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THE NEW LIBERALISM

{ OF TRANSITION

ARDINER WAS obvi-

ously dramatising

his case for effect

— given that, at the

time of his writing,
far from being dead, Liberals
were in power and running one
of the most progressive govern-
ments in British history. Hyper-
bole notwithstanding, Gardiner
makes a crucial point because,
without the transformation of
Liberalism that began at the end
of the nineteenth century, the
party would surely have been at
least absorbed, if not buried, by
its political opponents.

This article will look at this
period of transition, and the
external factors and intellectual
ideas that influenced the devel-
opment of the New Liberalism.
This will be done by placing it
within the prevailing climate of
change and highlighting the two
questions that led to the shift in
political debate in general and
Liberalism in particular. Specifi-
cally, it will look at the impact
of global economic forces on
the drivers of social change as
well as the two most influential
debates in terms of the approach
of the New Liberalism: the col-
lapse of economic individualism
as the underpinning of the role
of the state in society, and the
influence of Darwin’s work on
the conception of human nature
and the community.

Two distinctions are cru-
cial at the outset. The first is
the difference between social
change and social reform. John
Roach, in particular, makes
the point that: ‘Social changes
result when political economic
forces impinge upon the lives
of individuals and communi-
ties ... a distinction should be
drawn between social change
and social reform. The former
is primarily instinctive and non-
rational. The latter is quite defi-
nitely planned and organised by
individuals working according
to a programme. Social change
goes on constantly, but social
reforms take place because social
reformers will them to do so.”

The second distinction is
between philosophy and ide-
ology. In line with Michael
Freeden, an ‘ideology’ is taken
to be ‘action-oriented, geared to
the comprehension of a specific
political system and, with that
as a springboard, to its assess-
ment, critique, and possible
transformation’.# In contrast, the
term ‘philosophy’ is used in a
much more general sense as an
approach to questions regarding
the ‘good society’ and its com-
ponent parts.

The outcome of this period
of social change was a broad
progressive consensus around a
new philosophy that remained
focused on the individual and

Punch, 11

April 1906:
Equality - with
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freedom but that had adapted
the place of the individual to
include the wider community.
New Liberalism as the ideol-
ogy of the Liberal Party per se
is not discussed here, but it is
suggested that the party came
to include an action-oriented
programme of social reform,
particularly after 1906, as a result
of the development of the New
Liberalism as a philosophy of
transition. Arguably, this new
approach enabled the Liberal
Party to retain its independent
and distinct voice, though it
was not enough to enable it to
retain its lead over the Labour
Party. It could even be suggested
that these philosophical devel-
opments led to what became
known as the ‘great divorce’ in
progressive politics as it rein-
forced Liberalism’s faith in the
individual even as it embraced
the community and expanded
the role of the state.

Winston Churchill, in his
biography of his father writ-
ten at the time, called this
period ‘the end of an epoch

... Authority everywhere was

broken. Slaves were free. Con-
science was free. Trade was free.
But hunger and squalor and
cold were also free and people
demanded something more
than liberty ... And how to fill
the void was the riddle that split
the Liberal Party.”
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Old Liberalism at the cusp
of the century

The unavoidable problem for
politicians was that the older
form of a limited, property-
based economic system, with
its strong Protestant and Anglo-
Saxon context, could not be
entirely reconciled with the
recently expanded electorate
and a free and open concep-
tion of citizenship — even by the
Liberals who had fought to cre-
ate the new democratic society.
Each party needed a philosophi-
cal narrative and electoral ide-
ology to cope with this change.
Gardiner sets out the challenge
to Liberalism.

