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To Settembrini’s gang




Introduction

Recapturing Liberalism’s Lost Genius

Can it be a mere coincidence that the World Economic Forum (WEF) holds its annual conference in the small Swiss town that provided the setting for the greatest modern novel about decadence? In The Magic Mountain (1924) Thomas Mann tells the story of a young German engineer, Hans Castorp, who visits his cousin in a tuberculosis sanitorium high above Davos. He intends to stay for three weeks but, after a brief illness, stays for seven years, warned by his doctors that he might be suffering from a life-threatening disease. He is seduced by the routine of the place, gargantuan meals, afternoon naps and round-the-clock medical supervision.

Castorp falls in with two intellectuals who live in the village of Davos below his sanitorium: an Italian humanist, Lodovico Settembrini, and a Jewish-born cosmopolitan, Leo Naphta, who is drawn in equal measures to communism and traditional Catholicism. The two men conduct an interminable argument about the relative merits of liberalism and illiberalism that touches on every question that mattered in pre-war Europe: nationalism and individualism, equality and tradition, war, peace and terrorism.

Settembrini mechanically repeats the tenets of liberalism without realizing that his world is different from the world of 1850. Naphta splutters with contempt. ‘The mystery and precept of our age is not liberation and development of the ego. What our age needs, what it demands, what it will create for itself, is – terror.’ Naphta puts his beliefs into practice by challenging the humanist to a duel and deliberately shooting himself rather than his opponent, thereby sending Settembrini into a self-lacerating depression.

The illiberal madness finally ends with the outbreak of war. Castorp hears of ‘a vast murderousness’ stirring on the flatlands below and decides to leave the sanitorium – much against the wishes of his leaching doctors – and rejoin history. In the closing scene of the novel, he takes part in an infantry attack, singing to himself ‘Der Lindenbaum’ from Schubert’s song cycle Winterreise – the great Romantic premonition of Europe’s death wish.

The decadence of the WEF is different from the one skewered by Mann. The delegates to the WEF are hyperactive rather than lethargic – they gorge on worthy talks by heads of government, central bankers and star professors rather than on Castorp’s six meals a day.

There are profound similarities, nonetheless. There is the same weakness for quackery: while Mann’s characters take part in seances, the Davosites enthuse over ‘liquid democracy’ or blockchain. There is the same quality of exhaustion. For all our obsessive hyperactivity, we have run out of steam, our economies stagnating and culture stuck on repeat. And there is the same disconnect between those gathered on the magic mountain – whether delegates or sanitorium dwellers – and the rest of the world.

Liberalism’s sickbed

The philosophy that Settembrini struggled to defend was liberalism: the belief that society starts with the individual rather than the collective, that power is so dangerous that it needs to be restrained, that truth can be striven for only through open discussion. Settembrini knew that liberalism was responsible for everything that was glorious in the comfortable world he inhabited. But he also knew, as he engaged in his intellectual wrestling match with Naphta, that liberalism was under threat from the most profound forces of the age.

Liberalism is under mortal threat once again. The world’s biggest economy, China, is run by a proud Marxist–Leninist, Xi Jinping. The world’s most populous country, India, is in the hands of an illiberal strongman, Narendra Modi. Hungary’s Viktor Orbán has taken ‘illiberal democracy’ within the borders of the European Union.1 The number of countries that the American think tank Freedom House defines as ‘full democracies’ has been in such decline since 2007 that the great debate is whether we are in a democratic recession or full-flown depression.2 What Mahatma Gandhi called the ‘lungs of democracy’ – freedom of expression and association – are being squeezed across much of the world.3

Newly aggressive strongmen are trying to make the world ‘safe for autocracy’ with the same enthusiasm that America once tried to make it ‘safe for democracy’. Vladimir Putin stalks the world like Milton’s Satan, driven by ‘obdurate pride and steadfast hate’. Xi has declared that any foreign power that tries to ‘bully, oppress, or enslave us’ will ‘be battered and blooded from colliding with a great wall of steel forged by more than 1.4 billion Chinese people using flesh and blood’.4 Putin, Xi and other members of what Anne Applebaum calls ‘Autocracy, Inc.’ ‘share technologies, tactics and ideas in order to create a new, illiberal world order’.5

Part of creating this new world order is blackening the name of liberalism and its component parts such as democratic elections and the division of powers.6 Chinese and Russian propagandists denigrate democracy as a recipe for division and decay, taking particular delight in the Capitol riots of 6 January 2020. Xi talks about the need to protect China from ‘spiritual pollution’. In September 2022, addressing a ceremony to celebrate the annexation of southern and eastern Ukraine, Putin declared that he was protecting Russia from the ‘satanic West’ and the ‘perversions that lead to degradation and extinction’.

Yet the most serious challenge to liberalism comes not from without but within. Under Donald Trump the world’s leading liberal power is at best an unsteady friend of liberalism and all too often an enemy. Trump is an instinctive rather than a cerebral politician, but almost all his instincts are illiberal, sometimes astonishingly so, while his vice-president, J.D. Vance, proudly declares himself part of the ‘post-liberal right’.7 But Trump and Trumpism are as much symptoms as causes of the crisis of liberalism. The erstwhile faith of brave revolutionaries is now the creed of a self-dealing and out-of-touch elite. In the words of the American historian John Patrick Diggins, ‘few live for liberalism, but many live off it.’8

Once-feted liberal politicians have turned out to have feet of clay. Tony Blair wore out Britain’s patience with his slavish support for America’s ill-considered war in Iraq. Despite her sixteen years in power, Angela Merkel failed to address two of Germany’s long-standing problems, its dependence on America for defence and Russia for energy, and then added another by importing a million refugees in 2015–16. Joe Biden insisted on running for a second term despite his advanced age and was eventually forced to withdraw from the presidential race (and hand over to the lacklustre Kamala Harris) when a disastrous debate performance revealed that he could barely string a sentence together.9 Emmanuel Macron, Europe’s most articulate centrist, kneecapped his own presidency in June 2024, by calling an unnecessary snap election.

Many liberal policies have brought havoc in their wake. San Francisco is such a mess, its streets lined with tents for the homeless and drug addicts openly toking and injecting, that even progressives have had enough. Sweden, once a byword for social harmony, suffers from the highest rate of death-by-shooting in Europe thanks to the proliferation of immigrant gangs. The British northern cities that powered the Industrial Revolution are plagued, in their ethnic enclaves, by cousin-marriage, honour punishments and grooming gangs. The response of all too many liberal intellectuals to these tragedies is to demand more of the policies that led to them in the first place.

Liberalism has repeatedly been shaken by popular rebellions represented, most starkly, by Brexit and Trump. Perhaps even more ominous, though, is the way that it is losing its appeal for the young.10 One big poll in 2019 found that for the first time in living memory, a majority of 18–34-year-olds in 160 countries were unhappy with the way democracy works.11 In the 2022 French presidential election 49 per cent of 25–35-year-olds voted for the hard-right Marine Le Pen compared with 29 per cent of over-seventy-year-olds.12

These rebellions highlight two of the great weaknesses of today’s liberal elite: arrogance and cocooning. Hillary Clinton exemplified the first when, during a fundraising speech in September 2016, she described Trump-supporting lower-class voters as ‘deplorables’. CNN highlighted the second when, during the George Floyd riots in 2020, it headlined an image of fiery chaos in Minneapolis, ‘mostly peaceful protests’. James Bennet, a veteran New York Times journalist who was hounded out of his job as op-ed editor when staff members took exception to a column he had published by a Republican senator, Tom Cotton, worries that America’s newspaper of record ‘is becoming the publication through which America’s progressive elite talks to itself about an America that does not really exist’.13

Liberal self-indulgence opened the way to the second election of Donald Trump, a man who ended his first presidency by refusing to accept the result of the election and organizing an assault on the Capitol. Trump’s presidency is still unfolding as I write, but so far he has taken an axe to the rules-based global order that was laboriously constructed after the Second World War, softened America’s hostility to Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, dismantled checks and balances on presidential power, deported people for their political opinions, and generally done what he can to shift the United States from the liberal to the strongman camp. To his way of thinking, making America great again means making it less liberal.

