
A 
recent Economist (1 June 2013) carried two articles celebrating a revival of  

classical liberalism in Britain (‘The strange rebirth of  liberal England’, p. 11, 

and ‘Generation Boris’, pp. 29-30). The main contention is that liberalism in a gen-

eral sense – or perhaps a more specific sense of  ‘classical’ liberalism – both social-

ly and economically – has become very popular among the young. ‘Young Britons 

have turned strikingly liberal, in a classical sense.’ (p. 11) The Economist stretches 

the point out a little with rhetoric, tending to suggest that the entire population of  

%ULWDLQ� XQGHU� ��� KDYH� EHFRPH� DUGHQW� IDQV� RI � $GDP� 6PLWK�� DQG� WKDW� WKH\� DUH� WKHUH-
fore likely to vote for Boris Johnson. Yet in many senses I think these articles are cor-

rect: there is a sense in which the younger generations favour a set of  political ideas, 

or at least a style and form of  politics, which is both more individualist and social-

ly liberal, and more sceptical about the state, than is the case with older generations.

  The Economist articles also offer some explanation of  this situation which seems 

sound. Whereas older generations continue to benefit more from the welfare state, ‘so-

ciety has become less generous to [the young]’ (p. 11).  The second article makes the 

point more explicitly: ‘Just as the construction of  the post-war welfare state helps to 

explain the collectivist instincts of  the old, today’s economic adversity and dwindling 

welfare payments appear to be forging a generation of  dogged individualists’ (p. 30). 

For the feature-writers of  the Economist, it appears, this is a positive thing – but we 

could take these points still further, while reversing the valuations. If  the young tend 

to be ‘cynics’ about the welfare state, this may be because of  the degradation of  the 

ZKROH�HQWHUSULVH�VLQFH�LWV�IRXQGDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�����V��IURP�VWDQGDUGV�RI �XQLYHUVDO�SURYL-
sion to increasing privatisation and marketisation. If  they ‘are relaxed about the growth 
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of  giant supermarkets’ (p. 11), this may be less out of  active principle than from a lack 

of  any sense of  an alternative. Who indeed has been offering one, in mainstream politics, 

over the lifetime of  the generations born under Thatcher, Major and Blair? Certainly we 

KDYH�WR�VHH�WKH�DWWLWXGHV�QRW�DV�MXGJHPHQWV�RQ�DEVWUDFW�TXHVWLRQV�RI �SROLWLFDO�WKHRU\��EXW�DV�
choices within a very limited range determined by actual social pressures. The failure may 

be less that of  the young to choose better politics, than of  the left to provide them with 

anything to choose. The evidence that the Economist marshals – such as its survey of  a 

crowd of  17- and 18-year-olds outside a London school at lunch hour – may be read as in-

dicating political apathy among the young at least as much as it demonstrates ‘liberalism’.

  What the information presented by the Economist suggests, then, is hardly an actively 

liberal, let alone ‘classical liberal’ generation, but one which is likely to accept, somewhat 

passively, an liberal and individualist style of  politics. In that specific sense the argument is 

correct, and important, for it applies not just to the apolitical and disengaged, but across the 

spectrum of  mainstream politics. The high student votes for the Lib Dems and the Greens 

are significant, for these are parties which can be seen as generally ‘progressive’, socially lib-

eral and (especially with the Greens) left-wing, yet which have no associations with the ‘col-

lectivist’ aspects of  Labourism. That is, they do not appear to insist on either an omnipresent 

state or on those forms of  class, trade-union and Labourist loyalty which were often associ-

ated with traditional Labour areas. Again, an important part of  the invention of  New Labour 

was the distancing of  the Party from these associations: the weakening of  the power of  the 

XQLRQV��WKH�FRQWLQXDWLRQ�RI �7KDWFKHU·V�EUHDNXS�RI �WKH�ZHOIDUH�VWDWH��WDON�RI �¶HTXDOLW\�RI �RS-

SRUWXQLW\·�UDWKHU�WKDQ�PRUH�VXEVWDQWLDO�NLQGV�RI �HTXDOLW\��7KHVH�FRPPRQ�VW\OHV�DQG�PRGHV�
of  politics can certainly be taken as ‘liberal’ in a vague general sense, and they are defining 

characteristics of  mainstream British politics: less the shape of  any one political party than 

the mould into which each must be poured, if  it is to succeed. In a sense, the two Econo-

mist articles make the same point that was made after the death of  Margaret Thatcher, albeit 

in less provocative language, with references to Mill and Smith rather than Maggie. But the 

message is the same: within mainstream British politics, we are all Thatcher’s children now.

