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A Society without Values is not a Liberal Society

Address by Frits Bolkestein 
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Hamburg, 17 November 2007


Today we celebrate the sixtieth birthday of Liberal International. Our fortunes vary but our principles must be steady. On 21-12-1996 The Economist published an important article called  “Liberalism Defined. The Perils of Complacency”. The article was concerned with the substance and the future of liberalism. The message given by the prestigious British weekly was clear: liberals, beware of smugness! In other words, following the ‘triumph of liberalism’ and of freedom and democracy, do not rest on your laurels.

The fact that many in the Western world have now been converted to liberalism in whatever party is no reason to react with indifference to accusations conveyed in sometimes obscure arguments denigrating its achievements. According to the Herald Tribune of 30 January 1996, quite fierce criticism was expressed during the World Economic Forum in Davos. William Pfaff then wrote an article: “The Tide against Irresponsible Worship of the Market” .

On the opinion pages of that newspaper anti-liberal articles appear from time to time. Post-Marxist or Calvinist professors vent their spleen against a caricature of liberal thinking they have themselves created.

The reaction to this could be a slight wrinkling of the brow but, as has been pointed out, indifference has its dangers. Liberal values must be defended, even in the present era and in our liberal society. History has taught us that a liberal society cannot be taken for granted. Indeed, a glance around the world is enough to reveal that such a society is relatively rare.

What lies at the heart of this criticism of liberalism? In essence, it is a protest against a type of vulgar economism which is then equated with liberalism. According to this argument, liberalism constitutes a kind of licence to concentrate on the selfish pursuit of maximum economic gain. Liberalism is accused of encouraging crass consumerism and an indifference to the fate of one’s fellow human beings. Because of the emphasis liberals place on the individual, they have lost sight, these critics say, of the importance of community-formation and the usefulness of shared norms and values. The economism of liberals leads to strife and conflict not to harmony, they claim.

This type of criticism comes mainly from communitarians, a group of writers who hold liberals responsible for the erosion of the community. They say that the individual feels less and less responsible for the public interest, preferring to indulge in vulgar hedonism. Communitarians warn that the connecting tissue which holds communities together is disappearing. Because of liberalism, they say, society is gradually disintegrating, like drifting sand.

These criticisms were refuted by a working party set up by the Telders Foundation, the Dutch liberal think tank. In their publication “Between a Lack of Commitment and Paternalism”, they invoke the basic principles of classical liberalism in order to set aside the criticism of the communitarians. The guiding principles of liberalism are freedom and responsibility. Without an internalised sense of responsibility a liberal society cannot exist.

The VVD report “Free and Responsible” also adopts the position that responsible citizenship forms the core of a liberal public ethos. A society like ours is not simply an economy but a civilisation that needs spiritual sustenance.

This liberal position has not appeared out of thin air. Classical political philosophers such as Adam Smith and David Hume and the most important liberal philosopher of this century, Friedrich von Hayek, propounded the same principles. In the “Constitution of Liberty”, Von Hayek wrote that freedom does not only mean that people are free to choose; it also means that they must accept the consequences of their behaviour. Praise and blame will be their lot. The community judges and people are not indifferent to that judgement.

In his “Theory of Moral Sentiment” Adam Smith, Scottish moral philosopher and the father of economic liberalism, argues that man is naturally concerned by the fate of his fellows. After all, compassion can exist without self interest. Empathy, rather than cool calculation, forms the basis for the way in which people usually communicate with each other and the way they interact.

This view would appear to be at odds with the great significance Adam Smith attaches to the market process  as a co-ordinating mechanism. That process is often linked to concepts such as competition and the survival of the fittest. In this way the market is presented as a battlefield. But this too is a caricature. In essence, the market is a peaceful place where exchange takes place in a spontaneous manner and without coercion. 

Exchange is not associated with conflict and violence but with free communication and co-ordination. The aim of communication in the marketplace is to achieve a situation in which everyone is better off than when the process of exchange began. Competition means contending on the basis of equal opportunities and should have little to do with a struggle in which the most powerful wins. Liberal competition policy is, moreover, designed to limit the abuse of power in the marketplace.

The starting point of a liberal economy is not conflict and a display of power, but co-operation, since this is necessary in an economy characterised by specialisation. Each person contributes in his or her own distinctive way to the common product. Exchange is necessary to the functioning of that society. Honest exchange: that is to say, the process of exchange takes into account a number of moral principles. These include concepts such as rights of ownership, honesty and transparency. In their advocacy of the market, liberals thus invoke basic principles such as equality and probity.

The market is a meeting place not a theatre of war. Of course, the market decides on the basis of quality and merit. The quality of the individual contribution counts. Liberals believe that individuals need stimulation to make the best of themselves. Only in a society where individual performance is rewarded can the prosperity of all increase.

That is why liberalism opposes egalitarianism, since it is the kiss of death for economic dynamics. It leads ultimately to situations in which the weaker elements in society suffer most. The disastrous consequences of the forced levelling of incomes in the seventies for the job opportunities of less skilled workers are sufficient evidence.

Every society needs a cohesive inspiration. The human tendency to “compassion without self interest” which Adam Smith describes, offers a foundation on which a society can build a system of norms and values. Liberalism itself can contribute to this inspiring link because it is not a value-neutral philosophy.

The description of liberalism as a monomaniac economism is neither here nor there. Equality, probity, a work ethic and a sense of responsibility are as indispensable to liberals as the freedom of the individual. Its opposition to despotism and narrow-mindedness has never led liberalism to abandon its values or commitment. Let us remember that. 

