of the upper 
and lower classes reinforced by noblesse oblige. Among social policy 
analysts, however, the chief influence is citizenship theory. Fourth, 
equality draws its moral force from utopian theories condemning the 
pursuit of self-interest and advocating brotherly love. This chapter deals 
with the first three factors and Chapter 3 is devoted to the fourth. 



Purloining the Welfare Impulse 

The first foundation stone on which 'social justice' is built is the desire 
to relieve hardship. Among the achievements of egalitarians has been 
the concealment of policies designed to equalise people behind a 
smoke screen of compassionate talk about relieving poverty. This has 
enabled advocates of equalisation to exploit support for the relief of 
poverty by falsely characterising measures designed to equalise people 
as measures to relieve suffering. 

DefLning poverty. A particular landmark was the so-called redis- 
covery of poverty in the 1960s, when in reality poverty was not so 
much rediscovered as redefined. Instead of defining poverty in terms 
of hardship, the poverty line was calculated in relation to average 
earnings. Although the distinction came to be discussed as one 
between absolute and relative poverty, this mis-states the difference, 
because any definition of poverty based on hardship must be relative 
to the extent that public conceptions of hardship change over time. But 
the fact that conceptions of hardship have changed as prosperity has 
increased does not justify linking the poverty line to average or median 
earnings, with the result that a large proportion of the population is 
always said to be poor without regard to their actual standard of life. 
Some publications of the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) exem- 
plify the confusion at the heart of much analysis of this kind. 

The Growing Divide, by A. Walker and C. Walker (1987), which 
assesses the first eight years of Thatcherism is typical. In one of the 
essays, David Piachaud reports that over the period from 1978 to 1987, 
the retail price index (excluding housing) increased by 86 per cent, the 
supplementary benefit (now income support) rate for a single person 
increased by 95.5 per cent and personal disposable income per capita 
increased by 122.5 per cent. Adjusted for inflation, recipients of 
supplementary benefit, therefore, enjoyed increased income in real 
terms of about 5 per cent, but the CPAG author prefers to focus on a 
comparison with average earnings and claims that supplementary 
benefit levels have 'fallen considerably' (Walker & Walker, 1987:22; 
emphasis added). He uses the term 'fallen' when in fact they have not 
fallen at all; they increased more slowly than average earnings. In- 
deed, on the same page he makes the very point that supplementary 
benefit levels have maintained and slightly increased their value in real 
terms under the Conservative government, but notes that they have not 
increased so rapidly as the incomes of others. Yet, in his final 
assessment of the period 1978-1987 he disregards the distinction 
between 'falling' and 'increasing more slowly'. 



David G. Green 

Piachaud reports correctly that the number of people receiving 
supplementary benefit increased from 3 million to nearly 5 million, 
mainly due to unemployment. He then switches from talking about 
people on the supplementary benefit level to talking about those at or 
40 per cent above it. Referring to persons in poverty or 'close to 
poverty' (that is, those with incomes up to 40 per cent above 
supplementary benefits), he reports an increase from 11 570 000 in 
1979 to 16 380 000 in 1983 (1987:25). This misleading use of language 
is the basis of the oft-repeated claim that one-third of the nation is poor. 
The facts are that 5 per cent of the population is below the supple- 
mentary benefit level, about 11 per cent live on it and a further 19 per 
cent live on incomes up to 40 per cent above the supplementary 
benefit level. Yet Piachaud concludes that there has been a massive 
increase in the number 'left behind' and his final assessment is that the 
burden of poverty has 'increased grotesquely' during the first eight 
years of Thatcherism (1987:26). In another essay, which uses the same 
evidence as Piachaud, Martin Loney of the Open University complains 
about the power of the media and blames it for enabling the 
government to 'reduce the incomes of the poorest', when they have 
not been reduced in any sense (1987:8). 

Professor Alan Walker in the same volume accuses the govern- 
ment of trying to define poverty out of existence, claiming that 'time 
after time over the last eight years the Government has chosen to 
restrict the public's access to the truth about the social condition of 
Britain'. He speaks of the increasingly divided nature of British society, 
particularly the 'fissure between rich and poor that has widened into a 
chasm since 1979' (1987:4-5). He also finds Britain grotesque: 

Economic 'success' built on the foundations of grotesque 
inequalities, pauperisation and the illness and premature 
death of the poor in fact spells . . . economic and social 
disaster. (1987:7) 

Indeed, he finds Britain not only grotesque but uncivilised: 'By the 
weight of evidence and argument presented here, Britain in 
the mid-1980s is rapidly losing its claim to be a chilised 
society1(1987:6; emphasis in original). Martin Loney contributes a 
further use of the term 'grotesque'. The 'grotesque inequality' of 
contemporary Britain, he says, 'ultimately demeans us all' (1987:18). 
The frequent use of the term 'grotesque' suggests an aesthetic 
displeasure with the pattern of distribution but, in any event, the 
assessment of these CPAG authors is unsupported by the evidence. 



In the period they studied, the standard of living of those on 
supplementary benefit increased in real terms. But this reality is 
masked by comparing supplementary benefit, not with the retail 
price index, but with average earnings and further masked by 
confounding people at or below the supplementary benefit level 
with people who earn up  to 40 per cent above it. 

Trickle down. The same evidence used to confuse an increase with 
a decrease in the standard of living of the poor is also used in an 
attempt to rebut the argument of classical liberals that economic 
growth is the best way to raise the standard of life for all. It is often said 
that classical economists are indifferent towards the poor, if not 
downright callous, but a plain reading of the work of the classical 
economists from Adam Smith onwards reveals the contrary. Their 
constant preoccupation was to understand how a nation could prosper 
in order that all its citizens could improve their standard of life, and 
their particular concern was to improve the conditions of the 'labouring 
classes'. Egalitarians call the process whereby the standard of life of all 
citizens is raised 'trickle down', a term which belittles it (see for 
example Walker & Walker, 1987: 10). 

Examination of the last 200 years plainly reveals that economic 
freedom has delivered greater prosperity for all. This is also the 
conclusion drawn by communist countries who are now openly 
abandoning socialism. The authors of n e  Growing Divide, however, 
chose to focus on the eight years from 1979 to 1987 and contend that 
evidence from that period proves that 'trickle down' does not work. 
Ignoring the long-run timescale applied by the classical economists 
and ignoring the plain fact that the standard of living of those on 
supplementary benefit increased in real terms between 1979 and 1987, 
Professor Alan Walker dismisses the government's claim that a pros- 
perous economy will benefit all citizens by pointing out that supple- 
mentary benefit rates did not increase as fast as average earnings 
between 1979 and 1987. The poor, he says, 'have got steadily poorer 
relative to the rest of the community over the last eight years, despite 
. . . economic growth' (Walker & Walker, 19873). Professor Walker 
goes on to complain that the government has deliberately pursued 
policies of 'impoverishment and inequality' (1987:129); and Martin 
Loney suggests in even more colourful language that 'the immiseration 
of a growing section of the population may be seen as an episode in 
the long standing struggle to maintain the status and privileges of the 
rich' (1987:9). 

A more recent attempt to discredit classical economic thought 



David G. Green 

was made by the House of Commons select committee on social 
sellrices (1989-90). It reported an error in the government's calcula- 
tion of the earnings of low-income families between 1981 and 1985. 
Before the error was discovered it was believed that the incomes of 
the poorest 10 per cent of the population had risen by 8.4 per cent 
compared with the average of 4.8 per cent for the whole population, 
whereas the figure should have been 2.6 per cent compared with 5.4 
per cent. The conclusion drawn by many commentators was that 
trickle-down theory had been discredited. 

But as I will argue more fully in Chapter 4, 'trickle-down' is the 
term commonly applied to the thinking of the classical economists who 
argued that the best way to overcome poverty is to understand the 
'causes of the wealth of nations'. Adam Smith, for instance, was 
arguing against the old order, under which most people were born to 
a particular station in life and for whom material conditions hardly 
changed from one century to the next. For Smith, the solution to 
poverty was to set free human ingenuity by breaking the power of the 
guilds and the monopolists who prospered under the protection of 
one-sided laws. 

Even if the incomes of the lowest 10 per cent had fallen between 
1981 and 1985, Smith's theory that free scope for human inventiveness, 
practical wisdom and initiative is the way to end poverty would not 
have been disproved because the timescale he had in mind was longer. 
In any event, the incomes of the bottom 10 per cent increased. 

Summary: Much discussion of poverty is marred not only by the use 
of exaggerated and emotive language but also by disregarding valid 
distinctions. It may or may not be a bad thing that supplementary 
benefit levels rose less rapidly than average earnings, but either way 
'falling' remains distinct from 'rising'. No less important, there is a 
difference between being at or below the supplementary benefit 
level and being up to 40 per cent above it. Nor do the contributors 
to The Growing Divide make the least effort to justify linking the 
poverty line to average earnings. The average reflects a huge 
multiplicity of individual circumstances, including the success or 
failure of companies in meeting the demand for goods and services, 
labour mobility, personal choices between work and leisure, pref- 
erences for training and re-training, competition from foreign com- 
panies and so on. The public policy issue should not be whether the 
poverty line matches changes in an arbitrary statistical artefact like 
average earnings; rather it should be how to agree upon the 
acceptable minimum standard of life for a citizen of this country. The 



government's proper role is to prevent people falling below the 
minimum and to do so in such a way as to assist able-bodied 
recipients of benefit to become independent, self-supporting citizens 
as quickly as possible. Egalitarian partisans have also failed to see 
how equalisation undermines the process whereby differential suc- 
cess in serving one's fellow citizens is signalled. But I will return to 
this issue in Chapter 4. 

Profiting at the Expense of Others 

It is often said that socialist policies of confiscation are based on envy. 
This has some truth in it but envy does not satisfactorily account for 
egalitarianism. The chief factors are twofold: (a) the characterisation 
of the spending of the wealthy as frivolous and, therefore, unjustified 
whilst others suffer real hardship, and (b) the exploitation of the human 
desire to obtain something for nothing, when in reality the benefits are 
at the general expense. 

If you said to any cross-section of the population that the wealthy 
few must give up their yachts so that the Income Support level can be 
raised there would be much SUppOrt, at least at first because spending 
on yachts is seen as frivolous. The problem is that the total amount of 
money spent frivolously is small and the end result of redistribution 
over the last 40 years or so has been the heavy imposition of taxes on 
people who are far from wealthy and will never be in a position to buy 
a yacht. Far from ending bad or wasteful patterns of life to help the 
poor, redistribution has meant eroding the income of the low-paid 
worker. 

In any event, much personal spending is not frivolous, and 
reducing disposable incomes has meant that individuals and families 
are unable to accumulate savings sufficient, for instance, to invest in 
capital goods. There is a hidden assumption that the weekly wage 
represents the cost of physical support plus 'pocket money' for luxuries 
and conveniences from which it follows that there is no harm in the 
government taking part of it away. But the result has been insufficient 
investment in capital and, in the view of some, insufficient spending on 
cultural activities. A further unintended consequence has been that 
governments have taken responsibility for investment and cultural 
spending. Grant-making agencies like the Arts Council have been 
founded to encourage the arts, leading to still higher taxation and still 
further central power. And industr~al investment has been encouraged, 
even under Mrs Thatcher, by direct subsidies from the taxpayer and by 
offering inducements to corporations to invest when similar incentives 
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are not available to individuals or families. Thus, the perverse result of 
I socialist policies of high taxation has been the enhancement of the 
I power, not only of the state, but also of corporations at the expense of 

individuals and families. The consequence has therefore been redistri- 
bution, not from the rich to the poor, but from families to corporations 
and from all individuals to the state. 