  More than this, there is a sense in which more thoroughly left-wing or socialist politics, in 

order to break into the ‘mainstream’, has had to become more liberal in tone – or perhaps, 

only those elements of  it which were or could appear liberal have so broken through. An 

interesting test case is the avowedly and vocally leftist Socialist Workers’ Party. In the recent 

furore around the SWP’s handling of  a rape accusation, it was pointed out that the party had 

DW�OHDVW�WZR�VROLG�UHFHQW�DFKLHYHPHQWV�WR�LWV�FUHGLW��LWV�UROH�LQ�WKH�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�WKH�,UDT�ZDU�
and in anti-fascism. This certainly seems to be true – it was in these two areas that the or-

ganisation broke through most obviously into mainstream politics. But the interesting thing 

about both these movements is that there is nothing specifically socialist about them: both 

pacifism and anti-fascism are liberal and progressive causes which by no means necessarily 

imply socialism. It is also worth reflecting, perhaps, on the negative nature of  both demands: 

VWRS�WKH�,UDT�ZDU��DQG�¶IDVFLVWV�JR�KRPH·��1RW�WKDW�WKHVH�DUH�XQLPSRUWDQW�GHPDQGV��EXW�WKH\�
contain no positive programme, only a desire for other people to stop doing things, to leave 

XV��RU�WKH�,UDTLV��DORQH��,W�LV�LQGHHG�SRVVLEOH�WR�VHH�ERWK�PRYHPHQWV�DV�EHORQJLQJ�WR�D�JHQHU-
alised ‘liberal’ set of  attitudes among British people, which was represented by the ‘far-left’ 

or socialist organisations only due to the dereliction of  duty on the part of  British liberals – 
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the courage of  J. S. Mill and Bertrand Russell replaced by nothing but a chorus of  cau-
WLRXV�ZKLPSHUV��SOXV�WKH�WUHDFKHU\�RI �&KULVWRSKHU�+LWFKHQV·V�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�,UDT�ZDU�
  Nor is this radical-liberal mood confined to Britain. Recent movements of  young 

people in a range of  countries – the the student protests in Britain, the Occupy wave, 
the current protests in Turkey – seem to have something of  the kind in common. 
This is of  course a vast spectrum, and it is difficult to generalise. But one prevalent 
common feature, the potential unifying factor, seems to be a vaguely defined ‘activist’ 
radicalism generally opposed to statism, leaders and established organisations of  any 
NLQG��SOXV�SHUKDSV�D� ODXGDEOH�VRFLDO� OLEHUDOLVP��7KH�SRLQW� LV� WKDW� WKLV� LV�RQFH�DJDLQ�DQ�
individualist kind of  politics – derived perhaps indirectly from an anarchist as much 
DV� D� ¶FODVVLFDO� OLEHUDO·� WUDGLWLRQ��$JDLQ�� LW�PD\� EH�ZURQJ� WR� HPSKDVL]H� WKLV�� DV� DJDLQVW�
those other, collective identities – class-based, national, religious, even international 
– which are certainly real forces. Perhaps this general global ‘activist’ culture is itself  
merely a fashionable vogue which has attached itself  to a range of  differently based 
and disparate movements. Yet nothing else seems to have emerged as a plausible com-
mon factor: no other ‘international’, even of  a shadowy kind, appears to link these 
movements – while the various collective identities have remained on a more local 
level: this civic or class situation, that sense of  national unity. To the extent that these 
people have a shared language – and indeed it seems probable that only limited num-
bers of  them do – it is of  this kind. At least a sort of  general image can be derived 
from these movements which is not wholly out of  step with the Economist’s projec-
tions of  a ‘liberal’ Britain – even if  here ‘liberalism’ takes on, among the activists, a 
much more radical aura. The common mood among young protesters in these differ-
ent countries may be seen – perhaps too easily – as similar to the mood of  1968, mi-
QXV�WKH�¶WUDGLWLRQDOLVW·� OHIWLVW�HOHPHQWV�ZKLFK�WKHQ�VWLOO�SHUVLVWHG��YROXQWDULVW��DQDUFKL]-
ing if  rarely explicitly anarchist, suspicious of  the state and organisation in general.
  Suspicious too, it might be added, of  traditional leftist organisations, seen as tend-

