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Introduction

Intellectuals may not command many divi-

sions. But they draw the maps by which the 

divisions march.

David Marquand

Conservative leader David Cameron first called for a “Big Society” in 
his Hugo Young lecture of November 2009:

The size, scope and role of government in Britain has reached 
a point where it is now inhibiting, not advancing, the progres-
sive aims of reducing poverty, fighting inequality and increas-
ing general well-being. Indeed there is a worrying paradox that 
because of its effect on personal and social responsibility, the 
recent growth of the state has promoted not social solidarity but 
selfishness and individualism.

But smaller government was not an automatic cure for social atomisa-
tion: 

Instead, we need a thoughtful re-imagination of the role, as 
well as the size, of the state… actively helping to create the 
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big society; directly agitating for, catalysing and galvanising 
social renewal.

Our alternative to big government is not no government—
some reheated version of ideological laissez faire. Nor is it just 
smarter government. Our alternative to big government is the 
big society.

Social entrepreneurs and community activists already exist. 
But the big society also needs the engagement of that significant 
percentage of the population who have no record of getting in-
volved—or desire to do so. 

If we stick the course and change this country then we will 
have a national life expanded with meaning and mutual 
responsibility. We will feel it in the strength of our relation-
ships—the civility and courtesy we show to each other.

Most political slogans have a life-cycle of days or hours. Yet it is already 
clear that the idea of the Big Society is taking root in the public mind.

But what exactly is the Big Society? What does it amount to? Is it 
“a return to a 19th century or US-style view of our welfare state” (Ed 
Miliband), “patronising nonsense” (Julia Goldsworthy) and “a big fat 
lie” (Polly Toynbee), or should we be offering two and a half cheers for 
it, with the Archbishop of Canterbury? Is it a mere PR slogan dreamed 
up to provide political cover for swingeing cuts to public services, or 
something more positive and profound? Is it hopelessly naïve in its 
expectations of society, or a realistic response to current social and 
economic problems?

These questions have been raised ever since the phrase was given 
public prominence during the Conservatives’ 2010 General Election 
campaign. They have persisted, as the new Coalition government has 
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placed the idea of the Big Society at the heart of their programme 
for government. Civil servants have sought for detail and definition. 
Satirists have fallen on the Big Society as the stuff of dreams, casting 
the Tories as do-gooding boy scouts determined to rescue society from 
its supposed moral failings, while perhaps disguising their own. And 
Labour have not been slow to reject the idea as a con, indeed a sup-
posedly Thatcherite ruse to cut the state back to the bone and destroy 
the social fabric. 

Meanwhile different commentators have been busily welcoming 
or disparaging the Big Society—sometimes both—according to their 
respective brands or preconceptions. A case in point is the widely 
respected Guardian columnist Jonathan Freedland, who used a July 
2010 column to denounce the Coalition as a two-faced Janus with no 
clear narrative—rather than even consider the possibility that it could 
be acting in good conscience from a humane political viewpoint, 
albeit one which he did not appear to understand. 

A week later he was back in print on the same subject. This time he 
conceded that “there’s a good idea in Cameron’s ‘big society’ screaming 
to get out”, one which Labour would be ill-advised to oppose. Instead, 
he suggested, Labour politicians should mine their party’s own tradi-
tions and co-opt the idea for themselves. That’s a seven-day trajectory 
from denunciation to praise, whose total intellectual content amounts 
to the thought that the Big Society is a bad idea, or if it isn’t then 
it’s a Labour one. If this is its effect on someone as able as Jonathan 
Freedland, one might think, then the idea of a Big Society certainly 
needs urgent clarification.

Part of the problem is that we have lived for so long on a diet of 
top-down prescription and centralised government. This has bred the 
misconception that if there is not a clear centrally driven and centrally 
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defined agenda, and a one-size-fits-all soundbite, then there is no 
policy. As a result politicians and pundits alike have simply rounded 
up the usual suspects. 