So far I have accepted that much support for redistributive justice 
is based on the widespread public desire to relieve hardship, but in 
reality it is also based on a rather lower motive. In practice much 
support for redistribution feeds on and stimulates selfishness by telling 
voters that they will benefit from taxes imposed on others. Professor 
Ruth Lister, for instance, a former director of CPAG, urges improve- 
ments in child benefit, pensions, the position of the long-term unem- 
ployed and the introduction of a phased disability income scheme, all 
of which she believes should be financed by taxes on the top 5 per cent 
of earners (Walker & Walker, 1987:148). In doing so she is encour- 
aging people to demand benefits at the expense of the wealthy when 
the reality of the welfare state for the majority is that they are being 
bribed with their own money. 

The real significance of such bribery is that it has broken the 
traditional solidarity of all taxpayers against the over-spending pro- 
clivities of government. In Britain our liberties were built on this 
solidarity as monarchs from the Saxons to the Stuarts and their 
successors conceded individual rights and constitutional checks in 
return for taxes. The policy of governments this century has been to 
divide and rule by telling one section of the population that their 
benefits are at the expense of others. The result has been a higher 
burden of taxation than ever, and a particularly high burden on the 
low paid. 

Selfishness is deeply ingrained in people. Children have to be 
taught the value of sharing and showing consideration to others but 
whatever our upbringing, selfish drives remain with us and for this 
reason it is important that our institutions discourage rather than 
promote narrow selfishness. Encouraging people to believe that they 
can benefit at the public expense achieves the very reverse. It fosters 
and breeds selfishness. 

Social Solidarity 

The third idea lending support to the pursuit of social justice is that of 
social solidarity, a principle to which the Thatcher Government was 
thought to feel little adherence. Indeed, it has been accused of 
deliberately creating two nations. 



The desire for social solidarity has historically had various roots, 
including patriotism, nationality, race, religion, tradition and hierarchy. 
Even today, the Bismarckian desire to deter the 'lower orders' from 
rebellion and the Old Tory concept of social hierarchy retain some 
vitality. But the chief factor affecting social policy is the view that 
universal benefits avoid stigmatising the poor and create a sense of 
citizenship. For writers such as Richard Titmuss, the welfare state ought 
not to be seen as public charity. Instead it is the means by which 
people are integrated into the community and compensated if they are 
the victims of economic change. 

Those who wish to integrate people through universal benefits 
believe that their policy will permit every person to become a citizen. 
This citizenship theory owes much to T. H. Marshall, who contended 
that before the welfare state people acquired political and civil rights 
to which we have now added 'social' rights, including welfare rights 
and social services. Social rights gave people the right to 'share to the 
full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being 
according to the standards prevailing in the society' (1963:74). More 
recent advocates of citizenship theory claim that people are excluded 
from society if they are denied certairi consumption opportunities and 
contend that this gives them a claim on the public purse (Harris, 
1987: 148). 

I will return to citizenship theory in Chapter 5 and for the 
moment must confine myself to noting that citizenship theorists fail to 
acknowledge that social solidarity is possible without equality of 
outcome. People may also feel a bond of loyalty towards institutions 
which offer a minimum without equality. And more important still, 
people may feel loyalty towards institutions because they provide 
opportunities for self development and for making private and 
unpoliticised contributions to the well-being of others. 



Chapter 3 

The Allure of Social Justice: 
Brotherly Love and Acquisitiveness 

he fourth source of support for social justice comes from utopian 
theories which have urged that by abolishing private property 
altogether we could end social antagonism and encourage more 

fraternal social relationships. In the Marxist tradition the abolition of 
private property was expected to bring about the withering away of the 
state. Now socialists accept private property, not only because in those 
countries which have abolished it antagonism has not diminished, but 
also because private property and market production have proved 
better able to bring about economic prosperity. 

However, economic growth has not always been sought by 
socialists. Part of the allure of socialism has been the idea of sharing 
produce rather than competing for it. This much inspired the early 
Fabians like Sidney Webb, who found in socialism a substitute faith for 
his lost religious belief (Webb, 1926:143). But sharing has worked only 
where possessions are not simply shared but also spurned altogether 
as, for instance, in a monastery. Most socialists, however, do not reject 
possessions totally. Socialism therefore: 

seeks to restore . . . unity without the faith which causes it. It 
seelrs to restore sharing as amongst brothers without con- 
tempt for worldly goods, without recognition of their worth- 
lessness. It does not accept the view that consumption is a 
trivial thing, to be kept down to the minimum. (De Jouvenel, 
1951:12) 

These words of Bertrand de Jouvenel have lost none of their relevance 
in the 40 years since they were first spoken. Earlier socialists like 
Tawney did eschew material goods beyond a certain level of consump- 
tion. No person, Tawney thought, should desire more material goods 
than those necessary to enable the individual to be of service to others, 
but his attitude has few adherents in today's Labour Party (Dennis & 
Halsey, 1988). The Green Party, which opposes economic growth on 
environmental grounds, comes closer to Tawney's ideal. 

Although the total rejection of material things has few supporters 
today, the moral appeal of socialism is still based on its claim to 



repudiate the relentless pursuit of self-interest. Modern socialist 
rhetoric often takes this line and many journalists have imbibed these 
assumptions, perhaps without much thought. Such talk is so pervasive 
it even appears in normally more reflective organs like The Financial 
Tima, Michael Prowse, for instance, a leader writer and columnist on 
The Financial Tima says this about Thatcherism: 

Those who care deeply about social justice have often felt 
themselves to be conducting a dialogue with the deaf. . . 
Society, in the eyes of Thatcherism, is an illusion: all that 
really exists are isolated individuals. The goal of policy 
should be to encourage maximum self-reliance and to give 
individuals maximum freedom to exercise their God-given 
preferences in the market place. . . the principle raison d'etre 
is the accumulation of material goods which are to be passed 
on to the next generation. (Prowse, 1989) 

Alongside the condemnation of self-interest, however, socialists also 
advocate faster economic growth, that is, the accumulation of material 
goods. And as de Jouvenel has written: 'If "more goods" are the goal 
to which society's efforts are to be addressed, why should "more 
goods" be a disreputable objective for the individual?' (de Jouvenel, 
1951:12). 

People as Consumers 

Now at the forefront of socialist thought is the idea of economic growth 
combined with equality of consumption. The idea of equalising 
consumption rests on the view that consumer satisfaction is legitimate, 
but that access to the good things of life is unequal and should be made 
more equal. Consumer satisfaction as such is not challenged. Few 
socialists have understood precisely how shallow an ideal equality of 
consumption is. People are seen primarily as consumers or satisfaction 
seekers. No less important, the desire to equalise consumption ignores 
services which are not priced. This diverts attention away from 
services which are not cornrnercialised such as the mutual services of 
husband and wife in marriage, the training and care of children within 
the family, voluntary help given to neighbours and friends or organised 
work for voluntary organisations. Indeed, much of what makes for a 
good and fulfilled life is voluntary and unrewarded. Advocates of 
equalisation also neglect the extent to which individual incomes are 
often spent for the benefit of others: to give satisfaction to friends and 
neighbours, or to sustain what some might consider to be higher forms 
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of civilisation. Moreover, the desire for equalisation has promoted the 
tendency for the total worth of individuals to be reckoned in terms of 
the services for which they are remunerated. 

Redistributionists think overwhelmingly in terms of consumer 
satisfaction, and their focus on equating satisfactions distracts them 
from the reality that there is more to life than consumer satisfaction: 

To the social philosopher interested in human beings it must 
seem absurd that one should be passionately interested in 
equalising among these lives supplies of the 'stuff', on the 
ground that absorbing the stuff is the stuff of life. (De 
Jouvenel, 1951:53) 

Socialism has enjoyed much support because it has been seen as based 
on the idealism of hoping for a better world with less antagonism and 
more caring relationships. But where is the idealism in the modern 
socialist vision of economic growth combined with the equalisation of 
consumption? The reality is that modern theories of redistributive 
justice take much of their inspiration from the narrowest kind of selfish 
materialism. 'Social justice', in the sense of equal consumer satisfac- 
tion, hardly deserves to be classified as an ideal at all. De Jouvenel 
again: 

Nothing quite so trivial has ever been made into a social ideal. 
. . What is to be held against them is not that they are utopian, 
it is that they completely fail to be so; . . . not that they wish 
to transform society beyond the realm of possibility, but that 
they have renounced any essential transformation; not that 
their means are unrealistic, but that their ends are flat-footed. 
(1951:48) 

Markets and the Encouragement of Acquisitiveness 

Socialist writers in recent decades have been successful, not only in 
creating the impression that socialists are well intentioned, but also that 
anyone who opposes them is selfish. Even scholars like Professor 
Raymond Plant, who are making an honest effort to come to terms with 
the failure of socialism, still retain their doubts about markets. Writing 
jointly with an American colleague, Kenneth Hoover, Plant argues that 
the market encourages egoism over altruism: 

There may well be a place for markets in a humane society but 
they must be kept in their place, because they encourage 
some forms of behaviour rather than others, viz. egoism over 



altruism, and rational calculation of advantage over trust. 
(Hoover & Plant, 1989:232) 

They claim that under what they call 'individualist conservatism': 

What matters is the result of a person's endeavours and 
whether others are prepared to pay for it. This is the only 

I criterion of value applicable in a free society. (1989:51; 
emphasis added) 

Professor Plant's doubts are those of a scholar who is tlying to come to 
terms with the new realities, but it is difficult to detect scholarly caution 
in all leftist claims about the selfishness of capitalism. Professor Alan 
Walker, in the CPAG book cited earlier, for instance, denounces 
Thatcherism as 'the politics of selfishness' and argues that the British 
people will support an alternative strategy built on collectivist and 
altruistic values. Despite the 'constant barrage of exhortations for self- 
reliance and self-interest', these collective impulses, he says, 'keep 
reasserting themselves in the public opinion polls' (Walker & Walker, 
1987:7). In the same publication, Martin Loney of the Open University 
uses even stronger language. Greed, he says, has been elevated into 
'a national religion' (1987:19). 

This parody of classical liberalism as inhumane or greedy is 
widespread in social-policy literature. In a typical recent contribution, 
Brttkih Welfare Policy: Workhouse to Workfare, Anne Digby, a lecturer 
at Oxford Polytechnic, interprets differences of view over social policy 
as a struggle between humanity and efficiency: 

Setting the requirements of humanity in social welfare policies 
against those of efficiency in the market involves striking a 
balance between social and economic markets in our mixed 
economy. That the scales are tipping decisively against 
humanity is indicated by recent discussion of the desirability 
of workfare policies by politicians on the political right. 
(Digby, 1989:131) 

Summing up, Digby says that a period of financial constraint appears 
to have made many voters 'more conscious of their purse-strings than 
their heart-strings' (1989:3). 