ing to authoritarianism, or simply as outdated and irrelevant. And these criticisms may 
be in many cases justified. One thinks, in this country, of  the autocratic behaviour of  
WKH�6:3�OHDGHUVKLS�LQ�WKH�PDWWHU�RI �WKH�UDSH�DOOHJDWLRQV���RU�RI �WKH�IDFW�WKDW�D�UHFHQW�
OHIWLVW�HIIRUW��/HIW�8QLW\��ZDV�ERUQ�VSHFLILFDOO\�RXW�RI �.HQ�/RDFK·V�ILOP�6SLULW�RI �¶����D�
UHIHUHQFH�WR�D�SDVW�ZKLFK�PD\�VHHP�VRPHZKDW�GLVWDQW�WR�WKRVH�ERUQ�LQ�WKH�ODVW�TXDUWHU�
FHQWXU\��%XW�WKH�PDLQ�TXHVWLRQ�KHUH�IRU�VRFLDOLVWV� LV��WR�P\�PLQG��QRW�RQH�RI �SROLWLFDO�
style or even political organisation. It is: what, in all this, has become of  the socialist 
idea? What has happened to the basic concepts of  solidarity, of  collective will and ac-
tion, so often seen as the particular property of  the working class and the socialist tra-
GLWLRQ"�(GZDUG�7KRPSVRQ�RQFH�TXRWHG�DQ�DFFRXQW�RI �FROOHFWLYH�DFWLRQ�DPRQJ�PLQHUV�
LQ�WKH�HLJKWHHQWK�FHQWXU\��ZKLFK�VHHPV�WR�V\PEROL]H�WKLV�VSLULW��¶D�JUHDW�FURZG�RI �PHQ��
women and children with oaken bludgeons coming down the street bawling out, “One 
and all – one and all”.’2 And that ‘one and all’ implied, for much of  the socialist tradi-
tion, the need for a total break with capitalism – which had an important corollary: a 
VHQVH�RI �WKH�VKHHU�SRZHU�RI �WKH�FDSLWDOLVW�V\VWHP��RI �WKH�TXDQWLW\�RI �HIIRUW�DQG�FRP-
mitment it would take to effect a real change. These, it seems to me, are real strengths 
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of  the older socialist tradition, which the younger ‘activism’ has only imperfectly learned.
  For much contemporary political discussion, even among radicals and leftists of  a 

younger generation, is conducted in basically individualist terms. There is a good deal 
RI � VRFLDO� OLEHUDOLVP�� SOHQW\� RQ� WKH� LQLTXLWLHV� RI � WKH� VWDWH� DQG� HVSHFLDOO\� WKH� SROLFH�� DQG�
there is opposition to big business. But it is more rarely, to my mind, that one finds a 
sense of  social cohesion and interdependence, of  solidarity and collective will. Indeed, 
there can often be little which challenges capitalism directly and as such – much of  the 
attack is often directed against the massive corporations, in terms which suggest that 
this is really an extension of  an anti-statist argument. The objection seems to be, that 
is, to a large organisation controlling our lives, rather than to atomisation and competi-
tion: it is (individual) freedom that is demanded, from the controlling corporation, rath-
er than stronger and more egalitarian ties of  cooperation and indeed of  social control.
  There is of  course much of  great value in the youthful radical consciousness described 
DERYH��QRW� OHDVW�WKH�IDFW�WKDW� LW� LV�UDGLFDO��DV�RSSRVHG�WR�TXLHVFHQW��VRFLDO�WROHUDQFH��VXV-
picion of  authoritarian states, and opposition to corporate capital are excellent things, 
as far as they go. But – and this may seem a harsh thing to say, but I think it has to be 
said – they do not in fact seem to me to go very far, very often. They may go beyond this 
or that point of  mainstream liberal politics, but they do not often go beyond the general 
consensus of  liberal values – as the socialist tradition does or did. It is not so much that 
liberal values in a general sense are incompatible with socialist values3 but it often seems 
possible, in such an atmosphere, to forget that this other tradition ever existed, or to re-
gard it – as the Economist would doubtless wish – as a mere archaism, a survival from a 
primitive age of  wage bargaining and working men’s clubs. But there are crucial distinc-
tions to be made here. Doubtless much of  the trappings, the rhetoric and time-honoured 
practices of  traditional leftism, can be seen – and I think rightly – as residual. By this 
I do not mean that they are hopelessly outdated but that, while still active and shaping 
elements of  the present, they are generationally marked and likely to dwindle with the 
generations that express them. But can this judgement be extended – as the Economist 
means to extend it – to the whole socialist idea? Has this basic principle expressed by 
the eighteenth-century miners – ‘one and all’ as opposed to ‘each against each’ – died 
along with the mining industry, leaving only a dwindling residue in the form of  tiny so-
cialist sects, red and black colour schemes, and a rhetoric of  ‘solidarity’? Is the society 
RI � LQGLYLGXDO� FRPSHWLWLRQ� ²�ZLWK� WKH� KRSH� RI�� SHUKDSV��PRUH� HTXDO� WHUPV� RI � FRPSHWL-
tion between races, genders and nationalities – all we can reasonably look forward to?
  Certainly the Economist thinks so – and indeed it welcomes the prospect. It argues that 