But in so doing they have ignored what is actually happening. 
The Coalition government has not moved the Tories to the left or 
the LibDems to the right. It was created at the ballot box, and sealed 
with a referendum on the alternative vote. But it will be sustained by 
the Big Society; by a shared vision of social and economic renewal. 
Both parties are exploring an idea which cannot be understood using 
the conventional labels and political categories of left or right, which 
opens up hitherto unimagined areas of policy and debate, and which 
may amount to the most profound reshaping of the relationship 
between the individual and the state in modern times.

But that shared idea is also the glue that will hold the present 
government together. It is the new centre ground of British politics.

The Big Society

Moreover, little, if any, of the stock criticism is true. As this book will 
show, the Big Society is neither impossibly vague nor empty, either 
as an idea or as a political programme. It seeks to improve our pub-
lic services, not undermine them. It is not ideologically opposed to 
the state, but deeply concerned—on the basis of overwhelming evi-
dence—about the state’s current ability to meet social needs and to 
support British society.

The Big Society is not, ultimately, a left- or right-wing idea as such. 
But crucially, it runs utterly counter to the state-first Fabianism of the 
modern Labour party. In the early 20th century the British left was 
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a teeming mass of different intellectual and social traditions, encom-
passing guild socialism; religious nonconformism; civil dissent and 
suffragism; many shades of Marxism and Communism; mutuals and 
co-operatives; and unions. There was no necessity for this astonishing 
plurality to yield a political party which for fifty years has emphasised 
centralised state provision of public services above all else. No: this was 
the specific effect of the Fabians’ takeover of Labour, as we shall see.

Thus the reason why the Big Society is so viscerally opposed by 
Labour politicians and their apologists is twofold. First, because it 
directly responds to huge public concern about the state of British 
society and the British economy; and second, because Labour itself is 
prevented in principle by its dominant Fabianism from drawing on the 
intellectual resources and traditions that would allow it to formulate a 
response. In the words of Simon Jenkins, Labour is trapped on Planet 
1945. Co-option is not an option.

Or so I will argue. This book gathers together into a single nar-
rative work done by the present author over the past five years, in 
particular Compassionate Conservatism (2006, with Janan Ganesh), 
Compassionate Economics (2008) and Churchill’s Legacy (2009, with 
Peter Oborne). It derives from nearly three decades of reflection on 
these issues. The overall argument has been updated, deepened and 
developed into new areas. But it has not, and has not needed to be, 
significantly recast. Indeed a huge amount of new research work has 
emerged in recent years which confirms the overall analysis. Some of 
the many recent books which have echoed or extended this argument 
are listed in the End Notes.

Inevitably, this book discusses the present state of British politics, 
and offers some stringent criticism in places. But it is really about ideas 
and evidence, and only secondarily, if at all, about politics, politicians 
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or ideology. It is addressed to those who are interested in political 
ideas and not political labels, be they of the left or right, who sense 
that there is something wrong in their lives at present, and who would 
like to do something about it. What it demands of the reader is a little 
time and a measure of fair-mindedness. What it offers is a new way of 
thinking about some old political problems.

What, then, is that argument? Essentially, it has two interlocking 
threads, which focus on the state and the individual. We start with 
the state. Is it working? Is it well-suited to the social and economic 
problems of the 21st century? Can it support us as a nation when we 
fall sick, when we are out of work or when we retire? Can it educate 
us and protect us properly? And if it can do so now, can it continue to 
do so in the future?

The growing evidence is that the state in its present form is manifestly 
insufficient to the task, in areas ranging from pensions to education, 
from housing to welfare provision. Indeed, we have reached the limits 
of the idea of the state as the remedy for social and economic failure. 
What is so striking is how impoverished political debate has become on 
these issues, and how reliant we are on a single and inflexible model of 
state provision of public services to solve our social ills. But if this is so, 
then the need to conceive an alternative approach is not optional for us; 
it is mandatory, indeed pressing. And it is mandatory not despite, but 
precisely because, our public services are so important, and because it is 
so important to enhance and develop them.