Self-interest and SelfMmess 

The propaganda victory of the Left in associating markets with selfishness 
is based largely on the confusion of self-interest with selfishness. But all 
instances of self-interest are not examples of selfishness. Self-regard may 
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be selfish; equally it may not. We can understand this question better 
if we contemplate the extreme form of other-regarding, or altruistic, 
behaviour. The extreme form rejects all regard to self whatsoever, 
believing that even to make an effort to feed oneself diverts attention 
away from service of others or service of God. Mendicant Buddhist 
monks live according to such principles, refraining from work and 
relying entirely on begging for support. But we cannot all be beggars 
and it is therefore essential to human survival that most of us take the 
trouble to support ourselves and our dependants. Not to be self-in- 
terested in your own survival would be to impose on others and to that 
extent a failing; and self-support cannot be anything other than a matter 
of self-interest. 

In seeking to support ourselves we therefore pursue our self- 
interest and since we live in a prosperous society it is legitimate for us 
to increase our own comforts as well as merely to provide for 
necessities. However, we may go about making efforts to support 
ourselves in a selfish or unselfish manner. And here lies the source of 
the confusion. Selfishness means consistently putting your own 
interests above those of others or consistently disregarding the inter- 
ests of others. Self-interest means, at the minimum, providing for 
yourself instead of relying on others, but to the classical economists it 
primarily meant seeking to better your own conditions and those of 
your family. It was essentially a permissive doctrine, claiming only that 
there is no shame in seeking a better life through work, saving and 
trade. Whether an individual chooses only to earn sufficient income for 
self-support and no more, or whether he prefers to exert himself to rise 
above mere self-sufficiency is a matter of personal preference. But self- 
interest does not necessarily entail selfishness. A person can be self- 
interested and by a process of mutual adjustment to others avoid 
selfishness. 

Adam Smith is well known for his claim in E3e Wealth ofNations 
that we need constant help from one another and that it is more likely 
to flow from self-love than benevolence. This observation has been the 
source of much misunderstanding, primarily because it is only part of 
what Smith has to say on the subject. To understand Smith's thinking 
it will help to know something of where his best-known book, The 
Wealth of Nations, fits into his wider work. His lecture course at the 
University of Glasgow, where he was professor of moral philosophy, 
was divided into four parts: natural theology, ethics, justice (or 
jurisprudence) and expediency. The fourth part, on expediency, 
formed the basis of The Wealth ofNatwns. The third section on justice 



was intended to be a book but remains available only as Lectures on 
JurCsprudence. The second section on ethics was the basis for The 
neory ofMoral Sentiments, which was also influenced by his lectures 
on religion. The Wealth ofNations, therefore, is far from containing all 
that Smith had to say. To appreciate Smith's contribution it is vital to 
understand what he has to say in The Theo y ofMoral Sentiments and 
because Smith's actual views are so different from the caricature often 
presented today, I will quote extensively from its pages. . 

Adam Smith on Morality 

It may be unlovely that self-interest motivates people but it is a fact 
nonetheless. This observation, however, does not reflect cynicism, nor 
merely realism, on Smith's part. He believed, not only that it was 
perfectly proper for people to pursue their self-interest, but also 
pointed out that regard for others must always be built on self-interest 
because we have no other way of judging how others feel. The first 
precept of Christianity is 

to love the Lord our God with all our heart, with all our soul, 
and with all our strength, so it is the second to love our neigh- 
bour as we love ourselves; and we love ourselves surely for 
our own sakes, and not merely because we are commanded 
to. (1969:283-4) 

We can only love our neighbours by putting ourselves in their shoes, 
a process which Smith called 'sympathy', but which today might be 
called 'empathy'. It is the process by which we imagine how we would 
feel if we were in another person's predicament when, for instance, 
they look sad or happy or in pain or have just received bad news. 

Smith took pains to distinguish between his notions of sympathy 
and selfishness: 

Sympathy, however, cannot, in any sense, be regarded as 
a selfish principle. When I sympathise with your sorrow or 
your indignation, it may be pretended, indeed, that my 
emotion is founded in self-love, because it arises from 
bringing your case home to myself, from putting myself in 
your situation, and thence conceiving what I should feel in 
the like circumstances. 

But this does not make it selfish because when a person sympathises 
with another he changes characters: 'My grief, therefore, is entirely 
upon your account, and not in the least upon my own. It is not, 
therefore, in the least selfish' (p.502). 
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But self-love, Smith urged, should not be left to its own devices. 
It should be tempered by conscience, or in one of his favourite phrases, 
the 'impartial spectator': 

. . . the natural preference which every man has for his own 
happiness above that of other people, is what no impartial 
spectator can go along with. Every man is, no doubt, by 
nature, first and principally recommended to his own care; 
and as he is fitter to take care of himself, than of any other 
person it is fit and right that it should be so . . . 

But, he insisted, we must view ourselves 

not so much according to that light in which we may naturally 
appear to ourselves, as according to that in which we naturally 
appear to others . . . If he would act so as that the impartial 
spectator may enter into the principles of his conduct . . . he 
must . . . humble the arrogance of his self-love, and bring it 
down to something which other men can go along with. 
(pp.161-2) 

Benevolence, Wisdom and Virtue 

Thus, we must judge ourselves not by our own selfish inclinations but 
according to how others see us. But not just by how any other person 
sees us: the judge is characterised by Smith as the impartial spectator. 

So Smith was not in the least cynical or ambiguous about 
selfishness. He regarded selfishness as a vice and benevolence as a 
virtue: 

to feel much for others, and little for ourselves, that to restrain 
our selfish, and to indulge our benevolent, affections, con- 
stitutes the perfection of human nature; and can alone 
produce among mankind that harmony of sentiments and 
passions in which consists their whole grace and propriety. 
(pp.71-2) 

Nor did he display any particular admiration for the pursuit of wealth. 
Far from it: 

This disposition to admire, and almost to worship, the rich 
and the powerful, and to despise, or, at least, to neglect, 
persons of poor and mean condition . . . is . . . the great and 
most universal cause of the corruption of our moral senti- 
ments. (p.126) 



People, he thought, were much influenced by the respect and 
admiration of others. To deserve and to enjoy, the respect and 
admiration of mankind, 'are the great objects of ambition and emula- 
tion', but two methods were available to us: 'one, by the study of 
wisdom and the practice of virtue; the other, by the acquisition of 
wealth and greatness' (pp.126-7). He much regretted that 

upon coming into the world, we soon find that wisdom and 
virtues are by no means the sole objects of respect; nor vice 
and folly, of contempt. We frequently see the respectful 
attentions of the world more strongly directed towards the 
rich and the great, than toward the wise and virtuous. We see 
frequently the vices and follies of the powerful much less 
despised than the poverty and weakness of the innocent. 
(p. 126) 

llhe Importance of Society 

Collectivists also claim that classical liberalism is based on atomistic 
individualism. But Adam Smith took the entirely opposite view. Man 
'can subsist only in society', he says, and much of his work was an 
attempt to understand the bonds which hold a society together in a 
complex economy which increasingly depended on the international 
division of labour. When Smith was writing, in the second half of the 
18th century, life for many people had already ceased to consist largely 
of face-to-face relationships with close friends or associates and was 
more and more based on impersonal trading relations with strangers, 
including distant suppliers, customers and investors. This change from 
face-to-face to anonymous relations has been a recurring theme in 
Western political and sociological thought and Smith's insights into 
how a 'great society' of people not intimately known to each other 
could be held together are as valid today as they were 200 years ago. 

Society, he thought, could be held together according to three 
main principles: prudence (utility), beneficence (benevolence) and 
justice: 

Concern for our own happiness recommends to us the virtue 
of prudence; concern for that of other people, the virtues of 
justice and beneficence - of which the one restrains us from 
hurting, the other prompts us to promote that happiness. 

Prudence, which he also calls utility, refers to the mutual advantage of 
exchange at agreed prices. Smith, however, did not believe that 
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prudence was the last word on the subject. He believed that a society 
would be less happy and agreeable if it was held together by utility 
alone: 

Society may subsist among different men, as among mer- 
chants, from a sense of its utility, without any mutual love 
or affection; and though no man in it should owe any 
obligation, or be bound in gratitude to any other, it may still 
be upheld by a mercenary exchange of good offices 
according to an agreed valuation. (p.166) 

But he thought it would be a much better world if it was based on 
benevolence and he certainly felt strongly that society 'cannot subsist 
among those who are at all times ready to hurt and injure one another'. 
But beneficence, he felt, was 'the ornament which embellishes, not the 
foundation which supports the building'. Justice was the vital element, 
or in his own words, 'the main pillar that upholds the whole edifice'. 
Beneficence, he thought was 

less essential to the existence of society than justice. Society 
may subsist, though not in the most comfortable state, without 
beneficence; but the prevalence of injustice must utterly 
destroy it. (p.167) 

The distinction between justice and benevolence is that infringements 
of justice do positive harm and are rightly punished by the state, 
whereas the absence of benevolence does no actual harm, although 
human relationships are much the worse without it. Beneficence, said 
Smith, 'cannot be extorted by force, the mere want of it exposes to no 
punishment; because the mere want of beneficence tends to do no real 
positive evil' (p.155). Justice is different and infringements may be 
punished: 

the violation of justice is injury: it does real and positive hurt 
to some particular persons, from motives which are naturally 
disapproved of. It is, therefore, the proper object of . . . 
punishment. (p. 157) 

The want of beneficence merits no punishment, but when practised it 
deserves reward in the form of praise. The practice of justice merits no 
praise, but want of it merits punishment (p.159). (I will return to 
benevolence and justice in Chapter 5.) 

There is no shadow of doubt or reluctance in Smith about the 
role of government, no ultimate desire to be rid of it altogether. 



Justice was the vital ingredient in any social order, and justice was the 
responsibility of government. 

vanity 
Nor did Smith favour a narrow materialistic social order. Perhaps 
surprising to the modern reader, Smith reserves his harshest judgement 
for those who try to explain all human conduct in terms of self-interest: 

Some splenetic philosophers, in judging of human nature, 
have done as peevish individuals are apt to do in judging of 
the conduct of one another, and have imputed to the love of 
praise, or to what they call vanity, every action which ought 
to be ascribed to that of praiseworthiness. (p.225) 

He singles out Bernard Mandeville for criticism: 

Dr Mandeville considers whatever is done from a sense of 
propriety, from a regard to what is commendable and 
praiseworthy, as being done from a love of praise and 
commendation, or, as he calls it, from vanity. Man, he 
observes, is naturally much more interested in his own 
happiness than in that of others, and it is impossible that, in 
his heart, he can ever really prefer their prosperity to his own. 
(pp.487-8) 

According to Smith 'the desire of doing what is honourable and noble, 
of rendering ourselves the proper objects of esteem and approbation' 
cannot properly be called vanity: 

Even the love of well-grounded fame and reputation, the 
desire of acquiring esteem by what is really estimable, does 
not deserve that name. 