It was the task of the old Lib-
eralism to free the individual
from the restrictions and dis-
abilities of a conception of the
State based on property and
aristocratic privilege ... This
was a sound view so long as the
State represented the interests
of a privileged caste. But with
the establishment of a demo-
cratic State the task of Liberal-

ism changed.®

A classic description of this tran-
sition is found in the work of
L. T. Hobhouse. As well as an
important New Liberal thinker,
Hobhouse is also a good example
of the open nature of the debate
and the influence those operat-
ing outside the political arena
were able to bring through the
media:

The earlier Liberalism had
to deal with authoritarian
government in church and
State. It had to vindicate the
elements of personal, civil,
and economic freedom; and
in so doing it took its stand
on the rights of man, and, in
proportion as it was forced to
be constructive, on the sup-
posed harmony of the natural
order. Government claimed
supernatural sanction and
Liberal
that the

rights of man rested on the

divine ordinance.

theory replied ...

law of Nature, and those of

New Lib-
eralism is
fascinating
because it
was devel-
oped at a
time we
now recog-
nise as the
first era of
globalisa-
tion and at
the point
of creation
of a mass
democracy.

government on human insti-
tution. The oldest ‘institution’
.. was the individual, and the
primordial society the natu-
ral grouping of human beings
under the influence of family
affection, and for the sake of

mutual aid ...7

In practical terms, traditional
understandings as to one’s
role and responsibilities were
no longer clear, while lines of
demarcation such as class, status
and profession were no longer a
sure guide as to political posi-
tion. The resulting uncertainty
is evocatively described by Jose
Harris as ‘a society in which
rootlessness was endemic and in
which people felt themselves to
be living in many different lay-
ers of historic time’.*

Today, it would not be sur-
prising to suggest that electoral
survival requires a political
party to have both the vision
to lead and the ability to reflect
the interests and concerns of the
electorate. New Liberalism is
fascinating because it was devel-
oped at a time we now recognise
as the first era of globalisation
and at the point of creation of a
mass democracy. Political par-
ties were not only dealing with
the natural evolution of party
positioning but with the begin-
nings of a recognisably mod-
ern democracy. This, in turn,
altered the relationship between
the individual and the State
and demanded not only a new
philosophical approach, but new
policies and a new practice of
politics. Forward-looking Lib-
erals recognised both the moral
need to reflect the concerns of
the working class as well as the
electoral danger of the growing
socialist movement.

Because of this unstable envi-
ronment, it is not possible to
understand the New Liberal-
ism in terms of social reform by
looking at the Liberal Party in
isolation — not least as the par-
ty’s official ideology tended to
lag behind the philosophy of its
campaigners. Thus, a great deal
of the thinking in terms of both

the approach and the progres-
sive policies of the party from
1906 were developed outside that
arena. There are three identifi-
able starting points or ‘episodes’
around the New Liberalism,
each representing a different
approach.

Episodic change and a
philosophy of transition

1886 and political disarray. Gardin-
er’s observation of the ‘death’
of Liberalism in 1886 was also
Michael Freeden’s choice of
starting point in his study of
the New Liberalism. It is useful
in that it marks the beginning
of the party’s national disarray
which precipitated change. W. E.
Gladstone wavered in his support
for social reform; Joseph Cham-
berlain, a committed social
reformer, had resigned at least
in part because of his frustration
with the party’s hesitation over
his Radical Programme. Unem-
ployment was at an all-time high
and the Trafalgar Riots were an
ominous sign of working-class
disquiet.

1896 and social reformers. How-
ever, given the increase in social
reform initiatives, 1896 could
be suggested as an equally good
starting point. The Liberal Party
was visibly changing between
1880 and 1890, as the progressive
work of the Liberals in govern-
ment from 1892—95 demonstrates.
This may even have inspired
Thomas Mackey, an historian
of the Poor Law, to suggest that:
‘The “State of the Poor” has now
established itself as a permanent
controversy, and, before long, it
may be thrust into the forefront
of practical politics.™

J. A. Hobson, another key
New Liberal thinker, also points
to this date and the formation of
the journal The Progressive Review
(an extension of the discussion
group, the Rainbow Circle) as
the beginning of what he already
called ‘the New Liberalism’. The
stated intention of this group of
reformers was, he said, to unify
the ‘multiplicity of progressive
movements’, to come to grips
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with ‘that huge unformed mon-
ster’, the social question, and to
implement ‘a specific policy of
reconstruction’ based on a new
conception of ‘economic free-
dom ... the conscious organisa-
tion of society’ and ‘an enlarged
and enlightened conception of
the functions of the State’."