What we need, then, is a new vision of society: a humane, prin-
cipled and long-term intellectual basis for our social renewal. This is 
not simply a matter of new policy or personnel. On the contrary, it 
requires the creation of a new political viewpoint: a rethinking of the 
basic categories of political debate and the nature of society from first 
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principles, so as to be able to approach the whole spectrum of public 
issues and concerns anew, and in a fresh and intellectually authoritative 
way. At its heart, this book suggests, is the idea of what in 2006 I called 
a “connected society”. This emphasises not the two-way opposition of 
state vs. individual, but the three-way relation of enabling state, active 
individual and linking institution.

One result of this shift in perspective is to render highly suspect 
much current political thinking. It reminds the political right to es-
chew geographic metaphors; for what is really at stake is not static and 
quantitative, in the territory that is supposedly given up or gained by 
rolling back the state; but dynamic and qualitative, in improved social 
and economic well-being. But its real impact falls on the political left, 
whose continued equation of the interests of the state and of society 
has proven to be a catastrophic intellectual mistake. Indeed, it is not 
too much to say that while Labour remains in the grip of this Fabian 
error, its present lack of ideas and direction is not merely a short-lived 
accident, but the inescapable consequence of its basic assumptions. 
The greatest mistake Ed Miliband could make would be to ignore 
this gaping intellectual void and assume that current politics is just 
business as usual.

Politicians are generally very nervous about talking about ideas: in 
the words of the late, great Ernie Bevin, “open up that there Pandora’s 
box, and who knows what Trojan Horses won’t jump out of it”. But 
of course to dismiss ideas is itself to be ruled by an idea. Ideas are al-
ways in charge. In particular, we have well-developed theories of state 
action in politics, diplomacy, game theory and economics. We have 
well-developed theories of individual action in ethics and psychology. 
What we lack are well-developed theories with which to understand 
and explain the behaviour of institutions.
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We know enough already, however, to be able to make a bold con-
jecture with some confidence. This is that even a slow transformation 
of this country into a more connected society would release staggering 
amounts of social energy and capital. This energy lies shackled beneath 
the surface of British society at present; held back by deference, class 
division, regulation, poverty, foolish theory and lack of political imagi-
nation. It is time to power it up and set it free.

Rigor Mortis Economics

Thus the Big Society, as conceived here, is not a mere political slogan. 
It is a so far largely instinctual attempt to tap into and release this 
latent social energy. Its intellectual counterpart must be a thorough-
going attempt to think through the ideas of a free society and of free 
institutions—to provide an anatomy of the new politics.

To do that, we do not simply need a better vision of society; we 
need a better understanding of the individual, of what it is to be hu-
man. Our view has become distorted by a received textbook idea of 
economics, which has distorted public policy and undermined our 
cultural identity.

In particular, far more needs to be said about our basic assump-
tions as to economics itself. British government and the general 
public have become far more knowledgeable about economics since 
the 1970s. But they have grown up with a standard 1970s school-
book caricature of what economics is, and of economic man as 
perfectly rational and self-interested. Keynes’s famous dictum that 
“practical men ... are usually the slaves of some defunct economist” 
has applied with a vengeance. Except in this case it is not one 
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economist as such but a whole standard economic model that has 
enslaved them, and us.

This rigor mortis economics has had two disastrous effects. The 
first is political: it has massively reinforced a thirty-year trend to 
greater centralisation and micro-management within government. 
Under Labour large parts of Whitehall, and in particular the Treasury, 
have fallen into a narrow and technocratic view of society. The result 
has been an extension of the tax and benefits system to include nearly 
70% of the adult population of this country; an obsession with setting 
and monitoring performance targets; and endless fiddling with pro-
grammes in response to new initiatives or political wheezes. Within 
the public sector as a whole, it has helped to create a culture of low 
innovation and low productivity.

