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Introduction

Throughout this book, and indeed throughout political theory, there is a
recurrent theme: the relationship between the individual and society. This
touches on almost all political debates and controversies – the nature of justice,
the proper realm of freedom, the desirability of equality, the value of politics, and
so forth. At the heart of this issue lies the idea of human nature, that which
makes human beings ‘human’. Almost all political doctrines and beliefs are
based upon some kind of theory of human nature, sometimes explicitly formu-
lated but in many cases simply implied. To do otherwise would be to take the
complex and perhaps unpredictable human element out of politics.

However, the concept of human nature has also been a source of great
difficulty for political theorists. Models of human nature have varied consider-
ably, and each model has radically different implications for how social and poli-
tical life should be organized. Are human beings, for instance, selfish or sociable,
rational or irrational, essentially moral or basically corrupt? Are they, at heart,
political animals or private beings? The answers to such questions bear heavily
upon the relationship between the individual and society. In particular, how
much of human behaviour is shaped by natural or innate forces, and howmuch
is conditioned by the social environment? Are human beings ‘individuals’, inde-
pendent from one another and possessed of separate and unique characters, or
are they social beings, whose identity and behaviour are shaped by the groups to
which they belong? Such questions have not only been enduring topics of philo-
sophical debate – the choice between ‘nurture’ and ‘nature’ – but have also
been the cornerstone of one of the deepest of ideological divisions: the conflict
between individualism and collectivism.
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Human nature

All too often the idea of human nature is employed in a generalized and
simplistic fashion, as a kind of shorthand for ‘this is what people are really
like’. In practice, however, to speak of ‘human nature’ is to make a number
of important assumptions about both human beings and the societies in
which they live. Although opinions may differ about the content of human
nature, the concept itself has a clear and coherent meaning. Human nature
refers to the essential and immutable character of all human beings. It
highlights what is innate and ‘natural’ about human life, as opposed to
what human beings have gained from education or through social
experience. This does not, however, mean that those who believe that
human behaviour is shaped more by society than it is by unchanging and
inborn characteristics have abandoned the idea of human nature
altogether. Indeed, this very assertion is based upon clear assumptions
about innate human qualities, in this case, the capacity to be shaped or
moulded by external factors. A limited number of political thinkers have,
nevertheless, openly rejected the idea of human nature. For instance, the
French existentialist philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–80), argued that
there was no such thing as a given ‘human nature’, determining how
people act or behave. In Sartre’s view, existence comes before essence,
meaning that human beings enjoy the freedom to define themselves
through their own actions and deeds, in which case the assertion of any
concept of human nature is an affront to that freedom.
To employ a concept of human nature is not, however, to reduce human

life to a one-dimensional caricature. Most political thinkers are clearly
aware that human beings are complex, multi-faceted creatures, made up of
biological, physical, psychological, intellectual, social and perhaps spiritual
elements. The concept of human nature does not conceal or overlook this
complexity so much as attempt to impose order upon it by designating
certain features as ‘natural’ or ‘essential’. It would seem reasonable,
moreover, that if any such thing as a human core exists it should be
manifest in human behaviour. Human nature should therefore be reflected
in behavioural patterns that are regular and distinctively human. However,
this may not always be the case. Some theorists have argued that people
behave in ways that deny their ‘true’ natures. For instance, despite
abundant evidence of greedy and selfish behaviour, socialists still hold to
the belief that human beings are cooperative and sociable, arguing that
such behaviour is socially conditioned and not natural. In this light, it is
important to remember that in no sense is human nature a descriptive or
scientific concept. Even though theories of human nature may claim an
empirical or scientific basis, no experiment or surgical investigation is able
to uncover the human ‘essence’. All models of human nature are therefore
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normative: they are constructed out of philosophical and moral assump-
tions, and are therefore in principle untestable.
Endless discussion has taken place about the nature of human beings.

Certain debates have been nevertheless particularly relevant to political
theory. Central among these is what is usually called the ‘nature/nurture’
debate. Are human beings the product of innate or biological factors, or
are they fashioned by education and social experience? Clearly, such a
question has profound implications for the relationship between the
individual and society. Important questions have also been asked about
the degree to which human behaviour is determined by reason, questions
which bear heavily upon issues such as individual liberty and personal
autonomy. Are human beings rational creatures, guided by reason,
argument and calculation, or are they in some way prisoners of non-
rational drives and passions? Finally, there are questions about the
impulses or motivations which dominate human behaviour. In particular,
are human beings naturally selfish and egoistical, or are they essentially
cooperative, altruistic and sociable? Such considerations are crucial in
determining the proper organization of economic and social life, including
the distribution of wealth and other resources.

Nature versus nurture

The most recurrent, and perhaps most fundamental debate about human
nature relates to what factors or forces shape it. Is the essential core of
human nature fixed or given, fashioned by ‘nature’, or is it moulded or
structured by the influence of social experience or ‘nurture’. ‘Nature’, in
this case, stands for biological or genetic factors, suggesting that there is an
established and unchanging human core. The political significance of such
a belief is considerable. In the first place, it implies that political and social
theories should be constructed on the basis of a pre-established concept of
human nature. Quite simply, human beings do not reflect society, society
reflects human nature. Secondly, it suggests that the roots of political
understanding lie in the natural sciences in general, and in biology in
particular. Political arguments shall therefore be constructed on the basis
of biological theories, giving such arguments a ‘scientific’ character. This
helps to explain why biological theories of politics have grown in
popularity in the twentieth century.
Without doubt, the biological theory that has had greatest impact upon

political and social thought has been the theory of natural selection,
developed by Charles Darwin (1809–82) in On the Origin of Species
([1859] 1986). Darwin’s goal was to explain the almost infinite variety of
species which have existed on earth. He suggested that each species
develops through a series of random genetic mutations, some of which
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fit the species to survive and prosper, while other less fortunate species
become extinct. Although Darwin appears to have recognized that his
theories had radical political implications, he chose not to develop them
himself. The first attempt to advance a theory of social Darwinism was
undertaken by Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) in The Man Versus the State
([1884] 1940). Spencer coined the term ‘the survival of the fittest’ to
describe what he believed to be an endless struggle among human beings,
through which those best fitted by nature to survive rise to the top, and
those less favoured by nature sink to the bottom. Success and failure,
wealth and poverty are, in this sense, biologically determined; and
tampering with this process of natural selection will only serve to weaken
the species. Such ideas deeply influenced classical liberalism (see p. 29),
giving it biological grounds for opposing state intervention in economic
and social life. Social Darwinism also helped to shape the fascist belief in
an unending struggle amongst the various nations or races of the world.
In the twentieth century, political theories were increasingly influenced

by biological ideas. For example, ethologists such as Konrad Lorenz and
Niko Timbergen advanced theories about human behaviour on the basis of
detailed studies of animal behaviour. In On Aggression (1966), Lorenz
suggested that aggression was a natural drive found in all species, including
the human species. Popularized by writers like Robert Ardrey, such ideas
had considerable impact upon explanations of war and social violence by
presenting such behaviour as instinctual and territorial. The emergence of
sociobiology in the 1970s and the subsequent development of evolutionary
psychology, which gained impetus from the so-called ‘biotech revolution’
and the unravelling of human DNA, has made it increasingly fashionable
to explain social behaviour in terms of biological programming linked to
our supposed evolutionary inheritance. One of the most influential works
of sociobiology has been Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene (1989),
which explains man as a ‘gene machine’. Dawkins suggested that both
selfishness and altruism have their origins in biology.
In most cases, these biological theories embrace universalism; they hold

that human beings share a common or universal character, based upon
their genetic inheritance. Other theories, however, hold that there are
fundamental biological differences among human beings, and that these
are of political significance. This applies in the case of racialist theories
which treat the various races as if they are distinct species. Racialists
suggest that there are basic genetic differences amongst the races of the
world, reflected in their unequal physical, psychological and intellectual
inheritance. In its most extreme version, racialism was expressed in the
Nazi doctrine of Aryanism, the belief that the Germanic peoples are a
‘master race’. One school of radical feminism (see p. 62), sometimes called
separatist feminism, also believes that there are biological and unchange-
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able differences among human beings, in this case between men and
women. This theory is called ‘essentialism’ because it asserts that the
difference between women and men is rooted in their ‘essential’ natures.
Sexual inequality is not therefore based upon social conditioning but
rather on the biological disposition of the male sex to dominate, exploit
and oppress the female sex. For example, in Against Our Will (1975),
Susan Brownmiller suggested that ‘all men’ are biologically programmed
to dominate ‘all women’, and that they do so through rape or the fear of
rape, a conclusion which, from a different perspective, certain theories of
evolutionary psychology also support.
In marked contrast, other theories of human nature place greater

emphasis upon ‘nurture’, the influence of the social environment or
experience upon the human character. Clearly, such views play down
the importance of fixed and unchanging biological factors, emphasising
instead the malleable quality of human nature, or what has been called its
‘plasticity’. The significance of such theories is to shift political under-
standing away from biology and towards sociology. Political behaviour
tells us less about an immutable human essence than it does about the
structure of society. Moreover, by releasing humankind from its biological
chains, such theories often have optimistic, if not openly utopian,
implications. When human nature is ‘given’, the possibility of progress
and social advancement is clearly limited; however, if human nature is
‘plastic’, the opportunities confronting human beings immediately expand
and perhaps become infinite. Evils such as poverty, social conflict, political
oppression and gender inequality can be overcome precisely because their
origins are social and not biological.
The idea that human nature is ‘plastic’, shaped by external forces, is