Yet despite a unity of philo-
sophical message, there were
significant political setbacks.
The resignation of Gladstone
and the loss of the election in
1895 deepened party schisms
later exacerbated by the Boer
War, on which public opinion
was divided. Unfortunately for
the reform debate, those against
the war were also in favour of
social legislation, making it an
unpopular political topic. C.
F. G. Masterman in particular
identified the khaki election of
1000 as a new low in terms of
progressive thought. The elec-
tion and the accompanying sense
of defeat for reform inspired The
Heart of the Empire (1901), writ-
ten by a number of progressive
activists. Masterman, having
just fought and lost (though he
later became an important pro-
gressive force in the 1906 gov-
ernment) despaired of the public
mood and the political parties’
unwillingness to take on social
reform:

There was the age of Social-
ism, when middle class
enthusiasts abandoned their
comfortable surroundings
to preach to the workers ...
the gospel of the New Era ...
There was the age of Slum-
ming, when stimulated by the
cloying pathos of the popular
novelist, the wealth and the
good of the West descended
halo-crowned into hovel and
cellar ... There was the Age
of Settlements, when the uni-
... founded citadels
. There

was the Age of Philanthropy ...

versities

in the dark quarters ..

All these have risen and flour-
ished and passed away, and the
problem still remains in all its
sordid unimaginable vastness

as insoluble as ever."

Bentley Gilbert, in his intro-
duction to a 1973 reprint, sug-
gests that, in 1900, ‘social reform
seemed to be not only dead but
damned’.®

1900 and beyond. A more opti-
mistic starting point might
therefore be after the election
and into the new century, as the
New Liberalism began to gain
support. Events conspired to
reunify liberal opinion and the
opportunity arose to put new
liberal ideas into action. The
poor condition of the recruits
for the Boer War had made
plain the ‘condition of Eng-
land’ due to grinding poverty,
and Chamberlain’s campaign in
favour of tariff reform stiffened
Liberal resolve and renewed its
sense of purpose. The Liberal
landslide of 1906 also brought
to power a new generation of
enthusiasts, both political and
social, who had considerable
influence on the party leader-
ship. Many of the now-classic
New Liberal texts were pub-
lished early in the new cen-
tury and arguably consolidated
the thinking of the previous
decade.

All of these three episodes are
crucial to the story of the New
Liberalism, but given that these
‘advanced liberals’ were such a
disparate group, the real story of
its development lies in the inter-
action between ideas and experi-
ence at every level of society and
the impact of global pressure on
every institution. Elie Halévy
reflects this when he argues that
the period from 1886, ‘does not
belong to the British nineteenth
century as I understand it’. It
is, ‘at most, the epilogue’ to the
nineteenth century though, at
the same time, a ‘prologue’ to
the next."

The New Liberalism is best
understood as a philosophy of
transition. It demarcates the end
of traditional Liberalism (while
retaining some of its key char-
acteristics) and describes the
process by which it became a
distinctly new political ideol-
ogy. New Liberalism did not
exist before this period but nor

The New

Liberal-
ism is best
under-
stood as a
philosophy
of transi-
tion. It
demar-
cates the
end of
traditional
Liberalism.

did it last; it can be likened to
a philosophical ‘holding space’,
as politics caught up with the
economic and social realities of
the time. New forms of public
debate shaped its character and
prepared the way for the land-
slide of 1906 while activists and
social thinkers moved from spe-
cial-interest campaigns, discus-
sion groups and think-tanks into
positions of influence and into
the practical politics of a party in
government.

External drivers of social
change

The ‘social problem’, the ‘social
question’ and ‘social recon-
struction’ were all terms used to
describe the problems resulting
from the industrialisation and
urbanisation of the country’s
population. Economically, the
collapse of agricultural prices at
home and the industrialisation of
Britain’s main foreign competi-
tors combined to create periods
of severe depression. The expan-
sion of both education and the
franchise had unleashed social
and political forces while immi-
gration, foreign wars, free trade
and the Empire dominated the
external agenda. Innovations
in communications and trans-
port ensured that both informa-
tion and disquiet spread quickly.
There were three specific driv-
ers of social change.