The progressive left is as illiberal as the Trumpian right, perhaps more so when it comes to shouting down controversial speakers or otherwise cancelling people it does not like. Progressives and Trumpists are driven by the same Manichean politics – dividing the world into the good (who cannot be questioned) and the bad (who must be punished at all costs). For all too many people on both the right and the left the most pressing political question is the one posed by the Nazis’ favourite legal theorist, Carl Schmitt: ‘Whom do you hate?’14

Even if Trump had never tweeted and the progressive left had never awoken, the corporate sector would pose a serious threat to the liberal order. Some CEOs have accumulated a degree of economic power not seen since the days of the nineteenth-century robber barons. Media moguls have learned how to monetize and magnify political distemper. ‘It may not be very good for America,’ the CEO of CBS, Leslie Moonves, famously said of the 2016 election campaign that led to Trump’s first election victory, ‘but it’s damn good for CBS’.15 Liberal societies depend on the free flow of information. But today’s capitalism has turned information into a commodity that can be hoarded and distorted according to commercial criteria. Giant Silicon Valley behemoths suck up information about their users on a vast scale and deploy that information to manipulate their choices.

What can be done about this dismal situation? One solution is to let populism rip to cancel out wokery. This seems to be the strategy favoured by Elon Musk and Peter Thiel. Another is to head backwards into the pre-liberal past. This is the position of Patrick Deneen, the author of Why Liberalism Failed (2018) and other ‘theocons’. A third is to celebrate identity politics as the latest iteration of liberalism.

All three ideas are errors. Our experience with populism has been disappointing even for populists. During his first term Trump failed to fulfil his promise to build a wall or dismantle crony capitalism but succeeded in providing tax cuts for billionaires. Boris Johnson not only failed to deliver on his promise to ‘level up’ the country but proved to be such an abysmal prime minister that his own party kicked him out of office. Calls for the revival of traditional conservatism fail to address the material problems that confront the left-behind. Identity politics by its nature divides the world into fixed and mutually antagonistic groups.

The only way forward is to restore liberalism to its proper place. What often passes for liberalism today is a ghost of its former self. Yet liberalism properly conceived is a repository of political sense and practical problem-solving. More than any other political philosophy, liberalism created the modern world. The defeat of liberalism has marked the darkest periods of the past: the triumph of communism in Russia in 1917, the rise of fascism in Italy and Germany, and the imposition of communism on Eastern Europe. We are at the start of another dark period. But the success of liberalism has marked the happiest periods – the construction of the post-war Western order or the first flush of globalization after the collapse of communism.

How can we bring liberalism back to life from its current coma?

What is liberalism?

Any discussion of liberalism must start with the hoary problem of definition. Americans commonly use ‘liberal’ to mean ‘left-wing’ or ‘progressive’. Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman reacted to this habit by distinguishing between ‘classical liberalism’, the liberalism of limited government and free markets, and the faux liberalism of big-government activists. Both views are confusing. Some of today’s big-government progressives oppose fundamental liberal beliefs such as freedom of speech. It is an abuse of language to call somebody who shouts down a speaker ‘a liberal’. Yet the notion of ‘classical liberalism’ is equally misleading not only because it depends on a misreading of nineteenth-century liberals (there is far more to John Stuart Mill than ‘the nightwatchman state’) but because it confuses liberalism in general with the beliefs of a small group within the liberal family. Hayek and Friedman are correct to argue that we should not confuse ‘liberalism’ with everything that people who call themselves liberals do, but it is equally perverse to deny the term ‘liberal’ to the big-government policies that followed the Second World War. Keynes was just as much of a liberal as his friend and rival, Hayek.

To make things worse, the confusion was partly deliberate. In the 1970s and 1980s, US conservatives decided to turn the word ‘liberal’ from a description into a smear. At the 1988 Republican Convention in New Orleans, Ronald Reagan charged the Democrats with being ‘liberal, liberal, liberal’. The historian and refugee from Nazi Germany Fritz Stern wrote an angry letter to The New York Times pointing out that liberalism was both America’s ‘noblest tradition’ and ‘the best promise of the West’. ‘Its greatest victory has been the American Revolution; its greatest pronouncement, the Declaration of Independence; its greatest bulwark, the Constitution of the United States and the Bill of Rights.’16 That did not prevent the Yale-educated George H.W. Bush from demonizing Michael Dukakis as a ‘Harvard Yard liberal’ or subsequent Republican candidates from squeezing every ounce of loathsomeness from the word.

Liberalism is more than the narrow set of axioms (limited government and free markets) that Milton Friedman posits, but less than the sum of what self-identified liberals decide to do. It might be compared to a set of motifs in Wagner’s ‘Ring Cycle’. The motifs are the core of the music. But they are recombined in multifarious ways as the work unfolds. Liberalism is a set of solutions to ever-changing problems. It is dynamic rather than dogmatic. You can have big-government liberalism as well as small-government liberalism depending on the problem. But it is only dynamic within a certain range: there are fundamental liberal values that you cannot compromise without ceasing to be a liberal. Big government is within the liberal range, religious intolerance outside it.

The aim of this book is twofold: first, to recount the history of liberalism in a way that reveals the eternal liberal values that need to be re-animated in every generation; and, second, to present a liberal blueprint for addressing the extraordinary problems that we face today. I will trace the many ways in which liberalism has adapted itself to changing circumstances. Adaptability is in its DNA. I will also define the core of liberalism that we must preserve if we are to adapt it to a new age. Our quest, in the historical sections to come, is the molten core of liberalism that needs to be reforged in every generation.

I have taken a deliberately broad view of what this ‘molten core’ means. Too-broad critics might argue: how can you define both Winston Churchill and Clement Attlee as liberals? Or Friedrich Hayek and Maynard Keynes? I would defend the broadness of my definition on two grounds. The first is conceptual: the more powerful the forces of illiberalism become, the more we need to think about what differentiates us as liberals. During the long holiday from history in the 1990s, it might have made sense to concentrate on the ‘narcissism of small differences’ between, say, George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton. But with the critics of liberalism on the march on all fronts, intellectual as well as political, it behoves us to think about what we have in common.

The second is practical: with the forces of illiberalism winning all too many battles, we need to put aside our petty differences and make a common cause against our collective enemy. Centrists of all parties need to unite to defend non-negotiable liberal principles if they are not to be swept aside by the rising forces of reaction. Here the pragmatic realism of the post-war period provides a template: if Churchill provided the call to arms in his great ‘iron curtain’ speech, Ernest Bevin, Attlee’s foreign minister, ensured that Britain chose the right side in the Cold War.

Liberalism began life as an antidote to the twin evils of economic stagnation and religious war. Before the eighteenth century, economies had been stagnant – people had become rich by extracting value rather than creating it – and ideological zealots had slaughtered each other as a matter of routine. Liberals pointed to a different way forward – creating wealth by removing artificial fetters on human creativity, on the one hand, and agreeing to disagree about transcendental matters, on the other. The first liberal economists, notably Adam Smith and David Ricardo, discovered new principles of wealth creation such as the division of labour and comparative advantage. The first liberal philosophers, notably John Locke and David Hume, argued in favour of scepticism and moderation. Those two insights changed the world. If ‘all history is the history of thought’, as the historian and philosopher R.G. Collingwood maintained,17 then all modern history is the history of liberal thought and the response to it.