Typically, a particular group of people will be identified as in need 
of a state “intervention”. The group will be specified mathematically 
and modelled financially in terms of its income or assets. Finally, the 
economic incentives it faces will be tweaked by the Treasury through 
the tax and/or benefits systems, or through other public spending 
decisions.

This dismal economic gospel regards the human world as static, 
not dynamic: as a world of fixed social engineering, not one of cre-
ation, discovery and competition. It is doing huge damage to our 
economy and our society. Intellectually, as we shall show, it cannot be 
right. Yet it has its advocates. They can defend themselves by pointing 
at their mathematical models and asking, properly, for flaws in the 
reasoning. Until critics can explain what has gone wrong here, and 
why and how economics itself must be re-embedded within a wider 
social and cultural debate, they will lack the theoretical resources to 
implement an alternative political vision. 
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But the argument is also about us, about our culture and iden-
tity—the other side of the Big Society. If the received understanding 
of economics within government is radically incomplete, how much 
more so is it within society as a whole. We have been brought up 
and are daily conditioned to think of human beings as the “agents” 
of textbook economics: as purely self-interested, endlessly calculating 
costs and benefits, and highly sensitised to marginal gains and losses. 
And part of the achievement of economists since Adam Smith is to 
explain to us why this is OK—how individual self-interest can become 
social well-being.

But a problem comes when this economic image feeds back and 
becomes our default picture of human motivation. For we secretly 
know this picture is wrong. We know that it coarsens our public life, 
undermines trust and degrades our civic expectations. We know 
that there are routine aspects of our daily lives like volunteering or 
philanthropy which it cannot properly explain. We know that there 
are virtues such as loyalty and long-term thinking which seem to run 
directly counter to it. 

The result is that we fret about the atomisation of society, the 
commercialisation of human culture and the narrowing of our ex-
pectations of others. We over-invest in half-baked prescriptions for 
happiness. We yearn endlessly for the things money famously cannot 
buy: love, friendship, joy. Yet without an alternative picture of what 
a human being is, we cannot free ourselves from our assumptions. 
This is the intellectual counterpart of reflection about a free society 
and free institutions.

Instead we need to take the idea of human capability far more 
seriously. Independent institutions and individuals have capabili-
ties—such as to govern, to bring people together, to play, to learn, to 
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act, to think. Capabilities require freedom to develop, and a measure 
of risk. They can be exercised well or badly, wisely or foolishly, virtu-
ously or corruptly. They both live off and fuel a culture of openness, 
entrepreneurship and dissent. Indeed, some notion of capability is 
positively required to discharge the idea of responsibility on which 
David Cameron has placed so much public emphasis. 

Essentially, books about political issues fall into two groups. The 
first chart the ebb and flow of political fortunes, the frothy surface 
waves of who said what to whom, who’s up or down, in or out. They 
are novelistic, personal and rooted in the present. Their interest, if any, 
lies in revelation and drama. The second group chart the deeper cur-
rents. They look less at personalities and more at ideas and governing 
assumptions. They take a long-run view. Their interest, if any, lies in 
the quality of their analysis, explanation and prediction.

This book falls into the latter category. It explains how an an-
cient theory of human flourishing can be used to develop a far richer 
conception of human character and well-being. And it shows how 
that concept can be used to guide public policy today, in the Britain 
of the 21st century. It doesn’t have to be this way; we could be doing so 
much better.

Thus Chapters 1-3 examine the sources of our political, economic 
and social weakness—the state we’re really in. Chapters 4-7 then dig 
down to bedrock, and look at the basic assumptions of economics 
and politics that condition our current thinking. Those assumptions 
are crucially flawed. But correcting them clears the way for a deep 
explanation of the Big Society and its radically different view of hu-
man nature.

Chapters 8 and 9 explore two key areas where the Big Society 
has important implications—the rule of law and economic renewal—
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while Chapter 10 shows how the idea dovetails with David Cameron’s 
new compassionate conservatism. Chapter 11 develops the Big Society 
as a political programme, and answers its critics. The book closes with 
some final and perhaps unexpected policy conclusions.