central to many socialist theories. For instance, in A New View of Society
([1816] 1972), the British socialist Robert Owen (see p. 367) advanced the
simple principle that ‘any general character from the best to the worst,
from the ignorant to the most enlightened, may be given to any commu-
nity’. In the writings of Karl Marx (see p. 371) this idea was developed
through an attempt to outline why and how the social environment
conditions human behaviour. Marx proclaimed that, ‘It is not the
consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary,
their social being determines their consciousness.’ Marx, and subsequent
Marxists, have believed that social, political and intellectual life is
conditioned by ‘the mode of production of material life’, the existing
economic system. However, Marx did not believe human nature to be a
passive reflection of its material environment. Rather, human beings are
workers, homo faber, constantly engaged in shaping and reshaping the
world in which they live. Thus, in Marx’s view, human nature is formed
through a dynamic or ‘dialectical’ relationship between humankind and
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the material world. The majority of feminists also subscribe to the view
that human behaviour is in most cases conditioned by social factors. For
example, in her seminal work, The Second Sex ([1949] 1968), Simone de
Beauvoir (see p. 63) declared that, ‘One is not born a woman: one becomes
a woman.’ In rejecting the notion of ‘essential’ differences between women
and men, feminists have accepted a basically androgynous, or sexless,
image of human nature. Because sexism has been ‘bred’ through a process
of social conditioning, particularly in the family, it can be challenged and
eventually overthrown.
The picture of human nature as essentially malleable, shaped by social

factors, has also been endorsed by behavioural psychologists, such as I.V.
Pavlov, John Watson and B.F. Skinner. They argue that human behaviour
is explicable simply in terms of conditioned reactions or reflexes, for which
reason human nature bears the imprint of its environment. Pavlov, for
instance, demonstrated how animals could learn through a strict process of
conditioning, by being rewarded for exhibiting ‘correct’ behaviour. Such
ideas became the basis of psychology in the Soviet Union, where crude
behaviourism was thought to provide scientific proof for Marx’s social
theories. The US psychologist B.F. Skinner discounted internal processes
altogether, describing the human organism as a ‘black box’. In Beyond
Freedom and Dignity (1971), Skinner presented a highly deterministic
picture of human nature, denied any form of free will, and entitled,
Skinner suggested, to no more dignity or self-respect than Pavlov’s dog.
Such ideas have widely been used to support the idea of social engineering,
the idea that we can ‘make’ the human beings we want simply by
constructing the appropriate social environment.

Intellect versus instinct

The second debate centres upon the role of rationality in human life. This
does not, however, come down to a choice between rationalism and
irrationalism. The real issue is the degree to which the reasoning mind
influences human conduct, suggesting a distinction between those who
emphasize thinking, analysis and rational calculation, and those who
highlight the role of impulse, instincts or other non-rational drives. To
acknowledge the importance of the non-rational does not amount to
turning one’s back upon reason altogether. Indeed, many such theories are
advanced in eminently rationalist, even scientific, terms.
Faith in the power of human reason reached its high point during the

Enlightenment, the so-called Age of Reason, in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. During that period, philosophers and political
thinkers turned away from religious dogmas and faith, and instead based
their ideas upon rationalism, the belief that the workings of the physical
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and social world can be explained by the exercise of reason alone. In this
view, human beings are essentially rational creatures, guided by intellect
and a process of argument, analysis and debate. Such an idea was
expressed with particular clarity in the dualism advanced by the French
philosopher, René Descartes (1596–1650). In declaring ‘Cogito ergo sum
[I think, therefore I am]’, Descartes in effect portrayed human beings as
thinking machines, implying that the mind is quite distinct from the body.
Rationalism implies that human beings possess the capacity to fashion
their own lives and their own worlds. If human beings are reason-driven
creatures they clearly enjoy free will and self-determination: people are
what they choose to make of themselves. Rationalist theories of human
nature therefore tend to underline the importance of individual freedom
and autonomy. In addition, rationalism often underpins radical or revolu-
tionary political doctrines. To the extent that human beings possess the
capacity to understand their world, they have the ability also to improve or
reform it.
The earliest rationalist ideas were developed by the philosophers of

Ancient Greece. Plato, for example, argued that the best possible form of
government would be an enlightened despotism, rule by an intellectual
elite, the philosopher-kings. Rationalist ideas were also prominent in the
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Plato (427–347 BCE)

Greek philosopher. Plato was born of an aristocratic family. He became a
follower of Socrates, who is the principal figure in his ethical and
philosophical dialogues. After Socrates’ death in 399 BCE, Plato founded his
Academy in order to train the new Athenian ruling class, which might be
considered the first ‘university’.
Plato taught that the material world consists of imperfect copies of

abstract and eternal ‘ideas’. His political philosophy, as expounded in The
Republic (1955), is an attempt to describe the ‘ideal state’ in terms of a
theory of justice. Plato’s just state was decidedly authoritarian and was
based upon a strict division of labour that supposedly reflected different
character-types and human attributes. He argued that government should be
exercised exclusively by a small collection of philosopher-kings, supported
by the auxiliaries (collectively termed the ‘Guardians’), whose education and
communistic way of life would ensure that they ruled on the basis of
wisdom. In his view, knowledge and virtue are one. In The Laws, he
advocated a system of mixed government, but continued to emphasize the
subordination of the individual to the state and law. Plato’s work has
exerted wide influence upon Christianity and upon European culture in
general.



emergence in the nineteenth century of liberal and socialist doctrines.
Liberal thinkers, such as J.S. Mill (see p. 256), largely based their theories
upon the idea that human beings are rational. This, for instance, explains
why Mill himself placed so much faith in individual liberty: guided by
reason, individuals would be able to seek happiness and self-realization. In
the same way, he argued in favour of female suffrage, on the grounds that,
like men, women are rational and so are entitled to exercise political
influence. In turn, socialist theories also built upon rationalist foundations.
This was most evident in the writings of Marx and Engels (see p. 83), who
developed what the latter referred to as ‘scientific socialism’. Rather than
indulging in ethical analysis and moral assertion, the province of so-called
‘utopian socialism’, Marx and Engels strove to uncover the dynamics of
history and society through a process of scientific analysis. When they
predicted the ultimate demise of capitalism, for example, this was not
because they believed it to be morally ‘bad’, in the sense that it deserved to
be overthrown, but instead because their analysis indicated that this was
what was destined to happen, this was the direction in which history was
moving.
This vision of human beings as thinking machines has, however,

attracted growing criticism since the late nineteenth century. The Enlight-
enment dream of an ordered, rational and tolerant world was badly dented
by the persistence of conflict and social deprivation and the emergence of
powerful and seemingly non-rational forces such as nationalism and
racialism. This led to growing interest in the influence which emotion,
instinct and other psychological drives exert upon politics. In some
respects, however, this development built upon an established tradition,
found mainly among conservative thinkers, that had always disparaged the
mania for rationalism. Edmund Burke (see p. 348), for example, had
emphasized the intellectual imperfection of human beings, especially when
they are confronted by the almost infinite complexity of social life. In
short, the world is unfathomable, too intricate and too confusing for the
human mind fully to unravel. Such a view has deeply conservative
implications. If the rationalist theories dreamed up by liberals and
socialists are unconvincing, human beings are wise to place their faith in
tradition and custom, the known. Revolution and even reform are a
journey into the unknown; the maps we have been given are simply
unreliable.
At the same time, conservative theorists were among the first to

acknowledge the power of the non-rational. Thomas Hobbes (see p. 123),
for instance, believed in the power of human reason, but only as a means
to an end. In his view, human beings are driven by non-rational appetites:
aversions, fears, hopes and desires, the strongest of which is the desire to
exercise power over others. This essentially pessimistic view of human
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nature led Hobbes to conclude that only strong, autocratic government can
prevent society descending into chaos and disorder. Burke also emphasized
the degree to which unreasoned sentiments and even prejudice play a role
in structuring social life. While what he called ‘naked reason’ offers little
guidance, prejudice, being born of natural instincts, provides people with
security and a sense of social identity. Some modern biologists have offered
a scientific explanation for such beliefs. Konrad Lorenz, in particular,
argued that aggression is a form of biologically adapted behaviour which
has developed through the process of evolution. Human aggression and
cruelty is therefore seen as innate or ‘natural’, an assertion that clearly has
pessimistic implications for any attempt to curb domestic violence, cure
social unrest or prevent war.
Some of the most influential theories to stress the impact of non-rational

drives upon human behaviour were associated with Freudian psychology,
developed in the early twentieth century. Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) drew
attention to the distinction between the conscious mind, which carried out
rational calculations and judgements, and the unconscious mind, which
contained repressed memories and a range of powerful psychological
drives. In particular, Freud highlighted the importance of human sexuality,
represented by the id, the most primitive instinct within the unconscious,
and libido, psychic energies emanating from the id and usually associated
with sexual desire or energy. While Freud himself emphasized the
therapeutic aspect of these ideas, developing a series of techniques,
popularly known as psychoanalysis, others have seized upon their political
significance. Wilhelm Reich (1897–1957), one of Freud’s later disciples,
developed an explanation of fascism based on the idea of repressed
sexuality. As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 10, New Left thinkers
like Herbert Marcuse (see p. 280) and feminists such as Germaine Greer
(1985) have drawn upon Freudian psychology in developing a politics of
sexual liberation.