The twin watchwords of the new creed were individualism and freedom. Liberals start with the individual and work upwards where previous political systems had started with the collective (the community or the state) and worked downwards. Liberals believe that people should be judged as individuals rather than as members of social or biological groups. They also regard freedom as the signature political virtue (the word liberal derives from the Latin ‘libertas’ for liberty). The Swiss philosopher Benjamin Constant (1767–1830), perhaps the first man to use the word ‘liberal’ to designate a political position, which he did in Paris in 1797, linked the two words, freedom and individualism, together in a telling passage: ‘For forty years I have defended the same principle: freedom in everything, in religion, in philosophy, in literature, in industry, in politics: and by freedom, I mean the triumph of individuality, both over the authority which wants to govern by despotism, and over the masses which claim the right to subject the minority to the majority.’18

Liberalism broke with the idea that we should pursue collective salvation by worshipping in the same church and living according to the same political code. Immanuel Kant argued that ‘the crooked timber of humanity’ meant that ‘no straight thing’ could ever be made. John Stuart Mill spends as much time in On Liberty praising ‘diversity’ as he does scepticism, with diversity defined as variety, nonconformity and self-definition, a willingness to live your life in accordance with your own lights rather than popular opinion. Isaiah Berlin puts pluralism at the heart of liberalism on the grounds that people disagree about what constitutes a good life.

The only civilized way to deal with such disagreements is through moderation and tolerance. Liberalism was born out of an aversion to the twin extremisms unleashed by the French Revolution: the extremism of the Jacobins, who wanted to start the world afresh by bathing it in blood, on the one hand, and the extremism of the traditionalists who wanted to restore the Old Regime, on the other. This aversion to the extremism also earned liberals one of their most evocative nicknames. When the National Assembly was established, reactionaries gathered in the seats on the speaker’s right while the radicals gathered on the speaker’s left. The moderates who were not affiliated with either faction sat in the centre seats – and quickly became known as centrists.

This centrist positioning resounded down the ages. Arthur Schlesinger declared, in 1949, that what America needed was a ‘vital centre’. Bill Clinton and Tony Blair produced the Third Way by triangulating between the new right and the old left. Gerhard Schröder, once a great reforming German chancellor, championed Die Neue Mitte (the New Centre). The nickname ‘centrists’ resonates not only because liberals reject the extremism of both right and left. It resonates because liberals reject the certainty that leads to extreme solutions. During the great lurch to the left in the 1960s the literary critic Lionel Trilling was confronted by a young radical who proceeded to denounce him. ‘You have no position; you are always in between.’ To which Trilling replied, ‘Between is the only honest place to be.’19

Marxists believe that political disagreement will end when socialism triumphs and human beings are reconciled in universal harmony. For them, disagreement is a sign of an unhealthy society driven by inequalities of reward. Libertarians believe similarly that society is self-organizing and that the best thing to do with organized power (‘government’) is to shrink it so that it can be drowned in a bathtub. Liberals hold, on the contrary, that disagreement is part of the human condition – indeed a vital part of the human condition because it encourages creative differences and thereby drives progress. 20

The great political challenge for liberals is not to ‘win’ the war of ideologies but to manage disagreements as well as possible. The reason why liberals revere constitutions so much, Christopher Clark argues in Revolutionary Spring, his book on the 1848 revolutions, is that they are in essence ‘peace treaties designed to manage the relationship between structurally antagonistic groups.’21 The reason why liberals revere parliamentary debates is because they formalize this clash of ideas. Britain’s tradition of parliamentary battle – Punch and Judy politics to its critics – might look as if it entrenches disagreement. But instead, by constraining disagreement with rules and manners and situating the debating chamber in a Palace filled with dining rooms and bars, it promotes harmony, or at least the possibility of harmony, beneath the discord.

It is said mockingly that a liberal is someone who can start an argument with himself. Yet this propensity for questioning its own assumptions is, in fact, like disagreement, essential to liberalism’s strength. The core belief of liberalism is that the individual must be cherished: his or her rights must be protected and autonomy preserved. Yet the most penetrating criticism of individualism is provided by the French liberal Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59), who worried that excessive individualism would dissolve society into a collection of selfish atoms. ‘Each man is forever thrown back on himself alone,’ he wrote in his great book Democracy in America, ‘and there is a danger that he may be shut up in the solitude of his own heart.’ It is often these internal tensions that make liberalism such a successful governing philosophy. Liberalism is an argument not a catechism – and the most profound critics of liberalism are usually other liberals.

Sleeping on a volcano

During its long history, liberalism has suffered from several near-death experiences only to revive and come back stronger than before. In the late nineteenth century, laissez-faire liberalism risked being swept aside by the rising tide of democracy and government activism. The New Liberals adapted the creed to the age of giant corporations and mass political parties. In the 1920s and 1930s, liberalism risked being stamped to death by jack-booted fascism or communism. The socialist turned fascist Mussolini relished the decline of liberalism, pronouncing that ‘The liberal state is destined to perish. All the political experiments of our day are anti-liberal’;22 the great Spanish essayist and diplomat Salvador de Madariaga feared the decline of liberalism, worrying that ‘reason and liberty are precisely the two martyrs of our age’;23 but neither man had any doubt that it was on its way out.

Even so, liberals held onto power in the United States and Britain, beat the Axis powers in a world war and reconstructed the world according to a new collection of liberal principles. Keynes showed how governments could intervene in the economy to generate demand. European politicians rebuilt Europe on the ruins of the great illiberal regimes of Hitler and Mussolini, helped by far-sighted aid from the United States. The West fought a patient Cold War against Soviet expansionism that led to the collapse of communism without the predicted Armageddon.

For all its extraordinary success the post-war domestic settlement ran out of steam. Dynamism gave way to stagflation, social cooperation to interminable strikes. A new breed of liberals rode to the rescue – classical liberals to themselves and neoliberals to their critics – who wanted to junk Keynesianism in favour of the verities of free-trade liberalism. By the 1990s and 2000s, things were going so well that liberal crusaders dreamed of spreading free markets and democracy to the ex-communist world and the autocratic Middle East. History was ending not with a bang or a whimper but with the complete triumph of liberalism.

Why did such a successful philosophy degenerate so badly in recent years? In a word, success. ‘A great victory is a great danger,’ wrote Friedrich Nietzsche, one of liberalism’s most profound critics. ‘Human nature bears a triumph less easily than a defeat: indeed, it might even be urged that it is simpler to gain a victory of this sort than to turn it to such account that it may not ultimately prove a serious rout.’24

The first generation of liberals in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries such as the Marquis de Condorcet and James Mill were radicals to their core. They savaged every deformity of the ancien régime: the mercantilist system that allowed the state to regulate economic life; the patronage system that awarded jobs based on status and connection; and, something that is easy to forget in our secular times, the theocratic state that imposed religious tests on office holders. By contrast, today’s liberals are creatures of the establishment. Their lot in life is not the martyr’s grave or the prisoner’s cell but the tenured job and the index-linked pension. Liberal elites have created caste-like privileges that recall the caste-like privileges of the feudal and clerical elite such as exemption from paying taxes if you are a European working for the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or the World Bank in Washington or exemption from paying fines if you are a diplomat working for the United Nations (UN) in New York (one Kuwaiti diplomat racked up two unpaid parking tickets a day for a year).

Liberals boast that they support ‘open societies’ against closed ones. But in practice they protect themselves against open competition through a complex network of mottes and baileys – licences, qualifications, family connections and nepotistic practices. They support ‘open’ immigration policies that provide them with clear benefits (cheap labour and exotic restaurants) while ignoring the costs that they impose on working-class people who lack their subtle defences against competition.