It is, says Smith, 'a love of virtue, the noblest and the best passion of 
human nature'. To be vain is to seek praise for qualities or actions that 
are not praiseworthy. The wise man, says Smith 

feels little pleasure from praise where he knows there is no 
praiseworthiness, he often feels the highest in doing what he 
knows to be praiseworthy, though he knows equally well that 
no praise is ever to be bestowed upon it. (p.213) 

Smith refers to the 'ingenious sophistry' of Mandeville (p.4931, and 
accuses him of removing the distinction between virtue and vice in a 
pernicious manner (p.487): 
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There is an affinity between vanity and the love of true glory, 
as both these passions aim at acquiring esteem and appro- 
bation. But they are different in this, that the one is a just, 
reasonable, and equitable passion, while the other is unjust, 
absurd and ridiculous. (p.490) 

According to Smith, vanity is the result of our selfish affections, 
whereas well-grounded reputation or glory results from the benevolent 
side of human nature. But, in any event, as Smith constantly repeated, 
conscience is the vital arbiter. We endeavour to examine our own 
conduct as we imagine any other 'fair and impartial spectator' would 
(p.204): 

When I endeavour to examine my own conduct, when I 
endeavour to pass sentence upon it, and either to approve or 
condemn it, it is evident that, in all such cases, I divide myself, 
as it were, into two persons; and that I, the examiner and 
judge, represent a different character from that of the other I. 
(p. 206) 

No man, said Smith 

during either the whole course of his life or that of any 
considerable part of it, ever trod steadily and uniformly in the 
paths of prudence, of justice, or of proper beneficence, whose 
conduct was not principally directed by a regard to the 
sentiments of the supposed impartial spectator, of the great 
inmate of the breast, the great judge and arbiter of conduct. 
(p.422) 

Thus, Srnith utterly rejects theories which blur or remove the distinction 
between virtue and vice. We may achieve much by pursuing our 
legitimate self-interest through mutual adjustment to others, but any 
worthy human being should also seek to do right according to his 
sense of duty: 

That the sense of duty should be the sole principle of our 
conduct, is nowhere the precept of Christianity; but that it 
should be the ruling and the governing one, as philosophy, 
and as, indeed, common sense, directs. (p.269) 

Such were the elevated principles which guided one of the founding 
fathers of classical liberalism, views which were shared with no less 



devotion by the later classical economists, from Ricardo, Senior and 
J.S. Mill to Alfred Marshall. During the 20th century duty and 
conscience went out of fashion, especially after World War I1 and this 
has been reflected in modern classical-liberal writing. But Hayek has 
re-instated moral considerations to their central place in classical- 
liberal philosophy and we need to follow his lead in improving our 
own understanding of the moral conditions essential to a free society. 
Some American scholars, with Michael Novak in the vanguard, have 
already begun to take up this challenge (see for example Novak, 
1982). 

To sum up: the claim of collectivists that they are altruistic and 
that classical liberals favour selfishness is without foundation. Much 
of the talk of compassion and caring which typifies collectivist writing 
is, whether deliberately or unwittingly, disguised self-interest of the 
narrowest kind. Frequently it comes either from trade unions or 
'professional' groups intent on cementing their own monopoly 
power or from egalitarians who seek to disguise their levelling 
doctrine behind a smoke screen of ostensible virtue. But a parade of 
compassion is not morality. Moral worth flows from the benefits of 
our actions for others, not the loudness of our demands for caring at 
someone else's expense. 

The false contention that to favour markets is to encourage 
selfishness is based on a confusion between self-interest and selfish- 
ness. Each of us has a legitimate and inevitable self-interest in the 
survival and welfare of ourselves and our families, which we pursue 
by mutual adjustment to others as we provide goods and sewices for 
them. It is, of course, possible for people to pursue their self-interest 
in a selfish manner, but no such attitude is approved or condoned by 
the classical liberals. They were unanimous in believing, not only 
that people should be induced by the checks and balances of the 
competitive marketplace to behave properly, but also that every 
person should seek to do right according to their conscience. 



Chapter 4 

Posit* and Negative Freedom 

hree concepts are central to the new collectivism: social justice, 
positive freedom and citizenship. This chapter discusses positive 
freedom, leaving the analysis of social justice and citizenship to 

Chapter 5. I will focus especially on the work of Professor Raymond 
Plant, one of the leading left-wing intellectuals attempting to rebuild 
collectivist thought. I will refer primarily to his most recent major work, 
Conservative Capitalism in Britain and the United States (1989), writ- 
ten jointly with his American colleague, Kenneth Hoover. As the 
deputy leader of the Labour Party, Roy Hattersley, recognises: 'No one 
in Britain has done more than Raymond Plant to rehabilitate the notion 
that to succeed, perhaps even to survive, the Labour Party needs to 
possess a theoretical framework within which to build its practical 
policies' (Hoover & Plant, 1989:319). 

Plant and Hoover believe that the classical-liberal critique of social 
justice has dented Left-wing orthodoxy and they set out to demonstrate 
the 'enduring relevance of the Left's traditional concern with distribu- 
tive issues'(1989:262). First, they defend the distinction between 
negative and positive freedom and fail to see the consequent danger of 
confusing freedom with power. Second, they defend egalitarianism 
against Hayek's criticism that 'social justice' is not justice at all. And 
third, they advocate citizenship, partly to offer the Labour Party a new 
basis on which to appeal to the electorate in place of social class, and 
partly to imply that classical liberals in some way deny full rights of 
citizenship to part of the population. 

One of the main targets is Hayek's conception of freedom, which 
Plant and Hoover call 'negative freedom'. According to Plant and 
Hoover, advocates of negative freedom restrict 'citizenship' to civil and 
political rights and assign people no economic rights. Negative freedom, 
they say, does not 'entitle the citizen to any particular share of resources'. 
To assess this view we must first understand what Hayek says. 

Clarity of Language 

Hayek believes that distinguishing between positive freedom and 
negative freedom has given the false impression that there are two 
species of the same genus 'freedom'. But according to Hayek, negative 



freedom is concerned with individual autonomy whilst positive free- 
dom means 'power' and forms part of a wider ideology which wants 
the power of the state to be used to bring about equality of outcome. 

Freedom in the classical-liberal sense is negative in that it describes 
the absence of an evil, namely coercion by others. It does not assure us 
of opportunities, but as Hayek comments in The Constitution of Liberty 
(1960): 'while the uses of liberty are many, liberty is one' (1960:19). He 
goes on: 

In the sense in which we use the term, the penniless 
vagabond who lives precariously by constant improvisation is 
indeed freer than the conscripted soldier with all his security 
and relative comfort, But if liberty may therefore not always 
seem preferable to other goods, it is a distinctive good that 
needs a distinctive name. (1960:18) 

Hayek is not, therefore, engaging in an argument about the 'real' or 
'correct' meaning of the term freedom, he merely wants to avoid 
equivocation in the use of terms, for if the same term means different 
things to different people there can be no rational debate and no 
progress towards truth. 

Traditionally, advocates of freedom have been concerned with the 
scope and duties of government. The state plays a key part in 
preventing private acts of coercion by laying down a framework of 
rules which it will enforce against private force and fraud. These rules 
mainly stipulate what you may not do to others: kill, steal, break 
agreements, and so on. But, because it enjoys a monopoly of coercion, 
the government is also a potential menace to liberty which explains 
why classical liberals have been particularly concerned with the rights 
of the individual against the central power. The government, with the 
police, army and tax collectors at its disposal, can more severely impair 
individual liberty than any private organisation. 

Hayek's goal is to understand that set of social arrangements 
which is most compatible with each individual functioning as an 
autonomous, thinking and valuing person. He defines 'coercion' as the 
opposite state of affairs: 

By 'coercion' we mean such control of the environment or 
circumstances of a person by another that, in order to avoid 
greater evil, he is forced to act not according to a coherent 
plan of his own but to serve the ends of another. . . Coercion 
is evil precisely because it thus eliminates an individual as a 
thinking and valuing person and makes him a bare tool in the 
achievement of the ends of another. (1960:20-1) 
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Plainly a slave is not a thinking, valuing person but rather a mere 
tool of another's will. But coercion is a slippery concept and can easily 
be applied to any situation in which a person chooses the lesser evil, 
such as entering into an agreement with some degree of reluctance. If, 
for instance, I enjoy working in the open air but the only available job 
is as a farm labourer on relatively low pay, am I coerced by the farmer? 
Egalitarians often speak of coercion as if it applied to all cases of 
reluctant acceptance of agreements and assume that each such 
instance justifies government intervention. 

Why Restraint is Justifled 

But in deciding the circumstances in which government may legiti- 
mately promise to punish types of conduct it is important to remember 
why restraint is justified at all. It is in order to facilitate individual 
choice, not to attempt to remedy every dissatisfaction in civil society. 
This concern to limit the occasions on which governments may 
interfere coercively is sometimes confused with the view that any 
action in private life which does not harm others is permissible. Often 
called laissez-faire this idea has been advocated by ultra-libertarians 
whose ultimate objective is no government at all and who believe that 
'anything goes' in social life. For them all restraints, whether gov- 
ernmental or social, are bad. As Adam Ferguson, a contemporary of 
Adam Smith, warned: 

the vulgar conceive a zeal for liberty to consist in opposition 
to government. . . and seem to think that whatever impairs the 
power of the magistrate must enlarge the freedom of the 
people. 

But, he contended: 

the establishment of a just and effectual government for the 
repression of crimes, is of all circumstances in civil society the 
most essential to freedom: That everyone is justly said to be 
free in proportion as the government under which he resides 
is sufficiently powerful to protect him, at the same time that it 
is sufficiently restrained and limited to prevent the abuse of its 
power. (Ferguson, 1975:458-9) 

If some restraint of private activity by government is necessary, the 
central question is how best to apply restraint in order to facilitate 
individual autonomy. In essence, classical liberals have argued that a 
'rule of law' is preferable to the 'arbitrary rule of men'. That is, if there 
must be restraint then restraint through laws is more consistent with 



individual autonomy than arbitrary power, so that every person, as 
they go about their affairs, can take into account what the law prohibits 
or requires. Laws in this sense are warnings which enable us to avoid 
unwanted consequences if we so choose. 

Hayek identifies four main requirements to which laws should 
conform. First, laws must be abstract, that is, they must not apply to 
specific persons, places or objects, but rather to types or kinds of 
persons, places or objects. This is intended to make it more difficult 
for law makers to grant special privileges to favoured factions or 
individuals. Second, they must be prospective and not retrospective 
so that individuals know where they stand. Third, the rules must be 
known and certain and therefore less open to perverse or self-serving 
application by judges. Fourth, they must apply to everyone equally 
and above all to the legislators as well as to others, in the hope of 
discouraging law makers from giving advantages to known groups, a 
practice which leads to the legislative process becoming a method of 
gaining advantages at the expense of others (1960:209). No less 
important than the form that state coercion takes is the scope of 
government. If every conceivable matter were dictated by law there 
would be little individual autonomy. 

In spite of Hayek's careful argument that positive and negative 
freedom are not species of the same genus, but different things, Plant 
and Hoover interpret freedom as the capacity to act; that is they insist 
on using the term 'freedom' to describe 'power'. In doing so they 
appear to have misunderstood why Hayelr values individual au- 
tonomy. Hayek's ideal is the thinking, valuing citizen and he contends 
that government restraint through a rule of law is necessary in order to 
grant people a sphere of action protected against pre-defined acts of 
coercion at the hands of others. This necessitates prescribing the 
impartial form that government action takes as well as limiting the 
scope of government. Individual autonomy in Hayek's sense is not 
advanced by calling on government to exert arbitrary power to 
equalise each person's material holdings because this would mean that 
everyone's life was open to unlimited manipulation by government. 
Thus, in the sort of society favoured by egalitarians a person might be 
able to prosper by hard work, investment or saving, but only up to that 
point approved by the government of the day. That is, people would 
be pawns in a game played by government. They would not be actors 
with their own values, thoughts and aspirations entitled to follow their 
own inclinations so long as they do not infringe pre-ordained laws 
designed to give everyone similar freedom. 
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Plant and Hoover call the tradition of freedom which emphasises 
the rights of the individual against the central power 'negative 
freedom', suggesting that it is inferior compared with positive free- 
dom. Does the focus on checking state coercion make it any less 
attractive? We can understand this question better by comparing 
freedom with another negative concept 'peace'. Peace means the 
absence of war, but few would claim that negative peace is less 
desirable than positive peace. 