The first was the rapid devel-
opment of new technologies.
Technology initiates social
change and while it is out-
side the control of the actors
involved, it presents challenges
and opportunities to society
that require political response.
The second was the increasing
economic pressures of unem-
ployment, agricultural failure,
urban overcrowding and pov-
erty, while new manufacturing
industries suffered at the hands
of foreign competitors. And the
third driver was the emergence
of new ideas, particularly in the
biological sciences, that altered
the perception of human nature
and the community.
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Before going into further
depth there are two important
points to note. The first is that
technological development acts
both as a catalyst and a driver;
the development of technology
brings economic benefits in its
own right but also has a signifi-
cant impact on social life and
the fabric of society, for exam-
ple in forms of employment and
information. The speed of this
development is often overlooked
but the telephone and the trans-
atlantic cable, the phonograph,
radio and moving pictures as
well as the internal combus-
tion engine all emerged within
a twenty year period (1876—96).
The compression of time and
space made possible by technol-
ogy created its own social and
political dynamic.

The second point is that,
taken together, these changes
effectively provided both motive
and means for the first national
media debate over social policy.
Experts and activists could make
their findings known quickly
and feed into the higher discus-
sions on philosophical approach
as well as engage with the popu-
lar political agenda. Meanwhile,
politicians could be informed
and influenced in their policy
decisions by public opinion.
The space and form of this kind
of national discussion was as
new as it was crucial to both the
democratisation of politics and
the debates that influenced New
Liberalism.

Fundamental questions

Two debates were particularly
important, as they not only
shaped the domestic political
debate but altered the direction
of Liberalism. The first was the
implications of the economic
downturn on what had been
a consensus on free trade and
a laissez-faire approach to the
relationship between the state
and society. The second was the
impact of evolutionary theory,
epitomised by Charles Darwin’s
work. This affected the basic
understanding of the nature of

Economi-
cally, the
percep-
tion of
‘progress’
and ‘peace’
were con-
sciously
linked
through
free trade.

the individual in their commu-
nities. Biology provided a new
organic model of society. The
settled view of human nature
and the role of the individual
as well as the state’s role and
responsibilities in terms of the
welfare of its citizens was being
challenged at the most fun-
damental levels, and both the
thinkers and political leaders of
the Liberal Party engaged with
these debates.

Economic crisis and the
death of laissez-faire
Economically, the perception
of ‘progress’ and ‘peace’ were
consciously linked through free
trade. The financial reforms
initiated by Sir Robert Peel
reached their apex in 1860. The
ideas associated with what
was known as the Manchester
School had become the under-
lying assumptions of society, in
terms of the role of the state in
relation to both economic and
political remedies. These ideas
also served as the key to the
individualistic model of human
nature that included freedom
from interference by the state —
not only an economic model but
a moral code shared by much of
English Nonconformity:

The philosophical basis of lais-
sez-faire was the assumption
that the maximum of benefits
was to be attained by the indi-
vidual through the exercise of
free, unfettered competition ...
It was further assumed that the
pursuit by all men of what was
to their own advantage must
necessarily result in the maxi-
mum of benefit to the commu-

nity as a whole ..."

From the outset, the free trade
ethos appealed to the working
class, not least as it was posed in
terms of cheaper food — the ‘big
loaf” vs. the ‘little loaf”. It was
further argued that free trade
and commerce promoted peace
among states, and this combina-
tion of peace and progress was so
ingrained that even as socialists

questioned economic individu-
alism in favour of a more col-
lectivist approach, they did not
question free trade. Yet, as the
recurring depressions towards
the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury left thousands with no
means of support and no infra-
structure to fall back on, it
seemed clear that the policy of
‘let it alone’ was unsustainable.