The conversion of liberals into the establishment has driven a wedge between liberalism and ordinary people. University administrators embrace policies of affirmative action that are wildly unpopular with regular people (including most Black people). Neoliberals specialize in walling off economic decision-making from popular oversight. The European Union pushes forward with its ‘project’ of ‘ever closer integration’ regardless of popular opinion (when the Danes voted against ratifying the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 the EU asked them to vote again, a process that was repeated in Ireland with the Nice Treaty in 2001–2 and the Lisbon Treaty in 2008–9). Liberals devoted much of their intellectual energy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to shedding their disdain for the masses only to rediscover it during the era of liberal hegemony.

The most recent liberal era was, above all, an era of triumphalism and overreach. The privatization of state assets in the communist world enriched oligarchs and kleptocrats. The invasion of Iraq spread violence and chaos. The deregulation of the financial system stoked a global financial crisis that almost led to a 1930s-style Great Depression. Triumphalism coincided with the neglect of the condition of poorer people in the West itself, not least in the United States. Once-great industrial towns turned into hellscapes even as liberal intellectuals praised globalization for lifting all boats and the internet for creating a global village. Where workplace solidarity and tight-knit communities once provided compensation for lower social status, now people outside the elite live in a world of atomization as well as poverty. At 78.4 years, US life expectancy is significantly lower than it is in other high-income countries. Social scientists talk of ‘deaths of despair’ (people drinking and drugging themselves to death).25 The birth rate in the US has fallen to a historic low of 1.7 per woman – below the level of 2.1 that is necessary to sustain the population. Liberalism’s triumph has been the common man’s loss.

Liberal triumphalism coincided with the fragmentation of liberal thought into several sub-creeds: the managerial liberalism of the people who ran global institutions, the left-liberalism of the universities and the neoliberalism that was promoted by Reagan and Thatcher and institutionalized by Clinton and Blair. This fragmentation injected extremism into the heart of liberalism as each of these sub-groups, concentrated in their respective professional niches, spoke only to people like themselves. Neoliberals chased after the rainbow of efficient markets. Managerial liberals dreamed of global government and earth-spanning corporations. Left-liberals hunted ever more marginal groups. A creed that had once been defined by opposition to the extremism of both the Jacobins and the Royalists, degenerated into a collection of monomanias.

Liberal overreach has produced a malign dialectic with populism. Populists everywhere pledge to do battle with self-indulgent and hypocritical elites. And liberals respond by becoming even more self-righteous and demophobic. America, the world’s most evangelical liberal power, twice elected Donald Trump, a libertine who admires autocracy. India, the world’s biggest multicultural democracy, elected Narendra Modi, a Hindu nationalist who demonizes religious minorities. Political opponents are no longer just rivals for power. They are what Carl Schmitt called ‘profoundly other’ – ‘existentially something different and alien’.26

The liberal–populist dialectic has progressively undermined the moderate centre. The left moved sharply leftward in the 2010s and early 2020s – into the swamp of identity politics and ‘cancelling’. A host of establishment institutions, including universities, newspapers, foundations and corporations, endorsed the self-harming idea that the West is a fundamentally racist entity that can only be saved through anti-racist activism. The right moved rightwards – into the even more noxious swamp of authoritarianism and xenophobia. Frustrated progressives now try to push their controversial decisions through non-accountable institutions such as UN agencies or, more worryingly, the law courts. Populists respond by demanding that the ‘will of the people’ should be able to overthrow whatever checks and balances lie in its way. Left-wing and right-wing extremists are not really opposites but evil twins – and establishment liberals are not so much peacemakers as irritants who drive both sides into a frenzy.

Forward with liberalism

It is tempting to lose hope in a world in which every day brings news of some new atrocity. The second Trump presidency is more extreme than most people expected – and far more effective. Ukraine is being bartered and betrayed. The strongmen seem to be intent on dividing the world between them. A ‘vast murderousness’ is stirring just as it was in Mann’s Europe before the First World War.

Yet there is a way forward: reinventing liberalism just as thoroughly as we did in the 1900s and 1940s – this time for an age of (mis)information capitalism, gathering authoritarianism and identity politics. We need to reassert the importance of certain core liberal values against the great simplifiers of both the left and the right: freedom of speech versus cancellation and deplatforming; defence of universal rules versus special rules for special categories of people; individualism, competition and meritocracy. But at the same time, we need to think harder about what those principles mean in an age of the industrialized production of misinformation and massive structural inequality.

Liberalism needs to rediscover its radical spirit – to become, once again, the philosophy of people who question authority rather than accept it, who challenge the status quo rather than administer it, who feel, in their bones, that we can do better than this. Yet at the same time it needs to rediscover the spirit of moderation. The arrogance that drove recent manifestations of liberalism – the Washington Consensus or the neoconservative ‘democracy project’ or the identitarian revolution – needs to be abandoned in favour of a sense of the limits of the possible.

The case for reviving the vital centre could not be more urgent. The world is being torn apart by a war between opposites: between elitists and populists, capitalist-triumphalists and capitalist-catastrophists, woke warriors and crusty traditionalists. Liberals need to help reconcile the opposites. Elites need to be disciplined by democratic input but not give into it entirely. Meritocracy needs to be made more flexible and inclusive but not compromised out of existence. Information capitalism needs to be prevented from running amok but without killing the spirit of creative destruction. Everything needs to be calmed down. Walter Lippmann began his book A Preface to Morals (1929) with a quote from Aristophanes: ‘Whirl is King, having driven out Zeus’. The job of the centre is to bring back Zeus and tame the Whirl.

We are certainly living in a darkening age, but the light of liberalism still beckons if only we can get the ship of state moving again. We start by looking at the way a band of heroic liberals saved us all from bigotry and backwardness and created the modern world.




Part One



HOW LIBERALISM MADE THE MODERN WORLD




1.

The Birth of Liberalism

The world before liberalism was, by modern standards, strikingly slow-moving. The economic historian Angus Maddison calculates that, from the birth of Jesus to 1820, economic growth amounted, on average, to no more than 0.11 per cent a century. Today some lucky countries can manage 11 per cent a year, and even mature economies can routinely clock up 2 per cent.1 Population growth was limited by war, famine and disease – or, as Rudyard Kipling put it, ‘nature audited her accounts with a red pencil.’ A young vassal in the fifteenth century could look forward to tilling the same plot of his landlord’s soil as his father had tilled before him, until Kipling’s red pencil crossed him out.

All power to the group

Pre-liberal societies were defined by group membership and collective traditions. Societies were regarded as fixed hierarchies stretching from the ruler at the top to the peasant at the bottom, and individuals occupied their positions on the basis of parentage rather than talent. Even punishments were determined more by social status than the nature of the crime: the oldest extant piece of law, that of the Babylonian king Hammurabi, decreed that ‘if a man put out the eye of another, his eye shall be put out’ – but only if the original eye belonged to an aristocrat. For the eye of a plebian or slave, you got off with a fine.2

This society-first view of the world had distinct cultural manifestations: India had its caste system of Brahmins and untouchables, Japan its rigid hierarchy topped by the Samurai elite, China its reverence for the Mandarin scholar selected by examination. In Europe, the organic view of society rested on a combination of classical and biblical authorities.

The classical authors who were studied by the elite, particularly Aristotle, talked about ‘natural’ rulers and ‘natural’ slaves. The Bible enjoins Christians to ‘submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted among men’ (1 Peter 2:13). In 1079, Pope Gregory VII declared that ‘the dispensation of divine providence ordered there should be distinct grades and orders’. Eight centuries later Victorian choirs sang: ‘The rich man in his castle, / The poor man at his gate, / God made them, high or lowly, / And ordered their estate.’

Society not only accepted this static world but celebrated it: just as liberal societies will themselves to be progressive, pre-liberal societies willed themselves to be fixed. Rituals ensured that every new beginning, a birth, or a marriage, was a recreation of an ancient role. The poet Alexander Pope captured the spirit of hierarchical societies when he warned that any attempt to alter the established order would ‘in the full creation leave a void, / Where, one step broken, the great scale’s destroyed’.3 There was more to this than the blind defence of class interests: society was grappling with the fact that, in the absence of growth in productivity, people were fighting over limited resources. One man’s gain was another man’s loss.