the radicalism of  the young is becoming, with each passing generation, more individu-
alist, anti-collectivist, and liberal, seeing its enemy not in capitalism but in ‘Leviathan’, 
the idea of  an omnipresent state. (p. 29). (Of  course socialism, for the Economist, was 
merely a particularly dangerous version of  this ‘Leviathan’, now thankfully superseded.) 
And these Economist articles give us a glimpse of  the kind of  society which we can now 
H[SHFW�²�ZKLFK�LV�WR�D�JUHDW�H[WHQW�DOUHDG\�ZLWK�XV��7R�FRPSOHWH�D�SDVVDJH�TXRWHG�HDUOLHU��
‘Just as the construction of  the post-war welfare state helps to explain the collectivist in-
stincts of  the old, today’s economic adversity and dwindling welfare payments appear to 
be forging a generation of  dogged individualists. Rosina St James, a 22-year-old student 
who chairs the British Youth Council... describes a sense that “you’re running against 
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the person next to you”. “People in our generation are incredibly competitive with each 
other,” she says.’ The article then cites James Tilley: Britain ‘is a materialist society with 
D�IOH[LEOH�ODERXU�PDUNHW��LWV�FLWL]HQV�FKDUW�WKHLU�OLYHV�RQ�VRFLDO�PHGLD�ZLWK�PRUH�]HDO�WKDQ�
most – all things that tend to contribute to a competitive, individualist mindset’ (p. 30).
��2Q�WKH�IDFWV�WKLV�PD\�EH�WUXH�RU�RWKHUZLVH�²�EXW�WKHUH�LV�WKH�IXUWKHU�TXHVWLRQ�RI �YDOXHV��

For this sense of  being pushed by ‘economic adversity’ into a sense of  ‘running against the 
person next to you’, this ‘materialist society’ with its ‘competitive, individualist mindset’ 
which are apparently approved by the Economist, are things I find alienating on a very 
deep level. To me these are not descriptions of  a society of  principled ‘dogged individual-
ists’, but of  an alienated and confused set of  social atoms, at the mercy of  a system beyond 
their control. It is in opposition to this that the socialist idea is still needed. We cannot al-
ORZ�LW�WR�GLH�ZLWK�WKH�ROG�OHIWLVWV��ZLWK�WKH�PHPRULHV�RI ������DQG�6SDLQ�LQ�WKH�¶��V��DQG�EH�
replaced by nothing more substantial than a vaguely anarchising radicalism which submits 
to the general liberal consensus. The styles and modes of  much older socialist politics are 
RI �FRXUVH�GDWHG��PDQ\�RI �WKH�ROG�SROLWLFDO�MXGJHPHQWV��LQGHHG�WKH�ZKROH�FDVW�RI �WKDW�SROL-
WLFV��PD\�QRZ�ORRN�GHHSO\�IODZHG��EXW�FHUWDLQ�FHQWUDO�LQVLJKWV�DQG�YDOXHV�PXVW�EH�SUHVHUYHG�
and renewed for the younger and future generations. The socialist idea must be made to 
survive the death of  traditional socialist politics – for the alternative is the utopia of  the 
Economist, in which always ‘running against the person next to you’ is lauded as a virtue.
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