Social science and the
study of poverty

As the debate on the efficacy
of free trade gained in signifi-
cance, social investigators were
looking at the social impact
of these cyclical downturns.
Victorian notions of morality,
character and self-help did not
sit well with the growing evi-
dence that one could work hard
but remain poor. Their exami-
nations suggested that poverty
was more complicated than
previously thought. To better
understand this phenomenon,
Edwin Chadwick and others
began to examine the working
poor, gathering statistical infor-
mation and proposing political
remedies. Economists such as
the American, Henry George,
with his theories of land reform,
sought to apply traditional rent
theory to modern urban condi-
tions and was lionised in Brit-
ain. His publication, Progress
and Poverty: An Inquiry into
the Cause of Industrial Depres-
sions and of Increase of Want with
Increase of Wealth: The Remedy
‘sold in hundreds of thousands
of copies’.’

The Bitter Cry of London, a
report on slum housing by
Andrew Mearns in 1883, led to
a Royal Commission, while
concern over sweated labour”
produced a House of Lords
Select Committee report in
1888." In 1889 Charles Booth set
out to disprove H. M. Hynd-
man’s figure of 25 per cent liv-
ing below subsistence levels as
a ‘wild overestimate’.” He dis-
covered instead that the figure
was too modest. His report,
Life and Labour of the People of
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East London, was followed two
years later by his study of the
rest of London, a groundbreak-
ing piece of work analysing the
sources and structure of pov-
erty. These were supplemented
by Seebohm Rowntree’s 1901
study of York, Poverty — A Study
of Town Life, inspired by Booth
and his own father’s work in
the 1860s.

This process became an
almost constant flow of infor-
mation between those activists
on the ground and politicians
and civil servants in govern-
ment, clearly reflected in the
topics of government reports
as well as their use of eyewit-
ness accounts. A whole cadre of
reformers, investigative jour-
nalists and academics were also
quick to use the media to create
social awareness as well as sup-
port for their reform campaigns.
Organisations such as the
Fabian Society, the Extension
Movement and the Settlement
Movement,> as well as a wide
range of religious and political
organisations, drew attention to
the plight of the poor with spe-
cific policy recommendations.
Social investigators, journalists
and observers even began what
was known as ‘slumming’, or
‘going dirty’, which involved
spending time in casual labour-
ers’ hostels or living in poor
neighbourhoods to observe
conditions at first hand. These
pastimes were at their height
in 1884 and attracted a range of
important people, thus ensuring
that their causes received a great
deal of coverage.” Reform was
not limited to one specialisa-
tion, profession or even class or
political party, but was a fluid
process that sought to under-
stand life in poverty.

Ernest Barker points out that
between 1848 and 1880, the ‘gen-
eral tendency is towards indi-
vidualism™ and the ideas of
laissez-faire gained acceptance
in both their domestic and for-
eign policy agendas. However,
intensifying foreign economic
competition and deteriorat-
ing social conditions shook the

social conscience as well as
national confidence. Just as the
phrase ‘survival of the fittest’
became shorthand for Darwin’s
theory of evolution, so too, the
Manchester School became the
iconic target of commentators.
The crisis provided a catalyst for
both the New Liberalism and
socialism. As Barker says:

By 1880 the doctrine of laissez-
faire — the preaching of non-
intervention as the supreme
duty of the State, internally as
well as externally — seems to
have passed ... its doctrine of a
foreign policy based on pacific
cosmopolitanism, steadily lost
ground ... After 1880 the bank-
ruptcy of the old Benthamite
Liberalism was beginning to
be apparent. New ideals were
needed for the new classes

which had won the franchise.®

The demise of the Manches-
ter School was gradual in the
face of domestic social issues
exacerbated by spreading tar-
iffs abroad. Politicians had been
confident that free trade was a
permanent feature of interna-
tional relations but the protec-
tionism introduced by various
European countries, including
Germany, meant that England
began to look at state welfare
programmes as well as industrial
support.”* Even those who felt
that free trade was right could
see a new basis had to be found
for economic development and
social legitimacy.