The elementary unit in society was the family: the nexus between society and biology and between the present and the eternal. The aristocratic family, in particular, was defined by its relationship to place and lineage: the bigger the plot of land and the older the dynasty the better. The centrality of the family meant that there was no distinction between the personal and the political: the individual was merely a pawn in a struggle to perpetuate the lineage. Kings married in order to consolidate their kingdoms, forge alliances, or pre-empt rival alliances. Aristocrats ruled in order to extend their landholdings. The birth of a son was a cause for collective celebration, the birth of a daughter a spur of despair if the lineage had not already been secured.

The centrality of the family also meant that the female half of the population was defined by its role as producers of children, a dangerous occupation in the pre-modern age. Before they got married, women were the property of their fathers. In marriage they were transferred to their husbands. In his Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–9), Sir William Blackstone argued that marriage involved a process known as ‘coverture’ – ‘husband and wife … are one person in law, so that the very being and existence of the woman is suspended during the coverture or entirely merged and incorporated in that of the husband.’

Any position in the social hierarchy brought with it a bundle of caste-specific privileges and obligations. Nobles were entitled to be tried by their equals in special courts (the last trial by peers in Britain was in 1935 when Edward Russell was found not guilty of manslaughter) and to be subjected to special punishments suited to their rank (French nobles had a right to a clean beheading rather than a more grotesque ending). They were exempted from certain taxes on the grounds that they were already serving the state in a military function. If they took part in a battle, they continued with the rituals of courtly life, bringing along cooks, sommeliers, liveried servants and silver tableware.4

To justify those privileges, nobles had to perform certain duties – starting with fighting for the king but also extending to sitting in certain places in court or even disposing of the king’s stool. The central tenet of aristocratic morality was not self-fulfilment but social fulfilment – performing your allotted role in society and fulfilling your duty to others, whether they were above you or below you in the hierarchy. Knights gained honour, the most important virtue of aristocratic society, from serving their kings and looking after their dependants, whatever their inclinations as individuals, and lost honour by failing to perform either duty.

Pre-modern societies gave a low priority to individual merit. Monarchs set the tone by inheriting their jobs in the natural lottery that is genetic inheritance. Kings took their places regardless of age or ability: James VI of Scotland inherited his crown when he was thirteen months old and Charles II of Spain (1661–1700) was such a mass of genetic problems that his head was too big for his body, his tongue was too big for his mouth, and he constantly drooled. Walter Bagehot (1826–77) claimed that, at the dawn of the nineteenth century, every hereditary monarch in Europe was insane.5 Jobs were treated like property that could be given away to hangers-on or sold to the highest bidder.6

The elite had a take-it-or-leave-it attitude to trained intelligence. Think of the Earl of Chesterfield’s speech in 1737 in the House of Lords on the vexed subject of licensing actors: ‘We, my lords, may thank Heaven that we have something better than our brains to depend upon.’ Or Lady de Courcy’s disgust at her nephew’s insistence on finishing his degree in Cambridge in Anthony Trollope’s Dr Thorne (1858): ‘It was not by reading that the Greshams of Greshamsbury had held their heads up in the county, but by having high blood and plenty of money.’ The heir to the family seat must, Lady de Courcy insisted, give up university at once and focus on ‘marrying money’!

In praise of certainty

The world of stasis was also a world of collective certainties. Groups of people worshipped the same God, lived by the same moral codes and pursued the same transcendental goals. Nowhere was this principle celebrated more splendidly than in medieval Europe. The ruling science of the age was theology. The great churches and cathedrals were ‘the bible in stone’.7 Politics and art were mere means to a spiritual end. The Church employed a transnational army of black-coated clerics who laid down the law on all things spiritual and moral, and who exercised a monopoly over education and social welfare.

In the eyes of the Church there was no distinction between truth and opinion or between divine law and human law. Sovereigns wore their crowns on condition that they would drive out heresy, certainly at home and ideally abroad as well. Public officials had to take oaths of obedience to eternal truths. Equally, there was no distinction between physical harm and emotional harm: in the words of the Old Testament, ‘the stroke of the whip maketh marks in the flesh: but the stroke of the tongue breaketh the bones’.

The Church–state fusion punished anyone who refused to endorse official orthodoxy with ostracism or death. ‘He is said to be a heretic … who separates himself from the unity of the Church’, proclaimed Gregory IX in the 1234 Liber Extra.8 If people offended against society’s most cherished beliefs, they deserved to be treated worse than murderers, because they murdered the collective soul rather than a single body.

The contrast between the glorious and the reprehensible is extraordinary. Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century produced a soaring philosophy – a fugue of a thing – which posited that everything has its proper place in a God-saturated universe. The stonemasons who built the great cathedrals and carved the statues of saints; the painters who covered the walls with frescoes; the monks who produced brilliantly coloured bibles – all worked anonymously for the greater glory of God rather than the gratification of their individual egos. But at the same time the Church created a great ‘machinery of persecution’ that devoted itself to persecuting heretics and the ruthless enforcement of orthodoxy.9 If burning people alive helped to save them from eternal damnation, then it was surely a moral act, perhaps even one that you could take some pleasure in.

Liberals before liberalism

This static world produced three great thinkers who defined the main elements of liberalism before it was born: Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam (?1469–1536), Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury (1588–1679) and Charles Louis de Secondat, Baron de La Brede et de Montesquieu (1689–1755).

Liberalism was an attitude before it was a philosophy, and a way of being before it was a set of ideas. Erasmus pioneered this attitude, and embodied this way of being, in his opposition to ideological frenzy and talent for civilized living. An illegitimate child, Erasmus was hidden away in a monastery as a boy and earmarked for a life of obscure contemplation. Happily, his mind proved too lively and his wanderlust too untameable for the cloistered life. He left the monastery as soon as he was old enough, only to be shocked by the world he discovered, a world in which far too many lived off Christianity, and far too few lived for it. The Church was an engine of privilege rather than spiritual enlightenment. Popes fathered children and promoted them, cleverly disguised as nephews, into well-paid jobs. The largest businesses in Rome were the wine trade and prostitution. The papacy preyed on the credulity of the laity by selling indulgences – ‘forged pardons for real sins’, in Erasmus’s words. Leo X, pope during Erasmus’s glory years, was the spirit of corruption made pudgy and pampered flesh.10 Universities were self-perpetuating oligarchies of obscurantists and suck-ups. A doctorate in theology at the Sorbonne took a minimum of eight years to complete and an average of eighteen.11

What could be done about this disaster? Erasmus favoured two ways of promoting reform and toleration. The first was to call the Church back to its original purpose by uncovering the Christ hidden beneath dogmatic doctrines and distorted interpretations. To this end, he produced a new translation of the Bible by applying the same method to the Holy Scripture that Renaissance scholars were applying to classical texts. The second was to reform society by educating royal princes in the ways of righteousness. He acted as a tutor to several young princes, including the most powerful of them all, the future Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V.

In his Education of a Christian Prince (1516) he argued that the king is a servant of the people and must rule according to the principles of honour and sincerity, a revolutionary notion disguised as flattery. In The Prince, published three years earlier, Machiavelli had argued that it was better for a ruler to be feared than loved; Erasmus argued, on the contrary, that it was better to be loved than feared, and suggested that the way to create a lovable prince was to give him a well-rounded humanist education. ‘Man, unless he has experienced the influence of learning and philosophy,’ he said, ‘is at the mercy of impulses that are worse than those of a wild beast.’12

Erasmus’s other weapon was civilized behaviour: after books, he liked nothing more than good food, good wine and open-ended conversation. He had a gift for friendship, enjoying an intellectual romance with the English humanist Thomas More, but this talent for friendship was sharpened by a taste for mockery, which he wielded against the pompous and pedantic. In In Praise of Folly (1511), one of the first secular bestsellers, he tweaked everyone from doctors (quacks and flatterers) to monks (donkeys braying out psalms that they had memorized because they could not read).