Competition versus cooperation

The third area of disagreement centres upon whether human beings are
essentially self-seeking and egoistical, or naturally sociable and coopera-
tive. This debate is of fundamental political importance because these
contrasting theories of human nature support radically different forms of
economic and social organization. If human beings are naturally self-
interested, competition among them is an inevitable feature of social life
and, in certain respects, a healthy one. Such a theory of human nature is,
moreover, closely linked to individualist ideas such as natural rights and
private property, and has often been used as a justification for a market or
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capitalist economic order, within which, supposedly, individuals have the
best opportunity to pursue their own interests.
Theories which portray human nature as self-interested or self-seeking

can be found among the Ancient Greeks, expressed particularly by some of
the Sophists. However, they were developed most systematically in the
early modern period. In political thought this was reflected in the growth
of natural rights theories, which suggested that each individual has been
invested by God with a set of inalienable rights. These rights belong to the
individual and to the individual alone. Utilitarianism (see p. 358), devel-
oped in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, attempted to
provide an objective, even scientific, explanation of human selfishness.
Jeremy Bentham (see p. 359) painted a picture of human beings as
essentially hedonistic and pleasure-seeking creatures. In Bentham’s view,
pleasure or happiness are self-evidently ‘good’, and pain or unhappiness
self-evidently ‘bad’. Individuals therefore act to maximize pleasure and
minimize pain, calculating each in terms of ‘utility’ – in its simplest sense,
use-value. This view of human nature has had considerable impact upon
both economic and political theories. Economics is based very largely upon
the model of ‘economic man’, materially self-interested ‘utility maximi-
zers’. Such philosophical assumptions are used, for example, to explain the
vigour and efficiency of market capitalism. They also underpin political
theories ranging from the social-contract theories of the seventeenth
century to ‘rational choice’ (see p. 246) and ‘public choice’ schools of
modern political science.
Scientific support for human self-interestedness has usually been based

upon Darwin and the idea of some kind of struggle for survival. Darwinian
ideas, however, can be interpreted in very different ways. Writers such as
Lorenz and Ardrey hold that each individual member of a species is
biologically programmed to ensure the survival of the species itself. Such a
view suggests that animals, including human beings, ultimately act ‘for the
good of the species’, an idea reflected in the willingness of a mother to
sacrifice herself in the hope of protecting her young. In other words,
individuals will exhibit cooperative and sociable behaviour to the extent
that they put the species before themselves. On the other hand, modern
writers such as Richard Dawkins (1989) have argued that every gene,
including those unique to the separate individual, has a selfish streak and
seeks its own survival. Such a theory suggests that selfishness and
competition amongst individuals is essentially a form of biologically
programmed behaviour. This is not to say, however, that human beings
are blindly selfish. Although Dawkins accepted that individuals are ‘born
selfish’, he emphasised that such behaviour can be modified if we ‘teach
generosity and altruism’.
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A very different image of human nature is, however, presented by the
major world religions. Monotheistic religions such as Christianity, Islam
and Judaism offer a picture of humankind as the product of divine
creation. The human essence is therefore conceived as spiritual rather
than mental or physical, and is represented in Christianity by the idea of a
‘soul’. The notion that human beings are moral creatures, bound together
by divine providence, has had considerable influence upon socialist
doctrines which stress the importance of compassion, natural sympathy
and a common humanity. Eastern religions such as Hinduism and
Buddhism lay considerable emphasis upon the oneness of all forms of life,
contributing once again to the idea of a common humanity, as well as a
philosophy of non-violence. It is little surprise, therefore, that religious
doctrines have often underpinned the theories of ethical socialism. It would
be a mistake, however, to assume that all religious theories have socialist
implications. For instance, the Protestant belief in individual salvation and
its stress upon the moral value of personal striving and hard work, often
called the ‘Protestant ethic’, is more clearly linked to the ideas of self-help
and the free market than it is to socialist compassion. In addition, the
Christian doctrine of original sin has generated a pessimistic view of
humanity which, in turn, has considerable impact upon social and political
thought. This can be seen in the writings of St Augustine (see p. 91) and
Martin Luther.
Secular theories have also attempted to draw attention to the ‘social

essence’ of human nature. These have traditionally stressed the importance
of social being, drawing attention to the fact that individuals both live and
work collectively, as members of a community. Selfishness and competi-
tion are in no way ‘natural’; rather, they have been cultivated by a
capitalist society that rewards and encourages self-striving. The human
essence is sociable, gregarious and cooperative, a theory which clearly
lends itself to either the communist goal of collective ownership, or the
more modest socialist ideal of a welfare state. One of the few attempts to
develop a scientific theory of human nature along the lines of sociability
and cooperativeness was undertaken by Peter Kropotkin (see p. 26).
Kropotkin accepted the evolutionary ideas that had dominated biology
since Darwin, but had no sympathy for the doctrine of ‘the survival of the
fittest’. In Mutual Aid ([1897] 1902), he developed an evolutionary theory
that fundamentally challenged Darwinism. Instead of accepting that
survival is the result of struggle or competition, Kropotkin suggested that
what distinguishes the human species from less successful species is its
highly developed capacity for cooperation or ‘mutual aid’. Cooperation is
therefore not merely an ethical or religious ideal, it is a practical necessity
which the evolutionary process has made an essential part of human
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nature. On this basis, Kropotkin argued in favour of both a communist
society, in which wealth would be owned in common by all, and a form of
anarchism in which human beings could manage their own affairs
cooperatively and peacefully.

The individual

The term ‘the individual’ is so widely used in everyday language that its
implications and political significance are often ignored. In the most
obvious sense, an individual is a single human being. Nevertheless, the
concept suggests rather more. First of all, it implies that the single human
being is an independent and meaningful entity, possessing an identity in
himself or herself. In other words, to talk of people as individuals is to
suggest that they are autonomous creatures, acting according to personal
choice rather than as members of a social group or collective body. Second,
individuals are not merely independent but they are also distinct, even
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Peter Kropotkin (1842–1921)

Russian geographer and anarchist theorist. The son of a noble family who
first entered the service of Tsar Alexander II, Kropotkin encountered
anarchist ideas while working in the Jura region on the French–Swiss
border. On returning to Russia he became involved in revolutionary activity
through the Populist movement, leading to his imprisonment in
St Petersburg, 1874–6. After a spectacular escape from prison he remained in
exile in Western Europe, returning to Russia after the 1917 Revolution.
Kropotkin’s anarchism was shaped by both his Russian experience, and

particularly his admiration for the popular self-management that he believe
to operate in the traditional Russian peasant commune, and by the desire to
give his work a secure rational foundation grounded in the scientific spirit.
His scientific anarchism, outlined in his most famous book, Mutual Aid
([1897]1902), amounted to a reworking of the Darwinian theory of
evolution, in which cooperation and social solidarity, rather than
competition and struggle, were portrayed as the principal means of human
and animal development. Kropotkin was a powerful advocate of anarcho-
communism, regarding capitalism and the state as interlinked obstacles to
humankind’s natural sociability. In works such as Fields, Factories and
Workshops ([1901]1912) and The Conquest of Bread ([1906]1926), he
envisaged an anarchic society consisting of a collection of largely self-
sufficient communes, and also addressed problems such as how crime and
laziness would be contained within such a society.



unique. This is what is implied, for example, by the term ‘individuality’,
which refers to what is particular and original about each and every human
being. To see society as a collection of individuals is therefore to
understand human beings in personal terms and to judge them according
to their particular qualities, such as character, personality, talents, skills
and so on. Each individual has a personal identity. Third, to understand
human beings as individuals is usually to believe in universalism, to accept
that human beings everywhere share certain fundamental characteristics.
In that sense, individuals are not defined by social background, race,
religion, gender or any other ‘accident of birth’, but by what they share
with people everywhere: their moral worth, their personal identity and
their uniqueness.
The concept of the individual is one of the cornerstones of Western

political culture. Although the term itself has been used since the
seventeenth century, it has now become so familiar that it is invariably
taken for granted. And yet, the concept of the individual has also provoked
philosophical debate and deep ideological divisions. For instance, what
does it mean to believe in the individual, to be committed to individualism?
Does individualism imply a clear and distinctive style of political thought,
or can it be used to support a wide range of positions and policies?
Moreover, no political thinker sees the individual as entirely self-reliant; all
acknowledge that, to some degree, social factors sustain and influence the
individual. But where does the balance between the individual and the
community lie, and where should it lie? Finally, how significant are
individuals in political life? Is politics, in reality, shaped by the decisions
and actions of separate individuals, or do only social groups, organizations
and institutions matter? In short, can the individual make a difference?

Individualism

Individualism does not simply imply a belief in the existence of individuals.
Rather, it refers to a belief in the primacy of the individual over any social
group or collective body, suggesting that the individual is central to any
political theory or social explanation. However, individualism does not
have a clear political character. Although it has often been linked to the
classical liberal tradition, and ideas such as limited government and the
free market, it has also been used to justify state intervention and has, at
times, been embraced by socialists. For example, some thinkers see
individualism and collectivism as polar opposites, representing the
traditional battle lines between capitalism and socialism; others, however,
believe that the two are complementary, even inseparable: individual goals
can only be fulfilled through collective action. The problem is that there is
no agreement about the nature of the ‘individual’. The various forms
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which individualism has taken therefore reflect the range of views about
the content of human nature.
All individualist doctrines extol the intrinsic value of the individual,

emphasising the dignity, personal worth, even sacredness, of each human
being. What they disagree about, however, is how these qualities can best
be realised. Early liberals expressed their individualism in the doctrine of
natural rights, which held that the purpose of social organization was
to protect the inalienable rights of the individual. Social contract theory
can, for instance, be seen as a form of political individualism. Government
is seen to arise out of the consent of individual citizens, and its role is
limited to the protection of their rights. However, if this form of
individualism is pushed to its logical extreme, it can have libertarian and
even anarchist implications. For example, nineteenth-century American
individualists such as Henry David Thoreau (1817–62) and Benjamin
Tucker (1854–1939) believed that no individual should sacrifice his or
her conscience to the judgement of politicians, elected or otherwise, a
position which denies that government can ever exercise rightful authority
over the individual.
This anti-statist individualist tradition has also been closely linked to the

defence of market capitalism. Such individualism has usually been based
upon the assumption that individual human beings are self-reliant and self-
interested. C.B. Macpherson (1973) termed this ‘possessive individualism’,
which he defined as ‘a conception of the individual as essentially the
proprietor of his own person or capacities, owing nothing to society for
them’. If individuals are essentially egoistical, placing their own interests
before those of fellow human beings or society, economic individualism is
clearly linked to the right of private property, the freedom to acquire, use
and dispose of property however the individual may choose. As such,
individualism became, in the UK and the USA in particular, an article of
faith for those who revered laissez-faire capitalism. Laws which regulate
economic and social life – by stipulating wage levels, the length of the
working day, interfering with working conditions or introducing benefits
and pensions – are, from this point of view, a threat to individualism.
Very different implications, however, have sometimes been drawn from

the doctrine of individualism. For example, modern liberals, such as T.H.
Green (see p. 30) and L.T. Hobhouse (1864–1929), used individualism to
construct arguments in favour of social welfare and state intervention.
They saw the individual not as narrowly self-interested, but as socially
responsible, capable of an altruistic concern for fellow human beings.
Their principal goal was what J.S. Mill had termed ‘individuality’, the
capacity of each individual to achieve fulfilment and realize whatever
potential he or she may possess. Individualism was therefore transformed
from a doctrine of individual greed to a philosophy of individual
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Liberalism