As many Liberals evolved,
they used the new statistical
information to adapt their polit-
ical narrative. They accepted
that laissez-faire economic
theory had played its part, but
concluded that it was time to
move on. As G. M. Trevelyan
put it in 1901, ‘while individu-
alism is of eternity, laissez-faire
was of the day, and that day has
gone. The spirit of laissez-faire,
once the salvation, is now the
bane of England ... Evil is bus-
ily enlisting the neutral Titans
of machinery and organisation
for pay under its banners, while

The overall

impact of
Darwin’s
theories
was a fun-
damental
shift in
thinking
froma
mecha-
nistic
model to
an organic
under-
standing
of human
nature.

Good sits singing the old false
song of “An excellent world if

9 925

you leave it alone”.

Biological sciences and
notions of community

If economic crises and the birth
of the social sciences provided
the factual information and
structural questions as to the
role of the state, the biological
sciences challenged religious
views while shaping theoreti-
cal questions as to the nature of
the individual and the commu-
nity. Charles Darwin published
Origin of Species in 1859. His
conclusions as to natural selec-
tion and the descent of human-
kind from a limited number of

‘types’ prompted debate even

before it was printed. It was
widely reviewed and promoted
in the media to the extent that
the book sold out on its first day.
Church spokespeople and natu-
ralists took sides even before
they had read the text, while
countless political writers and
thinkers identified Darwin as
an influence in terms of their
thinking on the role of society,
human nature and the develop-
ment of the species.

L. T. Hobhouse, for example,
attributed much of his approach
to a reaction against the pre-
vailing school of Idealism, as
well as the popular interpreta-
tion of evolutionary theory. He
took exception to T. H. Green’s
interpretation of Hegelian Ide-
alism and even attacked Green’s
approach for not closing what
he saw as the ‘gulf” between the
ideal and the actual. This, Hob-
house saw, was a fundamental
flaw within Idealism itself. At
the same time, he refused to
accept the popularised version of
Darwin found in Herbert Spen-
cer’s famous dictum, ‘survival of
the fittest.”

The overall impact of Dar-
win’s theories was a fundamental
shift in thinking from a mecha-
nistic model to an organic under-
standing of human nature. This
was commonly associated with
thinkers such as the Fabians who
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argued in favour of centralised
state planning and often sought
to alter individual behaviour
through social mechanisms.
The developing model of human
nature was based on a biological
or organic sense of the individ-
ual as part of the environment,
but one that could interact with
and influence that context while
remaining an autonomous actor.
The basic ideological question
remained the real nature of the
individual and whether people
operated as ‘one against all’ or
in mutual societies, and whether
the pursuit of equality was para-
mount over the freedom of the
individual.

The New Liberalism

By the end of this period of
transition, the New Liberalism
had taken a firm hold on the
Liberal Party as they applied
this philosophy to their politi-
cal ideology with a view to
renewal. The traditional Man-
chester School of laissez-faire
economics no longer seemed
sustainable and research clearly
showed that the social fabric
was fraying. The rising, edu-
cated middle classes were look-
ing for political leadership.
British socialism had, in many
respects, developed out of the
core concepts of Liberalism,
but it was beginning to occupy
ground that had seemed firmly
Liberal. Public debate centred
on questions around the role of
the state in the midst of misery,
what sort of provision should be
made for the welfare of citizens,
and what responsibility citi-
zens should have for their own
welfare.

Given the divisions within
the leadership of the Liberal
Party, the debate was divergent.
‘Advanced liberals’ took the tra-
ditional, independent model
of the individual and placed
that free individual squarely
within the community. They
also looked towards the organic
model but rather than argue
‘the survival of the fittest’, they
questioned any model that did

not conceive of the individual
as part of society or suggested
that the individual only acted
in self-interest, or as merely an
economic ‘Trational actor’. They
moved towards an approach
which, they argued, understood
the social environment as sepa-
rate but still part of the individ-
ual. It was a framework that held
both rights and responsibilities
as core to the idea of the indi-
vidual’s place. ‘Liberty and wel-
fare became twin goals, each in
a way defining and explaining
the other.”” Further, rights and
responsibilities, and the attend-
ant definition of liberty, were
not limited to a single state. In
this perspective, liberty encom-
passed the world.