Erasmus offered the world a short-cut to liberalism – weaning Christianity off force, re-moralizing secular princes and infusing society with the spirit of civilized tolerance. An aristocracy of education, composed of both landed elites and humanist scholars, would unite the best of Christian and classical civilization. ‘I am a lover of liberty’, he said, ‘and cannot and will not serve a party.’ Alas, it was a short-cut that was not taken: Erasmus was sidelined by a very different revolt against the old order of imposed certainty – the Reformation.

The Reformation is often credited with giving birth to liberalism because it launched Protestantism, with its elevation of individual choice, upon the world. But in the short term, at least, the Reformation achieved the opposite, creating a world of competing religious groups which crushed liberty at home and waged ideological war abroad. John Calvin enforced religious orthodoxy in Geneva with imprisonment, exile and execution. The Roman Church expanded its Inquisition, the army of priests who roamed Europe hunting down heretics, and introduced an Index of Prohibited Books. The tragedy of the new order is well represented by the Spaniard Michael Servetus, a sceptic about the doctrine of the Trinity, who fled from the Spanish Inquisition to Calvin’s Geneva only to be arrested, put on trial and burned alive.13

Both sides of the schism initially tried to win Erasmus’s approval. The great man was pulled two ways, agreeing with Luther on the corruption of the Church, but eventually sided with the establishment on the grounds that it is easier to reform institutions than control mobs. He told everyone who would listen that Europe was heading for civil war – that the ‘the long war of words and pamphlets’ would be waged ‘with halberds and cannons.’ And for that very reason he chose to remain neutral in the greatest debate of his age, proclaiming that ‘I would rather be torn limb from limb than encourage discord.’

The religious war which indeed followed reduced this man in the middle from everyone’s friend to everyone’s enemy. Luther denounced him as an ‘enraged reptile’, ‘vainglorious beast’ and ‘instrument of Satan’. The Catholic Church declared him a proto-Luther. ‘Erasmus laid the eggs,’ a monk from Cologne wrote, ‘Luther hatched them. God grant that we may smash the eggs and stifle the chicks.’ One of Erasmus’s translators was burned at the stake. ‘To the Guelphs I am considered a Ghibelline and to the Ghibellines a Guelph,’ he noted.

The self-proclaimed ‘citizen of the world’ could no longer roam across Europe, pouring honeyed words into the ears of kings, and spent his final years holed up in the free city of Basel. In 1559, the Church banned his collected works, along with the works of 550 other writers. The ban was not rescinded until 1966.

The next hundred years of European history bloodily confirmed Erasmus’s warnings about the dangers of ideological extremism. Luther denounced the pope as the Antichrist while comparing Rome to Sodom and Gomorrah; the pope called Luther a ‘roaring sow’. Then came the book-burning and the statue-smashing, and then, as night followed day, the people-burning. More than a third of Germany’s population died in the Thirty Years War (1618–48) amid torched villages, mass rapes and widespread torture, including waterboarding.

Liberalism is also founded on the idea that society starts with the individual. Hobbes pioneered this argument in his masterwork, Leviathan (1651). Hobbes was the child of fear: he was born in 1588 when his mother was terrified into a premature delivery by the combination of a violent storm and a rumour that the Spanish Armada had landed – ‘my mother was filled with such fear that she bore twins, me and together with me fear’, he wrote – and fear stalked him throughout his life. His father was a poorly educated clergyman who preferred the pub to his church. Hobbes’s England was shaken by a succession of threats, from the Gunpowder Plot in 1605 to the Civil War in 1642–60, a war that, as well as delivering regicide and dictatorship, claimed the lives of a higher proportion of the British population than the First World War.

Fear’s twin only survived because of a sharp eye for patronage. On graduating from Oxford, he attached himself to the Cavendish family as librarian at Chatsworth, the family seat, and tutor to their eldest son, William. This allowed him to complete his education by accompanying William on a grand tour of France and Italy in 1614–15. On fleeing from the country at the outbreak of the Civil War, he attached himself to the royal household in exile, again acting as a private tutor to various aristocrats, culminating in the most aristocratic of the lot, the future Charles II. Hobbes ended his days with a royal pension of a hundred pounds a year from the Merrie Monarch and died in his bed at Chatsworth aged ninety-one.

Hobbes deconstructed society into its smallest parts – the isolated individuals who compose it. He did this by asking himself what life would be like in a state of nature. Would men prove to be naturally sociable creatures as Aristotle had taught? Or would they prove to be atoms of ego who would take any opportunity to attack each other and secure advantage? The second answer struck him as more plausible. He then produced the idea of the social contract. The only way to escape from civil war was to surrender your natural rights to do whatever you please and instead construct an absolute sovereign or Leviathan to rule over society.

The idea of an absolute state might strike us as the very opposite of ‘liberal’ or even ‘proto-liberal’. Yet many of the giants of modern political theory such as Leo Strauss and Michael Oakeshott have identified Hobbes as a father of the liberal tradition.14 John Gray states flatly that ‘Hobbes was a liberal – the only one, perhaps, still worth reading’.15 Leviathan was the first book to promote the idea that society rested on a voluntary contract between the government and the citizen. Hobbes’s fellow Royalists were shocked that he junked traditional ideas about the divine right of kings and the natural deference of inferiors. With its frontispiece of thousands of tiny, indistinguishable individuals composing an all-mighty sovereign, Leviathan was also the first book to anticipate the dark side of liberalism: the emergence of a world that is divided between isolated individuals, on the one hand, and an overmighty state on the other, a world that Tocqueville and others sought to forestall but which seems to be upon us anyway.

More radical thinkers recognized the enormous potential of the idea of the social contract. John Locke (1632–1704) pushed Hobbes’s idea in one direction in his Two Treatises on Government (1689), shifting the emphasis from the state’s duty to preserve order to its duty to protect the rights of individuals to life, liberty and property and insisting that citizens had a right to rebel if the government failed to protect these rights. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) pushed it in another direction in The Social Contract (1762), arguing that the state’s obligation was to reflect the general will of the people.

Lastly, liberalism is a spirit as well as a set of constitutional arrangements. Montesquieu grasped this fact even before America declared independence. Born a decade after Hobbes’s death and a year after Britain’s Glorious Revolution, Montesquieu was the only one of our three proto-liberals who qualified for membership of the old aristocracy. He inherited his family estate in Bordeaux and then married a woman who also inherited land. But wealth did not mean idleness. He busied himself with local affairs, purchasing a job as a magistrate with the Bordeaux parliament. Spurning the traditional aristocratic disdain for trade, he became a successful wine merchant.16

His first book, Persian Letters (1721), a dissection of the foibles of eighteenth-century society seen through the eyes of visiting Persian dignitaries, turned him into an intellectual celebrity. Henceforth he lived an amphibious life as both a provincial aristocrat and global intellectual, spending months in Paris and visiting most of the great European capitals, a man of the soil and a man of the mind.

Montesquieu’s great work, The Spirit of Law (1750) is a circuitous ramble rather than a walk in a straight line like Leviathan.17 Three themes nevertheless keep recurring, themes that not only ensure Montesquieu’s place as a father of liberalism but remain strikingly relevant to our current dilemmas.

The first is that the concentration of power is dangerous, whoever holds it. The most important political distinction for Montesquieu is not the classical distinction over how many people ruled (kingship, aristocracy, or democracy) but whether power was unlimited or limited. The French nobleman’s ideal political system was the British one because, in his view, power was divided between the king, Parliament and the judiciary. This division was not as neatly defined as it was to be in the US: ministers might sit in the Commons and senior judges and clergymen in the Lords. It nevertheless existed in fact even if it did not in theory, expressed in powerful institutions such as an independent judiciary and rooted in the division of social roles between the monarchy, the aristocracy and the gentry. (Montesquieu was curiously silent about the Church.)