If we follow Plant and Hoover's approach of applying the 
adjective 'positive' to peace, we can see more clearly the nature of their 
mistake. Imagine that 'negative' peace described a state of affairs in 
which there was no war and therefore greater opportunities to become 
prosperous. In this situation we can envisage that some people would 
work harder and longer than others and earn more money, And some 
would become wealthy through luck. How would we react if a 
political group began to demand 'positive' peace? - meaning that 
everyone should enjoy only the 'appropriate' share of the rewards they 
were able to reap because of the absence of war. 

Most people would see instantly that peace -the absence of war 
- is a desirable and sufficient state of affairs in its own right and that 
advocates of 'positive peace' were applying an entirely separate 
principle, equalisation. And they might note that the effect of calling 
this levelling doctrine 'positive peace' is to conceal its true character. 

Useful Inequalities 

A major difficulty with Plant and Hoover's approach is that they appear 
to assume a static start. They speak of entering markets and desire a 
fresh start but with a more equal distribution brought about by 
rectifying holdings at the starting-gate (1989:207,212). It is plainly true 
that there is a given distribution at any moment of observation but 
societies are dynamic entities. The distribution is changing constantly 
and we can never in practice start afresh. Everyone has a past history 
and the effort to rectify incomes and wealth at the conceptual starting- 
line may undermine something valuable in the arrangements which led 
to the distribution of holdings at the moment of observation. In 
economics this has usually been understood as undermining the 
incentive structure of differential rewards, an argument which Plant 
accepts within very narrow terms. 

Like John Rawls before them, Raymond Plant and Kenneth 
Hoover desire to narrow material differences without impairing 
economic performance. They are contemptuous of equality of 



opportunity because, they say, not enough is done to eliminate 
background inequalities such as parental bequests (p.219). Indeed, 
procedural equality of opportunity is described as disingenuous, 
because it is not equality at the starting-gate. They speak of the 
necessity for 'compression of the reward structure' and even of the 
desirability of restricting bequests to prevent parents from giving their 
children too much of an advantage (p.220). It is also wrong, they say, 
to reward talent as 'prodigiously as we do' (p.221). Note the use of 
the term 'we', which implicitly assumes a central apparatus deciding 
who deserves what. 

While Plant and Hoover want to reduce the advantages that flow 
from talent for which the individual was not responsible, they are not 
absolute hard-line equalisers. They recognise that their approach 
restricts individual liberty and seek to develop a theory of 'legitimate 
inequality' (p.221). They acknowledge two concerns: first, the 
adequacy of incentives and second, whether the process they call 
'trickle down' helps the poor more than redistribution (p.223). 

Incentives 

They accept with some reluctance that incentives are necessary for 
higher productivity and efficiency and describe the higher payment 
which is usually (but not always) made to people who have undergone 

I 
training as a 'rent of ability' (p.224). They express resentment towards 

I people who are fortunate enough to be gifted and they particularly 
resent advantages due to family background, for which, they say, the 
individual deserves no credit. They see the 'rent of ability' as a pure 
economic criterion: it is that sum of money which will get a job done 
and without which society would be poorer, They say they do not want 
a pay board to fix such differentials but that there ought to be 'an onus 
to justify incentives' (p.225). It is, however, very difficult to see how 
such a pervasive invigilation of pay could be operated without a central 
apparatus with some teeth. 

Their hostility to differential rewards is flawed in two particular 
ways. First, they wrongly perceive the only justified differentials to be 
due to merit or desert in the form of effort expended on training, 
whereas there are other grounds. Second, their hostility to the family 
and their narrow focus on its contribution to enabling individuals to 
enhance their earnings ignores the vital role of the family in character 
building and moral training. 

Low income may be the result of misfortune; it may also be the 
result of a failure to give good service. Redistributing incomes would 
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fatally undermine the signalling mechanism by which we can tell 
whether or not we are contributing maximum service to our fellows. 
Moreover, if service to others does not determine income, other 
forces will do so. In Plant and Hoover's scheme, political power will 
determine individual earnings. In a classical-liberal society we 
cannot say that skill and hard work will always reap their reward, but 
we can say that an open society increases the chances of this being 
so and that it is desirable for that reason. Clearly if you are fortunate 
enough to have well-off parents who give you money, this confers an 
initial advantage over others who are less well placed. But perform- 
ance counts and there are many examples of poorly-endowed people 
rising by their own efforts and of the well-endowed ceasing to be 
prosperous through incompetence or moral failure. 

The Role o f  Competition 

But the freedom of individuals to reap the reward of their own efforts 
is not the only issue. No less important is the role of competition in 
channelling individual efforts to the service of others. To the extent 
that income and wealth depend on providing goods and services for 
other people, competition ensures that only those who best satisfy the 
requirements of their fellows prosper. In Plant and Hoover's view, 
rewards should be 'compressed' which means that it will be less 
worthwhile troubling to give good service. 

It can plausibly be claimed that material rewards at any given 
moment depend primarily on performance in meeting the require- 
ments of fellow citizens. Luck counts, but to resent it and to desire 
coercively to eliminate its effects destroys opportunity and benefits 
no one. It may be that a company decides to sell a product because 
of a purely private passion of its owner, and that by sheer luck it 
proves successful. Nevertheless the c~mpany's action in selling the 
product remains meritorious in that it meets the requirements of 
others. (This is not to claim that all wants merit equal respect, only 
that there is no advantage in discriminating against good fortune.) 

It is of the utmost importance to recognise that rewards depend on 
the value of goods and services to the people who choose to buy them, 
not on the personal merits or needs of suppliers. For this reason Hayek 
regrets that market rewards have sometimes been justified exclusively 
as the deserved outcome of hard work or skill (Hayek, 1976:74). 
Individuals may justly feel proud of their success, but their pride should 
come from having given good service as judged by others. It is also 
permissible to be proud of hard work and skill but it should not be 



assumed that all success is due to personal qualities or effort. Success 
involves winning the voluntary support of fellow citizens, an altogether 
more humble basis for pride. 

Trickle Down 

Plant and Hoover recognise that it is fruitless to aspire to equalise people 
if there is little or no wealth to redistribute. For this reason they seek 
economic growth, but their paramount concern remains egalitarianism. 
This focus on material equality enables them to see that material 
incentives are functional because they encourage people to exert 
themselves and thus to create economic growth. But it diverts their 
attention from a bigger reality, namely that it is the ethos of personal 
responsibility which is the real engine driving economic growth. 

When speaking of the process whereby wealth is first created 
and then finds its way into the pockets of individuals and families, 
Plant and Hoover use the term 'trickle down', a notion which suggests 
a movement of money from the wealthy to the poor, and which 
conjures up an image of the poor receiving crumbs from the rich man's 
table. Is this an accurate way of thinking about the ideas articulated by 
the classical economists? 

It is important to understand the nature of the societies the 
classical economists were hoping to escape from. The old medieval 
order was hierarchical and static. Most people lived at subsistence 
level, year in year out, and from generation to generation. And most 
were born to a particular station in life. In rural areas there were few 
choices to be made: the village meeting in some localities or the lord 
of the manor in others, dictated which crops must be grown, when 
ploughing must begin, when to sow, which animals might be tended, 
and so on. In the towns the guilds exercised detailed control over all 
aspects of work, including the products that could be made, the prices 
charged, the quantities produced and the methods, tools and materials 
that might be used. 

During the 17th and 18th centuries it was possible to detect a 
radical change which was not fully articulated until the later part of 
the 18th century. Families, initially dotted here and there, later in 
large numbers, began to defy the old ways. They used their practical 
wisdom to improve the methods used to grow crops, rear animals and 
make useful goods for others to use. Dependent only on their 
courage and what today we might call their human capital, they 
defied the village authorities and tried new ways of farming, or they 
leFt for new localities where traditional authority was weak. Similarly, 
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some families left the stifling atmosphere of the ancient boroughs for 
rural areas where the writ of the guilds did not run. Here they tried 
their hands at different methods of manufacture and trade. As it turned 
out, these pioneers prospered. Following tradition in agriculture, 
animal husbandry and manufacturing created a static, hierarchical life 
at subsistence level for all but a few aristocrats. Rut, when individuals 
were set free to develop their own methods of farming and manufac- 
ture by trial-and-error, economic growth was the outcome. Prosperity 
began to spread as each began to share in the new prosperity created 
by the application of human initiative and knowledge. 

The essence of this revolutionary departure from the old order was 
free scope for human ingenuity and knowledge, which in turn assumes 
that individuals are taking personal responsibility for their own affairs, in 
religious and moral matters no less than in their work. The same families 
that took risks in growing crops in new ways or making products by 
different methods also tended to prefer to elect their own preachers in 
a general meeting rather than to countenance the authority of bishops. 
And in hard times, they preferred the mutual aid of the church 
congregation or the friendly society to dependency on the parish. 

Thus, the new prosperity which enabled the vast majority to 
escape from the old, unchanging, hierarchical social order was the 
result of individuals who were willing to take risks by applying their 
own practical knowledge in their work. But consider the attitude of 
modern egalitarians. They show no awareness of the centrality of 
personal responsibility, human ingenuity and human capital in gen- 
erating prosperity. The egalitarian's eyes are focused on relative 
rewards and whether they are deserved. If talent gives rise to a higher 
income, they are concerned to impose a penalty, particularly if the 
talent is natural or has been encouraged by attentive parents. They 
have not understood that personal responsibility is still the determining 
factor. There are many naturally talented individuals who have 
squandered their endowments and it is not unknown for the children 
of the wealthy to live frivolous, futile lives. 

Classical liberalism puts personal responsibility at the centre; the 
focus of the egalitarian is simply too narrow. But there is another 
aspect of 'trickle down' which egalitarians neglect. Democratic 
capitalism has in practice produced greater material equality than the 
old order that it replaced. And if we compare all the inequalities of 
Britain, not only with pre-capitalist history, but also with modern 
communist countries then we find that wealth in Britain is more, not 
less, equally distributed. Communist countries have declared equality 



to be their goal for decades, but the reality has been very different and 
the price in lost liberty very high. Eastern European experience should 
deter us from allowing the state to become too powerful in pursuit of 
apparently benign objectives. Should we take the same risks in order 
to 'compress' income differentials or reduce the ratio between the 
poorest and the richest person? So long as the standard of life of the 
poorest person is acceptable, why should the state be concerned at all 
with income relativities? 