Liberal ideas resulted from the breakdown of feudalism in Europe and the
growth, in its place, of a market capitalist society. In its earliest form,
liberalism was a political doctrine, which attacked absolutism (see p. 164) and
feudal privilege, instead advocating constitutional and, later, representative
government. By the nineteenth century, a distinctively liberal political creed
had developed that extolled the virtues of laissez-faire capitalism and
condemned all forms of economic and social intervention. This became the
centrepiece of classical, or nineteenth-century, liberalism. From the late
nineteenth century onwards, however, a form of social liberalism emerged
which looked more favourably on welfare reform and economic management.
This became the characteristic theme of modern, or twentieth-century,
liberalism.
Liberal thought is characterised by a commitment to individualism, a belief

in the supreme importance of the human individual, implying strong support
for individual freedom. From the liberal viewpoint, individuals are rational
creatures who are entitled to the greatest possible freedom consistent with a
like freedom for fellow citizens. Classical liberalism is distinguished by a
belief in a ‘minimal’ state, whose function is limited to the maintenance of
domestic order and personal security. Classical liberals emphasise that human
beings are essentially self-interested and largely self-sufficient; as far as
possible, people should be responsible for their own lives and circumstances.
As a result, liberals look towards the creation of a meritocratic society in
which rewards are distributed according to individual talent and hard work.
As an economic doctrine, classical liberalism extols the merits of a self-
regulating market in which government intervention is both unnecessary and
damaging. Classical liberal ideas are expressed in certain natural rights
theories and utilitarianism (see p. 358), and provide a cornerstone of the
libertarian political tradition (see p. 337).
Modern liberalism, however, exhibits a more sympathetic attitude towards

the state. This shift was born out of the recognition that industrial capitalism
had merely generated new forms of injustice and left the mass of the
population subject to the vagaries of the market. This view provided the basis
for social or welfare liberalism, which is characterised by the recognition that
state intervention can enlarge liberty by safeguarding individuals from the
social evils that blight their existence. The theoretical basis for the transition
from classical to modern liberalism was provided by the development of a
‘positive’ view of freedom. Whereas classical liberals had understood freedom
in ‘negative’ terms, as the absence of external constraints upon the individual,
modern liberals linked freedom to personal development and self-realisation.
This created clear overlaps between modern liberalism and social democracy
(see p. 308).
Liberalism has undoubtedly been the most important element in Western

political tradition. Indeed, some identify liberalism with Western civilization
in general. One of the implications of this is that liberalism strives not to
prescribe any particular conception of the good life, but to establish



30 Political Theory

conditions in which individuals and groups can pursue the good life as each
defines it. The great virtue of liberalism is its unrelenting commitment to
individual freedom, reasoned debate and toleration. Criticisms of liberalism
have nevertheless come from various directions. Marxists (see p. 82) have
criticised the liberal commitment to civic rights and political equality because
it ignores the reality of unequal class power; feminists (see p. 62) argue that
individualism is invariably construed on the basis of male norms which
legitimize gender inequality; and communitarians (see p. 35) condemn
liberalism for portraying the self as asocial and acultural and for failing to
provide a moral basis for social order and collective endeavour.

Key figures

John Locke (see p. 268) Locke championed the cornerstone liberal idea that
government arises out of the agreement, or consent, of the governed, outlined
in social-contract theory. In this view, the purpose of government is to protect
natural rights (for Locke, the rights to life, liberty and property), but when the
government breaks the terms of its contract its legitimacy evaporates and the
people have the right of rebellion. Lockian liberalism laid down the basis for
limited government, representation and constitutionalism, and greatly
influenced the American Revolution.

John Stuart Mill (see p. 256) Mill’s importance to liberalism rests largely
upon his construction of a liberal theory squarely based upon the virtues of
liberty, as opposed to earlier ideas such as natural rights and utilitarianism.
His conception of ‘man as a progressive being’ led him to recoil from
interventionism, but encouraged him to develop a notion of individuality that
stresses the prospects for human development and provides an important
foundation for modern liberal thought.

Thomas Hill Green (1836-82) A UK philosopher and social theorist, Green
highlighted the limitations of early liberal doctrines and particularly laissez-
faire. By drawing upon Kant (see p. 117) and Hegel (see p. 59), he highlighted
the limitations of the doctrine of ‘negative’ freedom, and developed a
pioneering defence of ‘positive’ freedom which helped liberalism to reach an
accommodation with welfarism and social justice. Green was an important
influence upon the development in Britain of ‘new liberalism’. His chief works
include Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation (1879–80) and
Prolegomena to Ethics (1883).

Isaiah Berlin (see p. 261) Berlin developed a form of pluralist liberalism that
is based upon the anti-perfectionist belief that conflicts of value are an
intrinsic, irremovable element in human life. Political arrangements should
therefore attempt to secure the greatest scope to allow people to pursue their
differing ends. Berlin supported ‘negative’ liberty over ‘positive’ liberty, on the
grounds that the latter has monistic and authoritarian implications.



self-development; egotistical individualism gave way to developmental
individualism. As a result, modern liberals have been prepared to support
government action designed to promote equality of opportunity and
protect individuals from the social evils that blight their lives, such as
unemployment, poverty and ignorance. Some socialist thinkers have
embraced the notion of individualism for the same reason. If human beings
are, as socialists argue, naturally sociable and gregarious, individualism
stands not for possessiveness and self-interest but for fraternal cooperation
and, perhaps, communal living. This is why the French socialist Jean
Jaurès (1859–1914) could proclaim, ‘socialism is the logical completion of
individualism’. Modern ‘third way’ thinkers, such as Anthony Giddens
(1994), have attempted a similar reconciliation in embracing the idea of
‘new’ individualism, which stresses that autonomous individuals operate
within a context of interdependence and reciprocity.
Individualism is not, however, only of importance as a normative

principle; it has also been widely used as a methodological device. In other
words, social or political theories have been constructed on the basis of a
pre-established model of the human individual, taking account of whatever
needs, drives, aspirations and so forth the individual is thought to possess.
Such ‘methodological individualism’ was employed in the seventeenth
century to construct social-contract theories and in the twentieth century
has become the basis for rational-choice models of political science. The
individualist method underpinned classical and neo-classical economic
theories, and has been championed in the modern period by writers such
as Hayek (see p. 338). In each case, conclusions have been drawn from
assumptions about a ‘fixed’ or ‘given’ human nature, usually highlighting
the capacity for rationally self-interested behaviour. However, the
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John Rawls (see p. 298) Rawls was the most important liberal philosopher
of the second half of the twentieth century. His theory of ‘justice as fairness’
not only condemns racial, sexual and religious discrimination, but also rejects
many forms of social and economic inequality. Rawls’ egalitarian form of
liberalism has had a profound effect upon political philosophy generally, and
has made a significant contribution to both the modern liberal and social-
democratic political traditions.

Further reading

Arblaster, A. The Rise and Decline of Western Liberalism. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1984.

Gray, J. Liberalism, 2nd edn. Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1995.
Rosenblum, N. (ed.) Liberalism and the Moral Life. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1990.



drawback of any form of methodological individualism is that it is both
asocial and ahistorical. By building political theories on the basis of a pre-
established model of human nature, individualists ignore the fact that
human behaviour varies from society to society, and from one historical
period to the next. If historical and social factors shape the content of
human nature, as advocates of ‘nurture’ theories suggest, the human
individual should be seen as a product of society, not the other way around.

Individual and community

Support for individualism has not, however, been universal. Political
thought is deeply divided about the relationship between the individual
and the community: should the individual be encouraged to be
independent and self-reliant, or will this make social solidarity impossible
and leave individuals isolated and insecure? Advocates of the former
position have normally subscribed to a particular Anglo-American
tradition of individualism, described by US President Herbert Hoover as
‘rugged individualism’. This tradition can be thought of as an extreme
form of individualism, its roots being found in classical liberalism. It sees
the individual as almost entirely separate from society, and so discounts or
downgrades the importance of community. It is based upon the belief that
individuals not only possess the capacity for self-reliance and hard work,
but also that individual effort is the source of moral and personal
development. Not only can individuals look after themselves, but they
should do.
The bible of this individualist tradition is Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help