Which leads naturally to the Frenchman’s second insight: that constitutions are embedded in political regimes and political regimes are in turn embedded in society. The eighteenth-century Enlightenment, which celebrated reason and science over tradition and faith, generated a fierce debate over the relationship between universal norms and cultural peculiarities. Though Montesquieu did not deny that there are universal rules of right or wrong, he believed that societies differed in their ability to express these ideas. The division of powers will only stick if the people are enlightened and liberal enough to make use of them. The spirit of law must precede the form, a lesson that liberals repeatedly forget at their moments of greatest triumph.

The third insight is the importance of moderation. In moderate governments, people have that quiet confidence that comes from the predictability of the law. In despotic regimes, they are consumed by the fear that they could be the next victim of the dictator’s ire or a neighbour’s malice. Despotisms (whether of the one or the many) are immoderate by their nature because they rule without constraint. Moderation entails incessant balancing. The job of practising politicians is to maintain a balance between competing interests, shifting this way and that to make sure that society doesn’t veer out of control.

Between the three of them these great men provided a powerful argument for advancing to a new world. Erasmus demonstrated that ideological certainty can destroy civilization and lead to barbarism. Hobbes demolished the idea that society can thrive only if it pursues a collective end. Montesquieu provided a vision of a new world in which, thanks to balanced institutions and enlightened mores, ordinary citizens could look forward to the tranquillity that comes from liberty.

Yet the old world proved tenacious. Even in Britain, the country that Montesquieu idealized, the great organs of the Church and state cooperated to crush dissent. The offices of the crown, places at Oxford and Cambridge, seats in Parliament, jobs in local government, were all limited to Anglicans until well into the nineteenth century, and the Church of England was supported by taxes on the whole of the population. In 1683, Oxford University burned heretical texts in the quadrangle outside the Bodleian Library, including Leviathan. Blackstone argued that the existing penalties for ‘offences against God and religion’ cannot be ‘thought too severe and intolerant; when we consider that they are levelled at an offence, to which men cannot now be prompted by any laudable motive’.18

It took more than the ideas and examples of our proto-liberals to free the world from the grip of the old regime. It took an economic revolution – the Industrial Revolution – that put the world in motion and tested the old certainties of the pre-industrial society against the new realities of steam and steel.

Melting into air

Liberalism was, first and foremost, a response to the transition from a largely static world to a progressively mobile one. Liberals were not alone in recognizing the transition. The most famous description of the change was by Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto (1848): ‘All that is solid and established melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and people are finally forced to view their place in life and their relations to one another with open eyes.’ Wilhelm von Ketteler, the bishop of Mainz from 1850 to 1877, chose the image of dust rather than liquefaction: the new world treated people as ‘atoms of stuff’ to be ‘pulverized’ and ‘blown over the earth’.19

Even so, the liberals were the only people to treat mobility as the inescapable fact of the new world. Revolutionaries like Marx and Engels wanted to fast-forward to a new age of peace and stability. Conservatives like Ketteler wanted to go back to the old world in which everybody knew their place. Liberals, by contrast, recognized, in Ernest Gellner’s words, that modern society ‘has to be mobile, whether it wishes to be so or not, because this is required by the satisfaction of its terrible and overwhelming thirst for economic growth.’20

The leading lights of liberalism insisted that the most important distinction between the modern world of the West and the pre-modern world of ‘the rest’, lay in mobility. Adam Smith noted that China seems ‘to have been long stationary’. Adam Ferguson argued that ‘rude’ peoples were characterized by ‘indolence’, and that indolence went along with despotism and hot weather.21 To the embarrassment of the contemporary left, Marx fully supported the liberal idea that the non-European world was hopelessly static until liberal capitalism came and gave it a liberating shove.22

It is impossible to put an exact date on the arrival of the age of mobility: history sped up gradually rather than all of a sudden and at different times in different places. If Maddison’s figures suggest that the decades after 1770 were pivotal, a concatenation of events points to the same conclusion: the invention of the Spinning Jenny (1764), the publication of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), America’s Declaration of Independence (1776), and, of course, the French Revolution (1789), an event that Goethe thought marked a ‘new era’ in the history of mankind and Tocqueville felt signalled ‘the regeneration of the whole human race’.

These years introduced something unprecedented: self-sustaining growth. Men grew rich, in the aggregate, not by commandeering limited resources, but by improving productivity. It also introduced a big problem: how could you prevent a society in motion from falling into mere anarchy? Liberalism is the quintessentially modern political philosophy because it recognizes the inevitability of movement while also offering solutions to the threat of disintegration.

The ringing grooves of change

The writers of the new age filled their work with images of dynamism in the same way that writers of the previous age filled theirs with images of order. Writing in 1797, Goethe summed up the state of the world in the wake of the French Revolution:


… for now, all the world is in

Motion and now, everything once conjoined is detached,

Basic laws of the mightiest states are coming undone.

Those who once possessed are detached from their possessions,

Friend separated from friend, and love cut off from love.

…

We no longer possess the land. Its treasures are mobile;

Gold and silver are melted down from the ancient forms.

Everything’s moving, as if our structured world were sliding

Back into night and chaos, to shape itself anew.23



In ‘Locksley Hall’, Tennyson urged ‘the great world’ to ‘spin for e’er down the ringing grooves of change’. Nathaniel Hawthorne said that ‘the whistle of the locomotive’ ‘tells a story of busy men’ and ‘brings the noisy world in to the midst of our slumbrous peace’.24 In The Education of Henry Adams (1907), the author, the great-grandson of one president and grandson of another, presented the dynamo as the prime symbol of modern civilization just as the virgin is the prime symbol of the Middle Ages.

Victorian intellectuals were fixated on movement. Social theorists saw history unfolding in a succession of progressive stages. John Stuart Mill (1806–73) defined ‘enterprise’, the animating principle of the Victorian economy, as ‘the desire to keep moving, to be trying and accomplishing new things for our own benefit or that of others’.25 Marx claimed to have discovered ‘the laws of motion’ of modern society. Darwin put movement at the heart of nature – organisms are engaged in a never-ending struggle for resources and mates.

There was a widespread recognition that liberalism and mobility were as one. ‘Liberal opinions are gaining’, exclaimed the radical Joseph Parkes (1796–1865), ‘as indeed must be the case with such a vast increase in locomotion and such a rapidly progressing diffusion of knowledge’.26 John Stuart Mill called the liberals the ‘party of movement’ while the French deputy Odilon Barrot (1791–1873) dubbed them ‘men of movement’.27

From time immemorial to the 1840s, the speed of travel had been defined by hoof and sail. The next sixty years changed all this. The transcontinental railroad reduced the time that it took to carry people and goods across the American continent from six months to six days. Henry Ford’s Model T linked hitherto isolated villages and liberated rural Americans from the dismal loneliness so memorably described in the opening pages of John Williams’s Stoner (1965).

Progress shifted the balance of economic power everywhere from the countryside to the city – that is, from the world of sedate custom to the world of ceaseless bustle and anonymous mixing. London’s population grew from one million in 1800 to three million in 1850 to six-and-a-half million in 1900. It also brought a brash new country to prominence, the United States: a country in which Walt Whitman could talk about ‘extreme business energy’ and ‘almost maniacal appetite for wealth’ and be regarded as a flatterer.28 ‘The old nations creep on at a snail’s pace,’ the Scottish-born Andrew Carnegie wrote about his new home. ‘The Republic thunders past with the rush of an express.’