Egalitarian Materialism 

Nor do Plant and Hoover reveal any awareness of the relative triviality 
of the egalitarian ideal. Hayek's inspiration is a free society in which 
individuals, in mutual concert with their fellows, can conceive and 
pursue their own version of the good life, thus enabling unknown 
persons to contribute to the good of others by innovation or 
achievement in industry, services, the arts and voluntary work. The 
ideal is to maximise the chances for everyone to live a full life in all its 
dimensions. In contrast, the egalitarian's focus is narrow and material. 
Perhaps without being fully aware of it, egalitarians appear to see 
people merely as consumers, or satisfaction seekers, and desire only to 
equalise their power to consume material goods, and then only up to 
the point at which economic growth would be impaired. It is true that 
earlier egalitarians like Tawney and Titmuss argued that greater 
material equality would raise the non-material aspirations and pursuits 
of the poor. And it is plainly true that someone who is hungry will be 
pre-occupied with finding their next meal at the expense of more 
elevated concerns. But this is an argument for protecting people from 
material hardship. It does not follow that we must all be equal in 
material possessions, or even more equal than we are now, in order to 
live a culturally richer life. Once people have risen above subsistence 
level the richness of their culture is an independent variable. History 
offers many examples of wealthy people who have lived shallow and 
even debauched lives and no fewer examples of people with little to 
call their own who have enjoyed a more elevated existence. 

Civil society is far more than an economic reward system. In 
particular, families are essential institutions for raising responsible 
citizens by moral training and developing character. Parents have a 
natural desire for their children to succeed but to the egalitarian, the 
family is primarily a source of 'unfair' advantages. The giving of such 
advantages by parents is resented and egalitarians urge that they be 
removed, cancelled or 'compressed'. If they achieved their aim they 
would undermine one of the main forces for good in the world, the 
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powerful natural desire of parents to help their children do well. How 
much harm has the pursuit of equality already done to the family? And 
if such measures do undermine the family, has this weakened it as a 
character-building institution vital to civic harmony? No such question 
occurs to the egalitarian. 

Egalltardanism Corrupts Democracy 

No less important, egalitarians have failed to see the dangers of 
extending state power. Their focus on positive freedom derives from 
their desire to bring about equality of outcome and Plant and Hoover's 
comment that Hayek concedes a connection between freedom and 
power suggests that they may not have understood Hayek's underlying 
concern. Plant and Hoover (1989:209) argue that Hayek concedes 
some connection between freedom and 'abilities' (i.e, power) when in 
The Constitution of Liberty (1960:136) he accepts that a monopoly 
supplier of water in a desert may coerce people. Hayek objects to 
monopoly because the monopolist can strip people of the opportunity 
to function as responsible, choosing agents. And he values liberty 
because he anticipates that some people will put it to good use, to the 
ultimate benefit of all. But Hayek stresses that we do not know in 
advance who will be the innovators and that we must, therefore, 
ensure opportunities for all. 

The essential point is that Hayek is concerned with the life 
chances of unknown persons. Plant and Hoover's focus is on the 
present material condition of known groups of individuals such as the 
lowest earners at a given moment. They appear to see no real danger 
in licensing party politicians to bid at elections for support by offering 
to confer additional income on large sections of the population at the 
expense of others. Above all, they do not see that democracy is thus 
transformed into a vote-buying process in which every person must be 
concerned to enhance or at least protect his material position against 
intrusion by others armed with the powers of the state. Hayek's goal 
is to avoid this corruption of democracy by confining government as far 
as possible to the role of rule maker and enforcer. Experience of private 
law enforcement should have warned us of the necessity to fight for an 
impartial state. Private policing led historically to blood feuds and 
excessive vengeance because people are apt to attach too much 
importance to their own concerns. And just as people tend to over- 
punish transgressors when their own immediate interests are affected, 
so people are too fond of their own comforts to be trusted to use state 
power to redistribute the incomes of others. 

Redistributive 'justice' is undesirable because it provides a basis for 



discretionary political power. Traditionally classical liberals contended 
that government must enjoy a monopoly of coercion so that individuals 
know they can only be coerced by one agency and this agency must 
coerce through general laws which each person can take into account in 
advance. Individuals know that any conduct not prohibited is permitted 
and are thus free to develop their own talents. This is in the interests of 
all because we never know in advance who will make a worthwhile 
contribution. The market enables us to discover the unknown and 
unpredictable. Compare this with a society based on 'social justice'. 
Individuals would be able to go about their own affairs but no one would 
be permitted to make more than an approved multiple of the lowest 
income. This would put limits on capital accumulation and prospects for 
innovation. Or, if there was no declared ratio, but only a commitment 
to 'compression' as Plant and Hoover propose, then we would face 
arbitrary political power because the government would be entitled to 
'rectify' any material outcome it did not like. 

I suggested in Chapter 2 that egalitarians' dislike of inequality is 
partly aesthetic. Adam Smith described the desire to make everyone 
conform to a pattern as a 'love of system' (1969:305): 

The man of system . . . is apt to be very wise in his own 
1 conceit, and is often so enamoured with the supposed beauty 
I of his own ideal plan of government, that he cannot suffer the 

smallest deviation from any part of it. . . . he seems to imagine 
that he can arrange the different members of a great society 
with as much ease as the hand arranges the different pieces 
upon a chess-board; he does not consider that the pieces 
upon the chess-board have no other principle of motion 
besides that which the hand impresses upon them; but that, 
in the great chess-board of human society, every single piece 
has a principle of motion of its own, altogether different from 
that which the legislature might choose to impress upon it. 
(pp.380-1) 

Plant and Hoover show some awareness of the danger that the state's 
power may expand too far but they generally prefer to think of demands 
on the government as 'culturally defined' rather than politically defined 
(1989:211). For instance, they accept that 'needs' are politicised and tend 
to grow, and therefore that some constraints make sense. Accordingly, 
they concede that there is no obligation on government to provide for all 
self-defined 'needs' if the similar demands of others are put at risk. They 
also agree with Rawls that there is no duty to equalise if total resources 
would be reduced (1989:217-18). In defence of their far-reaching 
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proposals, they point out that the limited safety net of classical liberals is 
also open to political pressure. This is true, but it is plainly less open to 
political pressure than the extensive government intervention they 
envisage. 

It is important to distinguish between the relief of hardship and 
equalisation. The former is consistent with limited government whilst 
the latter provides a rationale for unlimited arbitrary power. It is true 
that the accepted view of what constitutes hardship will change with 
general prosperity but if the minimum standard of living is defined at 
a particular time in terms of a basket of goods, then this sets a clear limit 
on the government's power (for a discussion of public perceptions of 
necessity, see Mack & Lansley, 1985:53ff.). The basket of goods can 
change over time as the consensus on the accepted minimum changes, 
and to avoid constant political pressure for change or adjustment the 
basket of goods might be fixed for a five or ten year period. By 
contrast, both the desire to bring people up to the constantly-changing 
average wage and the vague ambition to compress income differentials 
allow wide scope for state coercion. 

Market Forces and Political Forces 

Plant and Hoover complain that the market will 'dominate' more and 
more of our lives (1989:231). In their scheme, however, political 
power is to dominate. They do not see the qualitative difference 
between market forces and political forces. Classical-liberal or 
market principles describe a process in which people are free to 
pursue their own version of the good life. In the social order desired 
by egalitarians most spheres are to be politicised, with the result that 
the government will predominate in dictating what the good life shall 
be. Nor do egalitarians seem conscious that the poorest people are 
at a disadvantage in a highly politicised system. In a free society 
those poor people who hope for a better life can fulfil their aspiration 
by a purely personal choice to work hard and save from their 
earnings. An egalitarian society requires the ambitious poor to 
organise politically to fulfil their hopes. 

Plant and Hoover are very concerned about economic concentra- 
tion, which, they believe, has implications for political power. Eco- 
nomic power, they say, cannot be dismissed from the political agenda 
because money can buy political power. Yet they are not so concerned 
about political power as such. Free marketeers, they say, are naive 
about the impact of economic power on politics (pp.228-9). On the 
contrary, classical liberals are suspicious of all concentrations of 
power, private or public, and urge competition and the maximum 



room for individual initiative in order to encourage the wide dispersal 
of economic power. Egalitarians display no awareness that power 
concentrated in political hands is a far more menacing threat than 
power in private hands. Imagine that one of the leading car manufac- 
turers somehow established an absolute monopoly on car production. 
They would have a massive income but the worst thing any such 
company could do would be to push up car prices or perhaps make 
bad quality and unsafe cars. This would be thoroughly undesirable, 
and in a competitive market competitors would soon replace them, but 
consider what is the worst action a government could take? It has the 
police, prisons, tax collectors and the army, enabling it to kill, torture, 
imprison, confiscate possessions and take away individual rights. 

The egalitarian might retort that a monopolistic company might 
have so much money it could buy political power. This may be so but 
then the threat would be from the abuse of political power not eco- 
nomic power. We would have come full circle. The fundamental 
problem remains how to avoid the abuse of state power. The remedy 
is to put severe limits on the uses of political power so that no amount 
of economic power can buy unlimited political power. And just to be 
on the safe side one of the tasks of government should be to enforce 
competition to discourage concentrations of economic power and 

I promote wide dispersal of resources. It does not matter how many 
cans of Coca-Cola or motor cars or anything else a company sells. The 
money it may accumulate does not become a threat until it is 
transformed into political power. The power to direct the police, the 
army, the prisons and to levy taxes are the means to take away 
individual liberty and, therefore, the primary abuses to be avoided. 

No less important, market competition disperses power by 
allowing people to accumulate capital. This makes it more difficult 
for governments to become over-mighty by concentrating all power 
in their own hands. 

Idealism and Naivety 
The lack of awareness of the dangers inherent in extending state power 
stems from assumptions about human nature and behaviour. Put at its 
simplest, some egalitarians are motivated by hatred and some by love, 
and those motivated by love tend to be sanguine about how good 
people will speedily become. Over the years socialists have won a 
good deal of support because of their optimistic view of human nature. 
But the credit they have won is largely misplaced because it rests on a 
confusion between, on the one hand, the factual belief that people will 
quickly become good citizens, and on the other, a private determina- 
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tion to live the life of a good citizen by aiming personally to achieve the 
highest possible standards of conduct. Individuals who strive to 
become good and upright citizens deserve the highest praise; individu- 
als who believe that the majority will very quickly come to achieve 
human perfection are naive. More seriously, if they propose to remodel 
national institutions on the assumption that the majority will always be 
good and upright in all their dealings, they are a menace. 

Classical liberals assume that people are corruptible. To some this 
is regrettable because it suggests that classical liberals do not believe it 
worthwhile to strive for perfection. But to recognise the truth of a state 
of affairs is not to accept or condone it, nor is it to dismiss efforts aimed 
at improvement. As the work of Adam Smith amply testifies, ethically 
classical liberals call for people to act according to conscience and to 
strive for the highest standards. But simultaneously classical liberalism 
faces the truth that people are corruptible and seeks to take appropriate 
precautions. In politics, therefore, classical liberalism calls for checks 
and balances to prevent the abuse of government power. And in 
economics, competition is advocated to deter selfish conduct. Social- 
ists, however, make insufficient allowance for corruptibility. The 
classical liberal is no less enthusiastic about aiming for the highest 
standards of human conduct, but urges only that we do not create 
institutions which assume that man has already been perfected or can 
be perfected. The practical result of making this latter assumption has 
everywhere been rapid disillusion, leading to a search for scapegoats, 
followed in quick succession by persecution of all opponents. 

Egalitarians do not seem to have understood that they have 
erected a theory which justifies arbitrary power and that in their 
favoured world people would be unable to be certain in what respects 
they remain free to act and in what respects unfree. The practical 
importance of such uncertainty for the confidence essential to long- 
term investment is vividly demonstrated by the plight of Hong Kong in 
the shadow of the Chinese takeover. 