([1859] 1986), which proclaimed that, ‘The spirit of self-help is the root of
all genuine growth in the individual’. Smiles (1812–1904) extolled the
Victorian virtues of enterprise, application and perseverance, underpinned
by the belief that ‘energy accomplishes more than genius’. While self-help
promotes the mental and moral development of the individual, and
through promoting the entrepreneurial spirit benefits the entire nation,
‘help from without’, by which Smiles meant social welfare, enfeebles the
individual by removing the incentive, or even need, to work. Such ideas
found their highest expression in the social Darwinism of Herbert Spencer
and his followers. For them, individualism had a biological basis in the
form of a struggle for survival among all individuals. Those fitted by
nature to survive should succeed; the weak and lazy should go to the wall.
Such ideas have had considerable impact upon New Right thinking,

and in particular upon its attitude towards the welfare state. Advanced
most stridently in the 1980s through Reaganism in the USA and Thatcher-
ism in the UK, the New Right attacked the ‘dependency culture’ which
over-generous welfare support had supposedly created. The poor,
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disadvantaged and unemployed had been turned into ‘welfare junkies’,
robbed of the desire to work and denied dignity and self-respect. From this
perspective, the solution is to bring about a shift from social responsibility
to individual responsibility, encouraging people to ‘stand on their own two
feet’. This has been reflected since the 1980s in the reshaping of the US and
UK benefits systems, through, for instance, reductions in benefit levels, a
greater emphasis upon means-testing rather than universal benefits, and
attempts to make the receipt of benefits conditional upon a willingness to
undertake training or carry out work. Critics of such policies, however,
point out that so long as social inequality and deprivation continue to
exist, it is difficult to see how individuals can be held to be entirely
responsible for their own circumstances. This line of argument shifts
attention away from the individual and towards the community.
A wide range of political thinkers – socialists, conservatives, nationalists

and, most emphatically, fascists – have, at different times, styled them-
selves as anti-individualists. In most cases, anti-individualism is based
upon a commitment to the importance of community and the belief that
self-help and individual responsibility are a threat to social solidarity.
‘Community’ may refer, very loosely, to a collection of people in a given
location, as when the populations of a particular town, city or nation are
described as a community. However, in social and political thought the
term usually has deeper implications, suggesting a social group, a
neighbourhood, town, region, group of workers or whatever, within which
there are strong ties and a collective identity. A genuine community is
therefore distinguished by the bonds of comradeship, loyalty and duty. In
that sense, community refers to the social roots of individual identity.
Among contemporary critics of liberal individualism have been com-

munitarian theorists who stress the importance of common or collective
interests. In that view, there is no such thing as an unencumbered self; the
self is always constituted through the community. Not surprisingly,
socialists have also taken up the cause of community, seeing it as a means
of strengthening social responsibility and harnessing collective energies.
This is why socialists have often rejected individualism, especially when it
is narrowly linked to self-interest and self-reliance. Although modern
social democrats acknowledge the importance of individual enterprise
and market competition, they nevertheless seek to balance these against
the cooperation and altruism which only a sense of community can foster.
Individualism has also been regarded with suspicion by many conservative
theorists. From their point of view, unrestrained individualism is destruc-
tive of the social fabric. Individuals are timid and insecure creatures, who
seek the rootedness and stability which only a community identity can
provide. If individualism promotes a philosophy of ‘each for his own’ it
will simply lead to ‘atomism’, and produce a society of vulnerable and
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isolated individuals. This has, for example, encouraged neo-conservatives,
such as Irving Kristol (see p. 140) in the USA and Roger Scruton in the UK,
to distance themselves from the free-market enthusiasms of the liberal
New Right.
Socialist and conservative concepts of community have been influenced

at several points by academic sociology. Sociologists have distinguished
between the forms of community life which develop within traditional or
rural societies, and those found in modern urban societies. The most
influential such theory was that developed by the German sociologist
Ferdinand Tönnies (1855–1939), who distinguished between what he called
Gemeinschaft or ‘community’, and Gesellschaft or ‘association’. Tönnies
suggested that Gemeinschaft-relationships, typically found in rural com-
munities, are based upon the strong bonds of natural affection and mutual
respect. This traditional sense of ‘community’ was, however, threatened by
the spread of industrialization and urbanization, both of which encouraged
a growth of egoism and competition. The Gesellschaft-relationships which
develop in urban societies are, by contrast, artificial and contractual; they
reflect the desire for personal gain rather than any meaningful social
loyalty. The French sociologist Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) also con-
tributed to the understanding of community by developing the concept of
‘anomie’ to denote a condition in which the framework of social codes and
norms breaks down entirely. In Suicide ([1897] 1951), Durkheim argued
that, since human desires are unlimited, the breakdown of community,
weakening social and moral norms about which forms of behaviour are
acceptable and which are not, is likely to lead to greater unhappiness and,
ultimately, more suicides. Once again, community rather than individual-
ism was seen as the basis for social stability and individual happiness.
On the other hand, it is clear that a stress upon community rather than

the individual may also entail dangers. In particular, it can lead to
individual rights and liberties being violated in the name of the community
or collective body. This was most graphically demonstrated through the
experience of fascist rule. In many ways, fascism is the antithesis of
individualism: in its German form it proclaimed the supreme importance
of the Völksgemeinschaft or ‘national community’, and aimed to dissolve
individuality, and indeed personal existence, within the social whole. This
goal, distinctive to fascism, was expressed in the Nazi slogan ‘Strength
through Unity’. The method used to achieve this end in Nazi Germany and
Fascist Italy was totalitarian terror: a police state employing repression,
persecution and widespread brutality. Although the fascist conception of
community may be little more than a grotesque misrepresentation of the
socialist idea of voluntary cooperation, extreme individualists have some-
times warned that any stress upon the collective has oppressive implica-
tions since it threatens to downgrade the importance of the individual.
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Communitarianism

The communitarian tradition has its origins in the nineteenth-century socialist
utopianism of thinkers such as Robert Owen and Peter Kropotkin. Indeed, a
concern with community can be seen as one of the enduring themes in modern
political thought, expressed variously in the socialist stress upon fraternity
and cooperation, the Marxist (see p. 82) belief in a classless communist
society, the conservative (see p. 138) view of society as an organic whole,
bound together by mutual obligations, and even in the fascist commitment to
an indivisible national community. However, communitarianism as a school
of thought articulating a particular political philosophy emerged only in the
1980s and 1990s. It developed specifically as a critique of liberalism,
highlighting the damage done to the public culture of liberal societies by
their emphasis upon individual rights and liberties over the needs of the
community. This resulted in the so-called liberal–communitarian debate.
‘High’ and ‘low’ forms of communitarianism are sometimes identified: the
former engages primarily in philosophical debate, while the latter, whose best-
known figure is Amitai Etzioni, is more concerned with issues of public
policy.
From the communitarian perspective, the central defect of liberalism is its

view of the individual as an asocial, atomized, ‘unencumbered self’. Such a
view is evident in the utilitarian (see p. 358) assumption that human beings are
rationally self-seeking creatures. Communitarians emphasize, by contrast,
that the self is embedded in the community, in the sense that each individual is
a kind of embodiment of the society that has shaped his or her desires, values
and purposes. This draws attention not merely to the process of socialization,
but also to the conceptual impossibility of separating an individual’s
experiences and beliefs from the social context that assigns them meaning.
The communitarian stance has particular implications for our understanding
of justice. Liberal theories of justice tend to be based upon assumptions about
personal choice and individual behaviour that, communitarians argue, make
no sense because they apply to a disembodied subject. Universalist theories of
justice must therefore give way to ones that are strictly local and particular, a
position similar to that advanced by postmodern theories (see p. 7).
Communitarians argue that their aim is to rectify an imbalance in modern

society and political thought in which individuals, unconstrained by social
duty and moral responsibility, have been allowed or encouraged to take
account only of their own interests and their own rights. In this moral
vacuum, society, quite literally, disintegrates. The communitarian project thus
attempts to restore to society its moral voice and, in a tradition that can be
traced back to Aristotle (see p. 69), to construct a ‘politics of the common
good’. Critics of communitarianism, however, allege that it has both
conservative and authoritarian implications. Communitarianism has a
conservative disposition in that it amounts to a defence of existing social
structures and moral codes. Feminists, for example, have criticized
communitarianism for attempting to bolster traditional sex roles under
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the guise of defending the family. The authoritarian features of
communitarianism stem from its tendency to emphasise the duties and
responsibilities of the individual over his or her rights and entitlements.

Key figures

Alasdair MacIntyre (1929– ) A Scottish-born moral philosopher, MacIntyre
has developed a neoclassical and anti-liberal communitarian philosophy. In
his view, liberalism preaches moral relativism and so is unable to provide a
moral basis for social order. He argues that notions of justice and virtue are
specific to particular intellectual traditions, and has developed a model of the
good life that is rooted in Aristotle and the Christian tradition of Augustine
(see p. 91) and St Thomas Aquinas (see p. 158). MacIntyre’s major works
include After Virtue (1981), Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (1988) and
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (1990).

Michael Walzer (1935– ) A US political theorist, Walzer has developed a
form of communalist and pluralistic liberalism. He rejects as misguided the
quest for a universal theory of justice, arguing instead for the principle of
‘complex equality’, according to which different rules should apply to the
distribution of different social goods, thereby establishing separate ‘spheres’
of justice. He nevertheless evinces sympathy for a form of democratic
socialism. Walzer’s major works include Spheres of Justice (1983) and
Interpretation and Social Criticism (1987).

Michael Sandel (1953– ) A US political theorist, Sandel has fiercely criticised
individualism, the notion of the ‘unencumbered self’. He argues for
conceptions of moral and social life that are firmly embedded in distinctive
communities, and emphasises that individual choice and identity are
structured by the ‘moral ties’ of the community. Sandel has also warned
that a lack of embeddedness means that democracy may not long endure, and
supports ‘civic republicanism’ (see p. 205), which he associates with the US
political tradition. Sandel’s most influential works include Liberalism and the
Limits of Justice (1982) and Democracy’s Discontent (1996).