Geographical mobility commingled with social mobility. Edmund Burke noted that ‘property is sluggish, inert and timid’ whereas ability is a ‘vigorous and active principle’.29 The liberal era progressively made room for this ‘vigorous and active principle’, first by removing barriers to upward mobility and then by building ladders of opportunity. The liberal vision of a just society is a vision of becoming not being – of people rising to the level that their ability commands but also, partly to make room for them, others falling to a lower level.

Removing barriers

The thing that united the founders of liberalism more than anything was their belief in removing barriers to dynamism. The Wealth of Nations was, at its heart, a polemic against restrictions on global trade, through mercantilist policies aimed at a positive trade balance, and against restrictions on internal trade through guilds, economic regulation and price-fixing. Manchester Liberals such as Richard Cobden and John Bright campaigned for free trade on the grounds that it would reduce prices, providing workers with what they dubbed ‘the free breakfast table’, and speed growth. Cobden preserved particular venom for the ‘landed interest’ on the grounds that, as well as hoarding wealth and power, it prevented the rest of the country from unleashing their creative energies.

It is a testimony to the intellectual power of liberalism that its long reign as a governing philosophy was ushered in by a Tory, Robert Peel, who abolished the Corn Laws in 1846, splitting his own party in the process, on the sound free-market principle that they protected the landed elite from the vagaries of the market by fixing the price of corn. Liberals of all parties then graduated to dismantling guilds, opening jobs in the civil service to competition, and making it easier to create limited liability companies. Across the Channel, liberals pushed through similar reforms with a similar energy wherever they got the chance, though they were more frequently frustrated by vested interests than their British brothers. The Hardenberg reforms in Germany, introduced in the wake of Napoleon’s triumph at the Battle of Jena in 1806, weakened the power of guilds, and partially abolished the restrictions on the freedom of the Jews to engage in economic activity. The revolutions of 1848 led not only to colourful street protests across Europe but also, more substantially, to the further dismantling of guilds and the opening of the professions to talent.

This liberal reformism was not always pretty. The utilitarians’ idea that you could speed up history through the scientific application of rewards and punishments raised worrying questions of power. Bentham produced the idea of a panopticon or ‘total prison’ which ground ‘rogues honest’ by the systematic use of observation and control.30 The prison would be built in a circle around a central watchtower; the inmates would be isolated in their cells and forced to wear masks whenever they ate with each other; guards in the watchtower would keep an unceasing watch on their charges. Happily, prisoners escaped the panopticon because of institutional inertia but schoolchildren were not so lucky: the chancellor of the exchequer, Robert Lowe, established a system of ‘payment by results’ that used financial incentives for teachers to obtain ‘the greatest possible quantity of reading, writing and arithmetic for the greatest number’ at the most reasonable price. No wonder the Conservative Benjamin Disraeli labelled it ‘Brutilitarianism’.

But for the most part liberal reformism brought energy and enlightenment to government. ‘It has stimulated the constant activity of Parliament,’ the great Victorian jurist A.V. Dicey (1835–1922) wrote of Benthamite liberalism, ‘it has swept away restraints on individual energy, and has exhibited a deliberate hostility to every historical anomaly or survival, which appeared to involve practical inconvenience, or in any way to place a check on individual freedom.’31

A radical creed – and a heroic one

Liberals accepted the necessity of upheaval because they were, to a man and woman, radical critics of the status quo, willing to sacrifice their personal comfort for social progress. The most conspicuous heroes were people who took part in the various revolutions of the era. Benjamin Constant participated in the French Revolution in the most dangerous of all guises, that of a moderate reformer. He led the liberal opposition first to the Jacobins and then to Napoleon, and, after Napoleon kicked him out of the country, continued his agitation in Switzerland and then Saxony. His lover and literary collaborator Madame de Stael (1766–1817) was arguably even more courageous, claiming to have spotted Napoleon’s tyrannical nature before anyone else, getting herself exiled as well (‘women should stick to knitting’, Napoleon snarled), and acting as the voluble centre of a mobile salon that, wherever it went, attracted the most interesting thinkers of the day. Condorcet spent his final years leading the liberal faction in the French parliament, de Stael spent hers in campaigning against slavery, particularly in the French colonies, and both remained on the suffering side of de Stael’s aphorism that ‘in life one must choose between boredom and suffering.’

Thomas Paine (1737–1809) fled Britain, where he was wanted for sedition and libel, and risked his life in two revolutions, the American and the French. He was imprisoned in the Luxembourg Museum for almost a year after falling out with the Jacobins, and later fell out with George Washington as well (he combined heroism with irascibility in equal proportions). Robert Blum (1807–48), a liberal politician who supported German unification but opposed ethnonationalism and antisemitism, was executed by firing squad in the revolution of 1848. Simón Bolívar (1783–1830) raised a series of irregular armies from the mixed-race and Native American population to defeat the royalists and establish the independent states of Venezuela, Colombia, Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru. In Italy, liberals were so firmly associated with revolutionary activity that the fictional tyrant in Stendhal’s novel The Charterhouse of Parma (1839) only has to hear his pet parakeet squeak to ‘leap for his pistols, fearing a liberal under the bed’.32

Some liberals lucky enough to be born with silver spoons in their mouths broke with their class to pursue their vision of the future. Tocqueville was the ideal type of this breed. The scion of an old Norman noble family, with a chateau in Normandy and an honourable position in society, Alexis saw his childhood world destroyed by the French Revolution. Almost all of his relatives were guillotined during the Reign of Terror. His father’s hair turned white at twenty-four and his mother was reduced to a nervous wreck.

Alexis could have reacted to this horror in several cliched ways: he could have retreated into bloody reaction, dismissing democracy as a passing fad; he could have fled abroad, like many of his relatives, or taken refuge in self-indulgence, becoming one of the flâneurs satirized in Flaubert’s Sentimental Education (1869). But he decided instead to confront the oncoming tide and try to push it in a more desirable direction, first by writing his great book on America and then by becoming a politician himself.

Tocqueville much preferred writing to politics – he had a pronounced distaste for intrigue, a weak speaking voice and a fear of public performance that left him unable to talk for days after a big speech – but he nevertheless immersed himself in the dangerous worlds of the July Monarchy (1830–48) and the Second Republic (1848–51), taking part in the suppression of the 1848 uprisings (‘I lost my hat and came close to losing my life,’33 he wrote of one cavalry charge) and ruining his health as Louis Napoleon’s foreign minister a year later. In 1851, following Louis Napoleon’s coup d’état of 2 December, he was briefly imprisoned in the Quai d’Orsay and, even though he was freed, refused to acknowledge the authority of the usurper, renouncing all public offices and spending the rest of his life in internal exile, living in his family chateau and writing The Old Regime and the French Revolution (1856).34

A host of nineteenth-century academic liberals sacrificed their careers for their principles, in a striking reversal of today’s practice of sacrificing your principles to your careers. An Oxbridge fellowship is a wonderful thing for those who hold one – it comes with a room and board and a regular stipend and with a ready-made set of friends (and foes). Yet several Victorian liberals renounced their fellowships in mid-career because they could no longer bring themselves to repeat the dogmas of the Church of England. Leslie Stephen downgraded and then resigned his fellowship of Trinity Hall because he refused to endorse the Thirty-Nine Articles, which defined the doctrines and practices of the Church of England, despite being a consummate college man and rower.35 Next door at Trinity College, Henry Sidgwick resigned his fellowship and tutorship on the same grounds (though the college kept him on as a teacher).36 John Stuart Mill did not have a fellowship to renounce, not having been to university, but he was briefly imprisoned as a youth for distributing a pamphlet on contraception (though why anyone would take advice on contraception from the young virgin is hard to understand).

Liberalism appealed strongly to what Max Weber called ‘pariah people’: that is, to people who by virtue of their beliefs were excluded from the confessional state.
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