More than Negative Freedom 

Classical liberalism is not concerned only with the rights of the 
individual against the state, so-called negative freedom. The term 
'negative freedom' does not accurately sum up the classical-liberal 
view of the role of government, which is that government has an 
indispensable role in maintaining and enforcing rules prescribing just 
or right conduct between individuals and other persons. It is only 
because such power can be abused that classical liberalism is also 
concerned with limiting government power. The ultimate goal is not 



the total absence of government, but that balance between individual 
and government most compatible with the independent, thinking, 
valuing person. 

Thus, we may make three distinctions. First, there are the rules 
governing private relations, enforced by government. Second, there 
are rules putting limits on what government may do in order to prevent 
abuse of its own power. Third, as Adam Smith clearly saw, there are 
the private relationships themselves, which are guided by moral 
principles not backed by the threat of official punishment but by 
private expressions of approval or disapproval. Classical liberalism is 
parodied as being about negative freedom, when manifestly it is about 
far more than that. The term 'negative freedom' refers only to the limits 
on government advocated by classical liberals, not the enforceable 
rules of justice which underpin liberty, nor the moral order on which 
freedom also rests. 



Chapter 5 

Social Justice and Citizenship 

H ayek believes that three factors have been undermining personal 
freedom in the West. First, the lack of awareness of the limits of 
human knowledge and the corresponding tendency to over- 

estimate the ability of governments to plan the affairs of the nation. 
Second, the idea that political freedom must entail unlimited popular 
sovereignty, which in reality means unlimited government. And third, 
the demand for social or redistributive justice on which this monograph 
focuses. According to Hayek, 'social justice' has produced a willingness 
to use the coercive apparatus of the state, not to see fair play between 
citizens according to established rules, but to adjust the material 
positions of particular groups in accordance with the government's 
preferences. 

Hayek counsels against the abuse of the term 'justice', which 
historically described the idea of fair play according to established 
and impartial rules, that is, rules which took no account of persons. 
According to Hayek, this original concept of justice is barely 
understood in the West today, and increasingly commentators 
speak not of justice but social justice. They have in mind, not 
personal conduct as judged against a moral or legal standard, but 
some concrete state of affairs like the rate of pay of a given set of 
employees or the share of national income of some segment of the 
population. It is considered unjust that the rich should enjoy so 
much wealth and unjust that the poorest section of the population 
should receive only a certain proportion of the nation's income. 
Hayek's criticism is that, strictly speaking, only human conduct can 
be called just or unjust: 

If we apply the terms to a state of affairs, they have meaning 
only in so far as we hold someone responsible for bringing it 
about or allowing it to come about. A bare fact, or state of 
affairs which nobody can change, may be good or bad, but 
not just or unjust. (1976:31) 

No one would think of calling natural occurrences like bad weather or 
earthquakes either just or unjust. 



The Clear Use of Language 

Once more Hayek is insisting on the clear use of language. To some this 
insistence may seem to be pointless or purely 'semantic'. It is possible 
to engage in fruitless disputation about the meaning of words and thus 
fail to get to the heart of the matter, but Hayek's complaint is different. 
Not to be concerned to use language clearly, he says, is to be un- 
concerned with truth, either when it is stated in simple propositions 
or when inferred by valid reasoning. Equivocation is probably the 
most widely practised logical error and the telescoping of distinc- 
tions is currently a common type of equivocation in political theory. 
Justice strikes most people as a good thing and political philosophers 
naturally try to present their preferences in language that adds to their 
appeal, but the desire to present a case in attractive terms should not 
override the obligation to reason validly without ambiguity. 'Justice', 
in the sense of conforming to impartial rules, is different from 'social 
justice', in the sense of using the power of the state to equalise 
material possessions. The language of political discourse should 
make the difference clear because to telescope such distinctions is to 
engage in propaganda not scholarship. 

Hayek's judgment on political philosophers who abuse language 
is severe, but he acknowledges that the great majority of people who 
use the term 'social justice' believe it is no more than an innocent 
expression of goodwill towards the less fortunate. Hayek contends that 
it is no such thing. Ultimately social justice is 

based throughout on the atrocious idea that political power 
ought to determine the material position of the different 
individuals or groups - an idea defended by the false 
assertion that this must always be so and socialism merely 
wishes to transfer this power from the privileged to the most 
numerous class. (1976:99) 

Since the shares of national income people end up with are neither 
intended nor foreseen he claims that the term 'justice' should not be 
applied to them. In its proper use the term justice means infringing 
some pre-established rule requiring or prohibiting specified conduct. 
A mere state of affairs can infringe no such rule. 

However, Hayek does not believe that each nation-state must 
always automatically accept any and every given distribution. He 
acknowledges that past injustice can be rectified but holds that unless 
such injustice is clear and recent it will generally be impracticable to 
correct it (1976:131). For example, a wealthy British family which 
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inherited land originally bestowed on a distant relative by William the 
Conqueror should be left alone, but there might be a case for the 
redistribution of huge estates in some Latin American countries where 
land was seized by force from native Indians earlier this century. 

Nor should Hayek's view be confused with opposition to all 
measures to assist the poor. He criticises the concept of social justice 
because, by putting each person's material position at the disposal of 
the government and focusing on the relative position of groups, it 
provides a basis for the corruption of the democratic process. He 
regards a safety net for those unable to fend for themselves as essential. 

Nor is he wholly opposed to any effort to appraise the overall 
fairness of a given social order. He urges only that in assessing its 
fairness or desirability we put aside our awareness of our own material 
position in it. His alternative method of appraising the 'fairness' or 
attractiveness of a whole society or culture has much in common with 
Rawls's technique of deciding on the desirability of a social order from 
behind a 'veil of ignorance', that is without knowing what our own 
position in it would be (Rawls, 1972). Essentially Hayek believes that 
laws should increase the life chances of unknown persons: 

All the law can do is to add to the number of favourable 
possibilities likely to arise for some unknown person and thus 
to build up an increasing likelihood that favourable oppor- 
tunities will come anyone's way. (Hayek, 1976:130) 

We should, therefore, regard as the most desirable order of society: 

one which we would choose if we know that our initial 
position in it would be decided purely by chance (such as the 
fact of our being born into a particular family). 

Put another way, 'the best society would be that in which we would 
prefer to place our children if we knew that their position in it would 
be determined by lot'. In these circumstances very few people, he 
believes, would choose either an egalitarian order in which the 
government sought to level each person down to some official 
standard or one in which riches were available to the few, as we find 
in aristocratic societies. Instead, most would choose an industrial 
society which offered the great majority the opportunity to thrive by 
their own efforts and provided an acceptable minimum for the less 
fortunate (1976:132). For instance, if you had a chance to live in the 
18th century and you knew you would be an aristocrat you might find 
the idea attractive, but if your position in the 18th century was to be 



assigned randomly, the chances are you would be a peasant or a 
servant. A society in which each individual's lifestyle is a matter for 
personal choice and which offers the prospect, but not the guarantee, 
of success for all those who are willing to work, is far more attractive. 

Confusing Justice and  Benevolence 

Professor Plant criticises Hayek's contention that the total distribution 
of income and wealth is neither intended nor foreseeable by anyone 
and, therefore, not a matter of justice in the traditional sense of the 
term. In Conservative Capitalism, Plant and Hoover appear to accept 
that the overall pattern of material holdings is not intended by anyone, 
any more than the weather is intended, but they believe that this misses 
the point that for some groups some results are foreseeable. More 
specifically, Plant and Hoover claim that, 'as a general rule, those who 
enter a market with least will end up with least' (1989:207). Thus, 
poverty is a foreseeable result of starting with a small share, even if the 
outcome was not intended by any other individual. 

As I have already argued, the claim that we can foresee that 
poverty will lead to further poverty is over-stated. Having money is a 
help, but it is no guarantee of success. A person can start with nothing 
and through effort, skill and diligent service, become very prosperous. 
Indeed, the chief difficulty for the low-paid worker who wishes to 
advance by hard work and saving is the high rate of income tax on low 
incomes which has resulted from pursuing policies of equalisation 
since World War 11. 

In any event, the important question for Plant is not how market 
outcomes have been caused, but how we respond to them. He 
believes that our reactions to misfortunes, such as poverty, can be just 
or unjust. He contends that the just response is to accept collective 
responsibility for redistributing resources at the starting-gate because 
only in this manner can we avoid the poverty which is the foreseeable 
result of the initial maldistribution (1989:212). 

In response to my claim in The New Right (Green, 1987: 127-9) that 
the presence of hardship requires action but not necessarily govern- 
ment action, Plant and Hoover say that the rectification of injustice is 
not a matter of private charity any more than the infringement of 
property rights is a private matter (1989:216). First, it can be objected 
that charity is not the only private alternative. Self-help within the 
family and neighbourhood has always been important, but of no less 
significance has been mutual aid. For instance, some 9 million out of 
the 12 million covered by the 1911 National Insurance Act, one of the 
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earliest of the measures inaugurating the welfare state, were already 
providing themselves with benefits equal to or better than those 
supplied under national insurance. They did so through the friendly 
societies, those private, voluntary collective agencies for mutual aid 
whose members eschewed dependence on others and prided them- 
selves on their self-reliance (Green, 1985). 

Second, Plant fails to acknowledge the difference between 
means and ends. Real hardship should indeed be relieved but we 
should not rule out the possibility of employing methods other than 
government programs. There are several reasons for considering 
private alternatives, as J.S. Mill understood. Government ventures 
which entail compulsion to the extent that they are financed from 
taxation, but in no other respect, are not automatically ruled out by 
Mill so long as the government does not establish a monopoly, and 
so long as it leaves people free to pursue similar aims. However, 
Mill still identifies some powerful objections. There is an objection 
if a service could be carried out more effectively by private agencies; 
and even when the government might carry out a function more 
effectively than private individuals, it might still be better to provide 
it privately as a method of educating people in citizenship, that is 
making available opportunities to improve their active, intellectual 
and moral qualities. No less important, the more tasks a govern- 
ment undertakes the more likely it is to do them badly. Similarly, 
Mill warns that the government's power should not be too great 
because each addition 'causes its influence over hopes and fears to be 
more widely diffused' (Mill, 1972:165); and, above all, if democracy 
is not to drift into totalitarianism, people must be able to gain the 
experience necessary to direct practical affairs independently of 
government. 

The third defect is that the presence of hardship is qualitatively 
different from infringing property rights. Professor Plant appears to 
assume that any good thing can properly be achieved by coercive state 
action. But there is a distinction between justice and benevolence as 
Adam Smith understood the term. Justice refers to the limited 
occasions when the government is entitled to punish individuals for 
harming others. 

Benevolence means the unlimited opportunities available to us 
for doing good. If our possessions are stolen we are harmed and the 
government can punish the culprit. Such intervention can be kept 
within limits, but if government is entitled to use its powers of 
coercion to remedy income differences - for instance, because a 



person earns less than average earnings or falls within the lowest 
quintile - then there is no limit to how such powers might be 
applied. 

Thus, Plant and Hoover's argument confuses justice - the 
enforcement of rights through laws formulated to reduce the risk of 
abuse of government power - with benevolence, which, because it is 
potentially without limit, can never be a basis for government inter- 
vention without providing a justification for unrestricted power. Be- 
nevolence, as Adam Smith clearly saw, is vital to a decent society but 
it should be primarily (though not exclusively) a matter of private duty, 
not political agitation. 