Further reading
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The individual in politics

Questions about the role of the individual in history have engaged
generations of philosophers and thinkers. Clearly, such questions are of no
less importance to the study of politics. Should political analysis focus
upon the aspirations, convictions and deeds of leading individuals, or
should it rather examine the ‘impersonal forces’ that structure individual
behaviour? At the outset, two fundamentally different approaches to this
issue can be dismissed. The first sees politics entirely in personal terms. It
holds that history is made by human individuals who, in effect, impress
their own wills upon the political process. Such an approach is evident in
the emphasis upon ‘great men’ and their deeds. From this point of view, US
politics boils down to the personal contribution of presidents like
Roosevelt and Kennedy, or Reagan and Bush; while UK politics should
be understood through the actions of prime ministers such as Churchill,
Wilson, Thatcher, Blair and so on. In its most extreme form, this approach
to politics has led to the fascist Führerprinzip, or ‘leader principle’.
Influenced by Friedrich Nietzsche’s idea of the ‘superman’, fascists
portrayed leaders such as Mussolini and Hitler as supremely gifted
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Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)

German philosopher. Nietzsche was a professor of Greek by the age of
twenty-five. He abandoned theology for philology and, influenced by the
ideas of Schopenhauer (1788–1860), he attempted to develop a critique of
traditional religious and philosophical thought. Deteriorating health and
growing insanity after 1889 brought him under the control of his sister
Elizabeth, who edited and distorted his writings.
Nietzsche’s complex and ambitious work stressed the importance of will,

especially the ‘will to power’, and it anticipated modern existentialism in
emphasizing that people create their own worlds and make their own values.
In his first book, The Birth of Tragedy (1872), Nietzsche argued that Greek
civilization had reached its peak before Socrates and was most clearly
embodied in its art. Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883–5) developed the notion
of the ‘superman’, an idea much distorted by twentieth-century fascists, but
which Nietzsche used to refer to a person capable of generating their own
values and living beyond the constrains of conventional morality. In works
such as Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and On the Genealogy of Morals
(1887), he mounted a fierce attack on Christianity and ideologies derived
from it, including liberalism and socialism, arguing that they had fostered a
slave morality as opposed to the master morality of the Classical world. He
summed up this view in the declaration that ‘God is dead.’



individuals, all-powerful and all-knowing. However, to see politics
exclusively in terms of leadership and personality is to ignore the wealth
of cultural, economic, social and historical factors that undoubtedly help
to shape political developments. Moreover, it tends to imply that the
individual comes into the world ready formed, owing nothing to society
for his or her talents, qualities, attributes or whatever.
The second approach discounts the individual altogether. History is

shaped by social, economic and other factors, meaning that individual
actors are either irrelevant or merely act as puppets. An example of this
approach to politics was found in the crude and mechanical Marxist
theories that developed in the Soviet Union and other communist states.
This amounted to a belief in economic determinism: political, legal,
intellectual and cultural life were thought to be determined by the
‘economic mode of production’. All of history and every aspect of
individual behaviour was therefore understood in terms of the developing
class struggle. Such theories are, however, based upon a highly determi-
nistic, indeed Pavlovian, view of human nature that does not allow for the
existence of a personal identity, or the exercise of any kind of free will.
Furthermore, they imply a belief in historical inevitability which even a
passing knowledge of politics would bring into doubt. But where does this
leave us? If individuals are neither the masters of history nor puppets
controlled by it, what scope is left to the individual action? In all
circumstances a balance must exist between personal and impersonal
factors.
If individuals ‘make politics’ they do so under certain, very specific

conditions, intellectual, institutional, social and historical. In the first place
there is the relationship between individuals and their cultural inheritance.
Political leaders are rarely major or original thinkers, examples like V.I.
Lenin (see p. 83) being very much the exception. Practical politicians are
therefore guided in their behaviour and decision-making, often unknow-
ingly, by what the economist Keynes referred to as ‘academic scribblers’.
Margaret Thatcher did not invent Thatcherism, any more than Ronald
Reagan was responsible for Reaganism. In both cases, their ideas relied
upon the classical economics of Adam Smith (see p. 337) and David
Ricardo (1772–1823), as updated by twentieth-century economists such as
Hayek and Friedman. Ideas, philosophies and ideologies are clearly no less
important in political life than power, leadership and personality. This is
not, however, to say that politics is simply shaped by those individuals
who dream up the ideas in the first place. Without doubt, the ideas of
thinkers such as Rousseau (see p. 242), Marx, Keynes and Hayek have
‘changed history’, by both inspiring and guiding political action. Never-
theless, at the same time, these individual thinkers were themselves
influenced by the intellectual traditions of their time, as well as by the
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reigning historical and social circumstances. For example, Karl Marx,
whose intellectual heritage dominated much of twentieth-century politics,
constructed his theories on the basis of existing ideas, in particular, the
philosophy of G.W.F. Hegel (see p. 59), the political economy of Smith and
Ricardo, and the ideas of early French socialists such as Saint-Simon
and Fourier.
Second, there is the relationship between individuals and institutions. It

is often difficult to distinguish between the personal impact of a political
leader and the authority or influence he or she derives from his or her
office. For instance, the power of US presidents and UK prime ministers is
essentially derived from their office rather than their personalities. Simi-
larly, the personality of Soviet leaders was perhaps of less significance in
influencing Soviet politics than was the Communist Party’s monopoly of
power. The party was, after all, the source of the leader’s wide-ranging
authority. This is what the German sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920)
meant when he suggested that in modern industrial societies legal-rational
authority had largely displaced charismatic and traditional forms of
authority. In this light, individual political leaders may be of less
importance than the parties they lead, the government institutions they
control, and the constitutions within which they operate. Nevertheless,
individual leaders can and do make a difference.
There is no doubt, for example, that institutional powers are to some

extent elastic, capable of being stretched or enlarged by leaders who
possess particular drive, energy and conviction. This is what H.H. Asquith
meant when he declared that the office of the British prime minister was
whatever its holder chose to make of it. Charismatic and determined prime
ministers have undoubtedly stretched the powers of the office to its very
limits, as Thatcher demonstrated between 1979 and 1990. US presidents
like F.D. Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson were undoubtedly able to extend
the powers of their office by the exercise of personal skills and qualities. In
other cases, of course, leaders have helped to found or restructure the very
institutions they lead. Lenin, for instance, founded the Bolshevik Party in
1903 and, between the 1917 Revolution and his death in 1924, was
responsible for creating the institutions of Soviet government and mould-
ing its constitutional structure. In the case of dictators like Hitler in
Germany, Perón in Argentina and Saddam Hussein in Iraq, leaders have
sought to wield absolute power by emancipating themselves from any
constitutionally defined notion of leadership, attempting to rule on the
basis of charismatic authority alone.
Third, there is the individual’s relationship with society. There is a sense

in which no individual can be understood in isolation from his or her social
environment: no one comes into the world ready formed. Those who, like
socialists, emphasise the importance of a ‘social essence’ are particularly
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inclined to see individual behaviour as representative of social forces or
interests. As pointed out earlier, in its extreme form, such a view sees the
individual as nothing more than a plaything of impersonal social and
historical forces. Although Marx himself did not subscribe to a narrow
determinism, he certainly believed that the scope for individual action was
limited, warning that ‘the tradition of all the dead generations weighs like
a nightmare on the brain of the living’. Politics, however, has an infinite
capacity to surprise and to confound all predictions precisely because it is a
personal activity. Ultimately, politics is ‘made’ by individuals, individuals
who are clearly part of the historical process but who, nevertheless, possess
some kind of capacity to shape events according to their own dreams and
inclinations. It is impossible, for example, to believe that the course of
Russian history would have been unaffected had V.I. Lenin never been
born. Similarly, if F.D. Roosevelt had died from polio in 1920 instead of
being paralysed, would America have responded as it did to the Great
Depression and the outbreak of the Second World War? Would the shape
of British politics in the 1980s have been the same had Margaret Thatcher
decided to become a lawyer instead of going into politics? Would the
Labour Party’s ‘modernization’ have proceeded as it did had John Smith
not died in 1994 and had Tony Blair not succeeded him?

Society

However resilient and independent individuals may be, human existence
outside society is unthinkable. Human beings are not isolated Robinson
Crusoes, able to live in complete and permanent isolation – even the skills
and knowledge which enabled Robinson Crusoe to survive were acquired
through education and social interaction before his shipwreck. However,
the concept of society is often little better understood than that of the
individual. In its most general sense, ‘society’ denotes a collection of people
occupying the same territorial area. Not just any group of people,
however, constitutes a society. Societies are characterised by regular
patterns of social interaction, suggesting the existence of some kind of
social ‘structure’. Moreover, ‘social’ relationships involve mutual aware-
ness and at least some measure of cooperation. Warring tribes, for
example, do not constitute a ‘society’, even though they may live in close
proximity to one another and interact on a regular basis. On the other
hand, the internationalization of tourism and of economic life, and the
spread of transnational cultural and intellectual exchange, has created the
idea of an emerging ‘global society’. Nevertheless, the cooperative
interaction that defines ‘social’ behaviour need not necessarily be
reinforced by a common identity or sense of loyalty. This is what
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distinguishes ‘society’ from the stronger notion of ‘community’, which
requires at least a measure of affinity or social solidarity, an identification
with the community.
In political theory, however, society is often understood in a more

specific sense, as what is called ‘civil society’. In its original form, civil
society referred to a political community, a community living within a
framework of law and exhibiting a common allegiance to a state. Early
political thinkers regarded such an ordered society as the basis of civilised
life. Modern theorists, however, have tended to draw a clearer distinction
between society and the state. In the tradition of Hegel and Marx, civil
society takes place outside the state and refers to a realm of autonomous
associations and groups, formed by individuals in their capacity as private
citizens. Although Hegel treated civil society as separate from the family,
most take the term to include the full range of economic, social, cultural,
recreational and domestic institutions. The nature and significance of such
institutions is, however, a matter of considerable dispute. This often
revolves around the relationship between the individual and collective
bodies or entities. For instance, can individualism and collectivism be
reconciled, or must ‘the individual’ and ‘society’ always stand in opposi-
tion to one another? Moreover, society itself has been understood in a
bewildering number of ways, each of which has important political
implications. Is society, for example, a human artefact or an organic
entity? Is it based upon consensus or conflict? Is society egalitarian or
naturally hierarchic? Finally, attention is often drawn to the political
significance of social divisions or cleavages, notably social class, gender,
race, religion, nationality and language. In some cases, these are thought to
hold the key to political understanding. Why are social cleavages im-
portant, and which ones have greatest impact upon politics?