But the New Liberalism also
sought to understand its differ-
ences from the rising socialist
ideas, and the debate over lib-
erty versus equality illustrates
this difference in views. Social-
ists, and particularly Fabians, set
out systems for creating equality
based on the older mechani-
cal model of human nature,
the New Liberal
approach viewed that as not only

whereas

unhelpful but counterproduc-
tive. The advance of equality,
New Liberals held, went against
the ‘true’ nature of the free man
because true liberty cannot be
gained at the expense of oth-
ers. To that end, they offered a
system of rights and responsi-
bilities incumbent upon liberty.
So, even as early socialists were
developing state mechanisms
that held equality to be the
main goal, Liberals were shift-
ing from their atomistic view
of the individual to place them
within the community but with
responsibilities.

This debate as to the role of
the individual leads directly
into ideas — particularly those
of Hobhouse — on the role of
the state. The state, in this view,
should not be coercive as that
did not ‘benefit man’. If he acted
not by his own will but by that
of the state, he had not expanded
his own morality but only con-
formed under threat:

By the end
of this
period of
transition,
the New
Liberalism
had taken
a firm hold
on the Lib-
eral Party.

Now when a man overcomes a
bad impulse by his own sense
of right and wrong his will
asserts itself, and it is by such
assertions of the will that per-
sonality is developed ... But
where he is merely coerced no
such development takes place.
On the contrary, so far as coer-
cion extends there is a certain
moral pauperisation, the exer-
tion of will is rendered unnec-

essary and is atrophied.*

The state, then, looked at from
the perspective of the individ-
ual, is based not on control but
on the ‘self-directing power of
personality’, and liberty, instead
of being a luxury or additional
benefit of a peaceful society, is a
rational necessity.

The state and the New
Liberalism

Hobhouse also explored the
function of the state from the
state’s perspective. His argument
flowed directly from his notions
of the individual and of liberty,
in that he did not see the state
as responsible for clothing and
feeding its people but for creat-
ing the circumstances in which
each individual could develop
their personality in an ideal of
harmony:

Similarly we may say now that
the function of the State is to
secure conditions upon which
its citizens are able to win by
their own efforts all that is nec-
essary to a full civic efficiency.
It is not for the State to feed,
house, or clothe them. It is for
the State to take care that the
economic conditions are such
that the normal man ... can by
useful labour feed, house, and
clothe himself and his family.
The ‘right to work’ and the
right to a ‘living wage’ are just
as valid as the rights of person
or property. That is to say, they
are integral conditions of a

good social order.”

It should be noted that he
reserved for the state those roles
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and functions that required a
centralised overview, such as
defence or child labour. This
was not unusual, even within
old Liberalism.* In this way, he
could accommodate his ideas on
social welfare and social reform
with liberty for the individual.

Conclusion

The Liberals did not die in 1886,
but they were compelled by
global economics as well as the
social and biological sciences, to
adapt both their overall philoso-
phy and their tactical political
ideology. As a party of power
they found themselves at the
heart of the challenges presented
by the drivers of social change
and the debates surrounding
economic individualism and the
nature of communities in terms
of social reform.

New forms of communica-
tion and of campaigning made
them keenly aware of the com-
petition. They knew that they
needed a political narrative that
would not abandon their herit-
age but would enable them to
carry the best of their philosophy
into the future. Their progress
was not straightforward, as is
evidenced by the three overlap-
ping episodes during this period
of global change, but resulted in
both a philosophy of the New
Liberalism and an ideology
that was carried into the 1906
government.

As Freeden puts it, ‘Liberal
social reform was the meet-
ing ground, if not the fusion of
this
extended that scope of the study

a science and an ethics ...

of society as well as assimilat-
ing liberal thought in the most
important scientific trends of
the time ... liberals now appre-
ciated that man as a social being
was the basic concept of political

thought’.%'
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