Citizenship 

Citizenship theory owes its recent origins to T. H. Marshall and Richard 
Titmuss. Marshall's view of history was that by the 20th century people 
had gained civil and political rights and that the purpose of the welfare 
state was to supply additional social rights without which people could 
not be full citizens. 

Titmuss disliked markets intensely and hoped to see market values 
entirely replaced by welfare values, a view which still has support 
among some social policy analysts. But the bulk of the new citizenship 
theorists do not share this desire completely to replace markets. They 
want the prosperity delivered by market competition, but believe that 
market relations need to be supplemented. David Harris, one of the 
more authoritative citizenship theorists, shows that this was also the 
approach preferred by T. H. Marshall: 

I am one of those who believe that it is hardly possible to 
maintain democratic freedom in a society which does not 
contain a large area of economic freedom and that the 
incentives provided by and expressed in competitive markets 
make a contribution to efficiency and to progress in the 
production and distribution of wealth which cannot, in a large 
and complex society, be derived from any other source. 
(Quoted in Harris, 1987:65) 

The main complaint about markets is the lack of altruism. According to 
Harris, market relations are 'coldly calculating' and characterised by 
'mutual indifference'. Moreover, by 'legitimating the competitive pur- 
suit of self-interest a society encourages not merely indifference 
towards others but selfishness and acquisitiveness' (Harris, 1987:62). 
Yet, despite these doubts, Harris declares that he prefers Marshall's 
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awareness of the importance of private economic markets to Titmuss's 
'emotional hostility'. He does not, therefore, aspire to eradicate the 
market altogether, only to 'constrain its operation and compensate for 

I its failures'. 
I Notwithstanding the fundamental differences over the role of 

markets, citizenship theorists are agreed that the purpose of the welfare 
state is to integrate people into the community. Welfare benefits, 
therefore, are not considered to be public charity. They are an 
entitlement which must be given universally as of right to (a) avoid 
stigma, (b) compensate victims for misfortune, and (c) enable people 
to achieve the consumption standard necessary to play their part as full 
citizens. Means testing, whilst not wholly rejected, is to be avoided 
because it marginalises the poor. Professor Ruth Lister, for example, 
insists that we need to be reminded of our mutual inter-dependence 
and urges that the welfare state should not merely provide a safety net. 
Under a welfare state which provides only for the poor, the benefici- 
aries will be considered failures, she claims (Walker & Walker, 
1987:141). Benefits for the poor, runs the old catch-phrase of Titmuss, 
'will become poor benefits' because the poor become isolated or 
'marginalised' so that the rest of the population no longer has a real 
stake in defending them (1987:142). 

Citizenship's Electoral Appeal 

To these traditional arguments Professor Plant has added a new party- 
political reason for citizenship. In a Fabian Society pamphlet (Plant, 
1988) he explains why it is necessary to identify for the Labour Party a 
new basis on which it can appeal to the electorate. In essence, he 
argues that there are not enough manual workers for an appeal to 
social class to succeed. Until recently the Labour Party has tried to 
combine its traditional appeal to the working class with an appeal to 
interest groups like homosexuals and inner-city black activists, but this 
has also failed to win elections. Plant argues that Labour, therefore, 
needs a new rallying cry and he recommends 'citizenship'. Labour's 
citizenship is also contrasted with the narrow view of the citizen which 
leftists attempt to associate with free marketeers, namely that man is a 
consumer and no more. 

The weakness of citizenship theory is that its adherents have not 
understood that universalism intensifies the corruption of vote-buying 
and middle-class subsidies. Nor have they a clear view about the 
purpose of welfare to compare with the classical-liberal view that its 
objective is to provide temporary relief in the hope of restoring 



independence. The policies of the CPAG and like-minded lobbies trap 
people into reliance on state benefits. Nor is there the slightest reason 
to suppose that benefits would be reduced to 'poor benefits' if confined 
to people in hardship. 

Moreover, where is the concern for social solidarity in telling 
people they can enjoy many benefits at the general expense? Far 
from generating one nation, this breeds division and antagonism and 
turns the political process into a battleground for consumption at the 
expense of other people. Titmuss intensely disliked private altruism 
which he dismissed as involving a 'gratitude imperative' (quoted in 
Harris, 1987:59) but he did not see the emergence of a political 
'gratitude imperative' built on buying votes with promises of 
spending at the general expense. But even without the vote-buying, 
welfare benefits do not necessarily integrate people. Indeed, this is 
acknowledged by David Harris, one of the more discerning of the 
citizenship theorists. He claims that welfare benefits may have the 
opposite effect of generating conflict in the sense of a scramble for 
benefits and cites John Goldthorpe, a sociologist, who points out 
that some rights have promoted social conflict by increasing the 
bargaining power of organised labour (Harris, 1987:78-9). 

Perhaps the most telling criticism of the new citizenship theorists 
is that their concept of welfare rights is based on a very narrow 
conception of where the rights come from. Advocates of welfare rights 
talk much of compassion, caring and social justice, but the emphasis 
has been placed on the individual's claims on the public purse. 
Contrary to the assertions of its adherents, it is based on a narrow view 
of people as consumers, takers, or satisfaction seekers, not as givers or 
contributors to the common welfare. In reality, their view ironically takes 
its conception of human nature from the narrowest sort of selfish 
individualism, emphasising access to 'patterns of consumption'. Accord- 
ing to David Harris, for instance, if someone lacks the means to enjoy the 

social benefits and consumption opportunities which are 
generally available, then he is excluded from his society's way 
of life and has a prima facie claim on the resources required 
for him to secure readmittance. (1987:148) 

It is a one-sided doctrine containing no notion of reciprocity or where 
the 'welfare rights' come from. And not withstanding the frequent 
rhetoric about participating in the community, it does not respect 
people as functioning actors in their own right but rather sees them 
primarily as passive recipients of gratuities. 
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The alternative classical-liberal view accepts that in a civilised 
society we should without hesitation help people in hardship; but it is 
also concerned to establish where the help is to come from and 
contends that everyone who can contribute to the common good 
should do so. This means that when anyone temporarily cannot 
contribute, the objective of social policy should be to identify the 
source of failure and seek to restore independent self-reliance as 
quickly as possible. Social policy in recent years, with its emphasis on 
sending cheques through the post, has not achieved this aim. Instead, 
it tends to trap people in a dependent condition in which they become 
incapable of contributing as free citizens to the good of all, including 
themselves. 

Today, the concept of citizenship is being offered as a new basis 
for national solidarity, implying simultaneously that classical liberals 
have no commitment to citizenship. But on the contrary, we are now 
seeing a contest between two competing visions of citizenship: on 
the one hand the equallsed citizen and on the other, the rnorally- 
responsible citizen. Under the former view, the 'good life' is 
determined by politicians in the political process; whereas under the 
latter, the role of the state is to facilitate the freedom of individuals to 
choose the 'good life' for themselves in mutual but voluntary 
association with their fellows. 

To sum up: the end-product of the new egalitarianism is a re- 
labelling of equality. Most people think justice is a good thing and so 
equality is described as a kind of justice, namely social justice. Most 
people also believe that freedom is a good thing and so equality is said 
to be a kind of freedom, namely positive freedom. Citizenship is also 
a word which offends few and attracts many and so equality is also said 
to be citizenship. Full citizenship, it is argued, should entail not only 
civil rights but also social rights. But all the talk of social justice, 
positive freedom, citizenship and social rights cannot conceal the fact 
that equality is what is desired and that equality is the name for the 
political theory which justifies the power of the state being used to 
equalise people. 



Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

have argued that social justice retains its grip on public opinion for 
four main reasons. The first is that the relief of hardship is confused 
with equalisation. The result is to provide an excuse for unlimited 

and arbitrary political power. The second reason is that egalitarians 
foster the political belief that voters can profit at the expense of others. 
This transforms politics into a vote-buying process. Third, equality is 
said to create social solidarity or 'one-nation'. Social solidarity is a good 
thing but it can be secured without equalising people by making 
available opportunities with the added protection of a safety net. 
Equality is not essential to solidarity. The fourth factor explaining why 
social justice retains its sway is that advocates of equalisation claim to 
repudiate self-interest and to embrace altruism. The reality is that 
equalisation has nothing to do with altruism; indeed, it often promotes 
selfishness. 

Most people who express support for social justice feel they are 
doing no more than declaring their good intentions towards the poor. 
And to call for positive freedom in addition to mere negative freedom 
seems no less laudable. But such thinking is profoundly misguided. 
Support for social justice is not an innocent expression of goodwill 
towards those who are down on their luck; it is a demand which in the 
end undermines the personal freedom of all. This reality has been 
concealed in part by the confusion of language in political debate. 
Nothing but obfuscation can come from talking about separate ideas as 
if they were the same or similar, as we do when we speak of positive 
and negative freedom as if they were types of freedom and when 
'social justice' is considered a type of 'justice'. 

Classical-liberal principles are said to foster selfishness, but on the 
contrary, the central concern of the classical-liberal tradition has been 
to discover that set of social arrangements, public and private, which 
best enables people with different goals, thoughts, values and aspi- 
rations to live together with the minimum conflict. It is centrally 
concerned with discovering the best way to curb selfishness without 
creating a monster in the form of a state machine which threatens 
liberty more than private human selfishness. The plausibility of the 
egalitarian claim that classical liberals encourage selfishness is based 
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on the confusion of selfishness with self-interest. We all have an 
inevitable and legitimate self-interest in our own survival and that of 
our families, but we can pursue that self-interest selfishly or unselfishly. 
The contention that markets condone or encourage selfishness is 
without foundation, as the writings of the classical economists amply 
testify. On the contrary, market competition tends to channel poten- 
tially selfish energies into the service of others. 

Despite the ugly reality of full-blooded socialism on the experi- 
ence of every nation which has attempted to enforce it, socialist 
proclamations of altruism and their optimism about human behaviour 
seem at first sight to reflect well on them as idealists who aspire to a 
high ideal of perfection in human conduct. By comparison, classical 
liberalism does not come over as an ideal at all. It is seen as being 
essentially about facing the economic facts of life. This is partly 
because the era of Thatcherism has been dominated by reversing 
Britain's economic decline, but also because the main carriers of 
classical-liberal thought in recent decades have been economists who 
have been concerned with economic efficiency. To that extent they 
have departed from the wider concerns of the founding fathers of 
political economy. The uncompleted task of classical liberals is to 
combine the pragmatism of capitalist economics - which seeks to 
check greed through competition and to avoid tyranny by creating 
dispersed power - and the realism of capitalist politics -which aims 
to limit political abuse and corruption by means of democratic checks 
and balances - with a new voluntary capitalist moral order which 
fosters personal moral responsibility and seeks to promote benevo- 
lence without politicising every walk of life. 
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Despite the rise of the welfare state, the private charities continue to flourish 
and to attract the donations and voluntary labour of millions of individuals. The 
authors argue that the charitable organisations are uniquely equipped to 
provide the 'hands-on management' that alone can tailor assistance to indi- 
vidual needs and provide the necessary incentives to restore recipients to 
independence. 
ISBN 0 949769 59 2 A$11.95 NZ$16.95 

Prices are in Australian and New Zealand dollars respectively. NZ prices include GST. 
All prices are subject to change without notice. 
See inside front cover for ordering address. 
Please add 10% of total order for postage and packing. 