Collectivism

Few political terms have caused as much confusion as collectivism, or been
accorded such a broad range of meanings. For some, collectivism refers to
the actions of the state and reached its highest form of development in the
centrally planned economies of orthodox communist states, so-called ‘state
collectivism’. Others, however, use collectivism to refer to communitar-
ianism, a preference for community action rather than self-striving, an idea
that has had libertarian, even anarchist, implications, as in the ‘collectivist
anarchism’ of Michael Bakunin (1814–76). In addition, collectivism is
sometimes used as a synonym for socialism, though, to confuse matters
further, this is done by critics of socialism to highlight what they see as its
statist tendencies, while socialists themselves employ the term to underline
their commitment to the common or collective interests of humanity.
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Nevertheless, it is possible to point to a common core of collectivist
ideas, as well as to identify a number of competing interpretations and
traditions.
At heart, collectivism stresses the capacity of human beings for collective

action, stressing their willingness and ability to pursue goals by working
together rather than striving for personal self-interest. All forms of
collectivism therefore subscribe to the notion that human beings are social
animals, identifying with fellow human beings and bound together by a
collective identity. The social group, whatever it might be, is meaningful,
even essential, to human existence. This form of collectivism is found in a
wide range of political ideologies. It is, quite clearly, fundamental to
socialism. A stress upon social identity and the importance of collective
action is evident in the use of the term ‘comrade’ to denote the common
identity of those who work for social change; in the notion of ‘class
solidarity’ to highlight the common interests of all working people; and, of
course, in the idea of a ‘common humanity’. Feminism also embraces
collectivist ideas in stressing the importance of ‘gender’ and ‘sisterhood’,
acknowledging the common identity which all women share and under-
lining their capacity to undertake collective political action. Similarly,
nationalist and racialist doctrines draw upon a collectivist vision by
interpreting humanity in terms of ‘nations’ or ‘races’. All forms of
collectivism are therefore at odds with the extreme form of individualism
that portrays human beings as independent and self-striving creatures. If,
however, people are thought to be naturally sociable and cooperative,
collectivism may be a source of personal fulfilment rather than a denial of
individuality.
The link between collectivism and the state is not, however, accidental.

The state has often been seen as the agency through which collective action
is organized, in which case it represents the collective interests of society
rather than those of any individual. This is why New Right theorists in
particular tend to portray state intervention in its various forms as
evidence of collectivism. The growth of social welfare, the advance of
economic management, and the extension of nationalization, have thus
been interpreted as ‘the rise of collectivism’. From this point of view, the
command economy which developed in the Soviet Union marks the highest
form of collectivism. Collectivism, in this statist sense, is usually regarded
as the antithesis of individualism. As the state represents sovereign,
compulsory and coercive authority, it is always the enemy of individual
liberty. Where the state commands, individual initiative and freedom of
choice are constrained. However, this is to view the state in exclusively
negative terms. If, on the other hand, the state advances the cause of
individual self-development, say, by providing education or social welfare,
collectivism could be regarded as entirely compatible with individualism.
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Any collectivist doctrine that links it exclusively to the state must,
however, be misleading. The state is, at best, only an agency through
which collective action is organized. The danger of the state is that it can
substitute itself for ‘the collective’, taking decisions and responsibilities
away from ordinary citizens. In that sense, collectivism stands for
collective action undertaken by free individuals out of a recognition that
they possess common interests or a collective identity. This broader form
of collectivism is more closely linked to the idea of self-management than it
is to state control. Self-managing collectivism has been particularly
attractive to anarchists and libertarian socialists. Bakunin, for instance,
looked towards the creation of a stateless society in which the economy
would be organized according to the principles of workers’ self-manage-
ment, and clearly distinguished this collectivist vision from what he saw as
the authoritarianism implicit in Marxist socialism. It is also the form of
collectivism found in the kibbutz system in Israel. Needless to say, these
collectivist ideas share no similarity whatsoever with styles of individual-
ism which emphasise personal self-reliance and individual self-interest.
However, by remaining faithful to the ideals of self-management and
voluntary action, this form of collectivism need not have anti-individualist
implications.

Theories of society

A theory of society is of no less importance to political analysis than is a
conception of human nature. Political life is intimately related to social life;
politics is, after all, little more than a reflection of the tensions and
conflicts which society generates. However, the interaction between
politics, society and the individual is a matter of fierce disagreement and
deep ideological controversy. What conflicts exist in society? Who are
these conflicts between? Can these conflicts be overcome, or are they a
permanent feature of political existence?
A first range of theories are based upon an individualist conception of

society. These assume that society is a human artefact, constructed by
individuals to serve their interests or purposes. In its extreme form this can
lead to the belief, expressed by Margaret Thatcher, that ‘there is no such
thing as society’. In other words, all social and political behaviour can be
understood in terms of the choices made by self-interested individuals,
without reference to collective entities such as ‘society’. The clearest
example of such a theory is found in classical liberalism, which is
committed to the goal of achieving the greatest possible individual free-
dom. Although a state is needed to guarantee a framework of order,
individuals should, as far as possible, be able to pursue their own interests
in their own way. This has often been described as an ‘atomistic’ theory of
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society, in that it implies that society is nothing more than a collection of
individual units or atoms.
Such a view does not, however, ignore the fact that individuals pursue

their interests through the formation of groups and associations, busi-
nesses, trade unions, clubs, and so forth. The cement which holds this
society together, though, is self-interest, the recognition that private
interests overlap, making possible the construction of contracts or volun-
tary agreements. Clearly, this notion of society is founded upon a strong
belief in consensus, the belief that there is a natural balance or harmony
amongst the competing individuals and groups in society. This was
expressed in the the eighteenth century in Adam Smith’s idea of an
‘invisible hand’ operating in the marketplace, interpreted in the twentieth
century by Hayek as the ‘spontaneous order’ of economic life. Although
workers and employers seek conflicting goals – the worker wants higher
wages and the employer lower costs – they are nevertheless bound together
by the fact that workers need jobs and employers need labour. Such a view
of society has very clear political implications. In particular, if society can
afford individuals the opportunity to pursue self-interest without generat-
ing fundamental conflict, surely Thomas Jefferson’s (see p. 189) motto that
‘That government is best which governs least’ is correct.
A fundamentally different theory of society is based upon an organic

analogy. Instead of being constructed by rational individuals to satisfy
their personal interests, society may operate as an ‘organic whole’,
exhibiting properties more normally associated with living organisms – a
human being or plant. This suggests a holistic approach to society,
emphasising that societies are complex networks of relationships which
ultimately exist to maintain the whole: the whole is more important than
its individual parts. The organic analogy was first used by Ancient Greek
thinkers who referred to the ‘body politic’. Some anthropologists and
sociologists have subscribed to similar ideas in developing the functionalist
view of society. This assumes that all social activity plays some part in
maintaining the basic structures of society, and can therefore be under-
stood in terms of its ‘function’. The organic view of society has been
accepted by a wide range of political thinkers, notably traditional
conservatives and fascists, particularly those who have supported corpor-
atism. There is, indeed, a sense in which organicism has clearly con-
servative implications. For example, it tends to legitimize the existing
moral and social order, implying that it has been constructed by the forces
of natural necessity. Institutions such as the family, the church and the
aristocracy, as well as traditional values and culture, therefore serve to
underpin social stability. Moreover, this view implies that society is
naturally hierarchic. The various elements of society – social classes,
sexes, economic bodies, political institutions, and the like – each have a
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specific role to play, a particular ‘station in life’. Equality among them is as
absurd as the idea that the heart, liver, stomach, brain and lungs are equal
within the body; they may be equally important but clearly fulfil entirely
different functions and purposes.
While both individualist and organic theories of society suggest the

existence of an underlying social consensus, rival theories highlight the role
of conflict. This can be seen, for instance, in the pluralist theory of society
which draws attention to conflict between the various groups and interests
in society. However, pluralists do not see such conflict as fundamental
because, in the final analysis, they believe that an open and competitive
political system is capable of ensuring social balance and of preventing a
descent into unrest and violence. Elite theories of society, on the other
hand, highlight the concentration of power in the hands of a small
minority, and so underline the existence of conflict between ‘the elite’
and ‘the masses’. Elite theorists are therefore more prepared to explain
social order in terms of organizational advantage, manipulation and open
coercion rather than consensus. Fascist thinkers nevertheless subscribe to a
form of elitism which implies organic harmony, since they believe that the
masses will willingly accept their subordination. The most influential
conflict theory of society, however, has been Marxism. Marx believed
that the roots of social conflict lie in the existence of private property,
leading to fundamental and irreconcilable class conflict. Quite simply,
those who produce wealth in any society, the workers, are systematically
exploited and oppressed by the property owners. Marx argued that
workers are not paid in accordance with their contribution to the
productive process, their ‘surplus value’ is expropriated. In the view of
orthodox Marxists, fundamental class conflict influences every aspect of
social existence. Politics, for instance, is not so much a process through
which rival interests are balanced against one another, as a means of
perpetuating class exploitation.

Social cleavages and identity

With the exception of extreme individualists, all political thinkers
recognize the importance of social groups or collective entities. They have
been concerned with the ‘make-up’ or composition of society. This is
reflected in the attempt to explain how particular social cleavages help to
structure political life. A ‘social cleavage’ is a split or division in society,
reflecting the diversity of social formations within it. Such cleavages are
born out of an unequal distribution of political influence, economic power
or social status. To interpret politics in terms of social cleavages is to
recognise particular social bonds, be they economic, racial, religious,
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cultural or sexual, as politically important, and to treat the group
concerned as a major political actor. These cleavages, however, can be
interpreted in a number of different ways. For some, they are fundamental
and permanent divisions, rooted either in human nature or in the organic
structure of society. Others, by contrast, argue that these cleavages are
temporary and removable. In the same way, these divisions can be thought
of as healthy and desirable, or as evidence of social injustice and
oppression.
Modern political theorists sometimes prefer the language of identity and

difference to that of social cleavages, practising what has come to be called
‘identity politics’ or the ‘politics of difference’. Whereas cleavage implies a
split or division, encouraging us to treat social groups or collective bodies
as entities in their own right, identity links the personal to the social, in
seeing the individual as ‘embedded’ in a particular cultural, social,
institutional and ideological context. Identity refers to a sense of separate
and unique selfhood, but it also acknowledges that how people see
themselves is shaped by a web of social and other relationships that
distinguish them from other people. Identity thus implies difference; an
awareness of difference sharpens or clarifies our sense of identity. Such
thinking has led to what is called the ‘politics of recognition’, which is
based upon the idea that identity should be fully and formally acknowl-
edged, and that difference should be embraced, even celebrated. Although
it has communitarian, postmodern, feminist, nationalist, multiculturalist
and other forms, the central enemy of identity politics is liberal univers-
alism, the belief that, as individuals, people share the same, core identity.
Liberalism is, in this sense, ‘difference blind’: it regards considerations such
as social class, gender, culture and ethnicity as, at best, secondary or
peripheral in shaping personal identity. Supporters of identity politics, on
the other hand, argued that by discounting difference liberal universalists
have constructed an abstract model of human nature that effectively strips
away the very characteristics that give people as sense of who or what they
are. Nevertheless, whether conceived from the perspective of social
cleavages or identity politics, there remain considerable disagreements
about which social groups or alignments are of greatest political
significance.
There is little doubt that the cleavage that has traditionally been most

closely associated with politics is social class. Class reflects economic and
social divisions, based upon an unequal distribution of wealth, income or
social status. A ‘social class’ is therefore a group of people who share a
similar economic and social position, and who are thus united by a
common economic interest. However, political theorists have not always
agreed about the significance of social class, or about how class can be
defined. Marxists, for example, have regarded class as the most funda-
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mental of social cleavages and politically the most significant. Marxists
understand class in terms of economic power, the ownership of the ‘means
of production’. The ‘bourgeoisie’ is the capitalist class, the owners of
capital or productive wealth; while the ‘proletariat’, which owns no
wealth, is forced to sell its labour power to survive, its members being
reduced to the status of ‘wage slaves’. In Marx’s view, classes are major
political actors, possessed of the capacity to change history. The proletar-
iat is destined to be the ‘gravedigger of capitalism’, a destiny it will fulfil
once it achieves ‘class consciousness’.
However, Marxist class theories have, to a large extent, been discredited

by the failure of Marx’s predictions and the declining evidence of class
struggle, at least in advanced capitalist societies. Post-Marxists, such as
Laclau and Mouffe (1985), accept that the priority traditionally accorded
to social class, and the central position of the working class in bringing
about social change, are no longer sustainable. Nevertheless, social
divisions undoubtedly persist even in the most affluent of modern societies,
though these are often referred to in terms of an ‘underclass’, a group of
people who through endemic disadvantage and deprivation are consigned
to the margins of conventional society. Contemporary Western societies
have thus been portrayed as ‘two-thirds, one-third’ societies.
In contrast to social class, the significance of gender divisions in politics

has traditionally been ignored. However, since the emergence of ‘second-
wave’ feminism in the 1960s, there has been a growing awareness of the
political significance of gender. ‘Gender’ refers to social and cultural
distinctions between males and females, in contrast to ‘sex’ which high-
lights biological and therefore ineradicable differences between men and
women. Feminists have drawn attention to a sexual division of labour
through which women are either confined to a domestic sphere of house-
work and child-rearing, or to poorly paid and low-status occupations.
Men, on the other hand, tend to dominate positions of power and
influence in society. Radical feminists, such as Kate Millett (see p. 63)
and Mary Daly, have portrayed gender cleavages as the deepest and most
politically significant of all social divisions, and therefore practised a form
of ‘sexual politics’.
So-called difference feminists believe that gender divisions are rooted in

fundamental and ineradicable differences between men and women, and
adopt a ‘pro-women’ stance which rejects equality as the attempt by
women to be ‘like men’. Liberal or reformist feminists, by contrast, have
highlighted what they see as the eradicable inequalities of public life, such
as the under-representation of women in senior political, managerial and
professional posts, and the inadequacy of childcare facilities and welfare
support for women. In effect, they have tried to liberate women from
difference.
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Racial and ethnic cleavages have also been significant in politics. ‘Race’
refers to genetic differences among humankind which supposedly distin-
guish people from one another on biological grounds like skin or hair
colour, physique, physiognomy and the like. In practice, racial categories
are largely based upon cultural stereotypes and have little or no foundation
in genetics. The term ‘ethnicity’ is therefore preferred by many because it
refers to cultural, linguistic and social differences, not necessarily rooted in
biology. Racial or ethnic cleavages have influenced political thought in two
radically different ways. The first racially based political theories emerged
in the nineteenth century, against the background of European imperialism.
Works such as Gobineau’s Essay on the Inequality of Human Races ([1855]
1970) and H.S. Chamberlain’s Foundations of the Nineteenth Century
([1899] 1913) provided a pseudo-scientific justification for the dominance of
the ‘white’ European races over the ‘black’, ‘brown’ and ‘yellow’ peoples of
Africa and Asia. The most grotesque twentieth-century manifestation of
such racialism was, of course, found in the race theories of Nazism, which
gave rise to the ‘Final Solution’, the attempt to exterminate European
Jewry. Racialist doctrines and movements have re-emerged in various parts
of Europe in the late twentieth century, stimulated in part by the insecurity
and political instability which the ‘collapse of communism’ generated.
Very different forms of racial and ethnic politics have, however,

developed out of the struggle against colonialism in particular, and against
racial discrimination in general. Ethnic minorities in many Western
societies are excluded from political influence and suffer from disadvan-
tage in both the workplace and public life. This has generated new styles of
political activism. The 1960s, for instance, witnessed the emergence of the
civil rights movement under Martin Luther King (1929–68), and the
growth of more militant organizations like the Black Power movement
and the Black Muslims under Malcolm X (1926–65). In many of these
cases, racial divisions are seen as eradicable, the task facing anti-racists
being one of reform: the construction of a more equitable and tolerant
society. Where they are seen to be fundamental, as in the case of the Black
Muslims (renamed the Nation of Islam), this has generated doctrines of
racial separation.
Religion also exerts immense significance upon political life, despite the

advance of secularism throughout the West. This is particularly evident in
societies deeply divided along religious lines, such as Northern Ireland, Sri
Lanka and India. Although the origins of communal rivalry are complex,
involving historical, economic and political factors, religious differences
remain the obvious fault-lines within such societies. In Northern Ireland,
Catholic Republicans have confronted Protestant Unionists; in Sri Lanka,
Christian Tamils have fought the majority Buddhist Sinhalese; and in
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India, Muslims in Kashmir and Sikhs in the Punjab campaign for separate
homelands within an overwhelmingly Hindu country. Indeed, since the
late twentieth century, religion has come to have growing importance,
perhaps as a backlash against the materialism and perceived amorality of
secular society. In many parts of the world, fundamentalist movements
have emerged, seeking to rekindle spiritual zeal by returning to the original
or most basic religious principles. The most significant of these has been
Islamic fundamentalism, which has transformed the politics of many parts
of North Africa, the Middle East and Central Asia, most obviously since
the ‘Islamic Revolution’ in Iran in 1979. In its most militant guise, as
reflected in the radical fundamentalism of ‘jihadi’ groups such as al-Qaeda,
terrorism and suicide attacks are viewed as legitimate, indeed purifying,
expressions of political and social struggle.
Finally, culture in general and language in particular have been very

potent sources of political conflict, particularly in view of their importance
in establishing national identity. Language embodies distinctive attitudes,
values and forms of expression, helping to create a sense of familiarity and
belonging. Although societies which contain a number of languages have
been stable and successful – for instance, Switzerland where French,
German and Italian are spoken – linguistic divisions have often been
difficult or impossible to overcome. The example of French-speaking
Quebec in Canada is an obvious case in point. In Belgium, linguistic
divisions have turned the country into a loose federation, seriously
impairing any unified sense of national identity. The Flemish-speaking
peoples of Flanders in the north have traditionally dominated the Belgium
economy and her political life; while the French-speaking Walloons in the
south have striven to gain greater autonomy.
The political importance of culture has been underlined by the advent of

modern, multicultural societies and by the emergence of multiculturalism
(see p. 215) as a distinctive political stance or orientation. Culture, in its
broadest sense, is the way of life of people. A multicultural society is one
characterized by cultural diversity arising from the existence, usually as a
result of immigration, of two or more groups whose beliefs and practices
generate a distinctive sense of collective identity. However, the spectre of
multiculturalism elicits starkly different political responses. Supporters of
multiculturalism highlight its personal and social advantages, in stressing
the extent to which human beings are culturally embedded. In this view,
cultural diversity promotes the vigour and health of society, each culture
reflecting a particular range of human capacities and attributes. Critics of
multiculturalism, by contrast, portray multicultural societies as inherently
fractured and conflict-ridden, arguing that successful societies must be
based upon shared values and a common culture.
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Summary

1 Human nature refers to the essential and immutable character of all human
beings. Major disagreements, however, take place about the degree towhich
humans are shaped by biology or society, are influenced by reason or non-
rational drives, or tend to be either naturally cooperative or naturally
competitive.

2 Individualism is a belief in the primacy of the human individual over any
social group or collective body. It is often linked to an egoistical and self-
reliant view of human nature, suggesting that society is atomistic, hardly a
society at all. If, however, humans are essentially social, individuals will gain
fulfilment through the community.

3 Collectivism refers to a belief in the community, group or collective, stressing
the importance of a common identity and the capacity for collective action.
It is commonly linked to state collectivization and central planning, but it
can as easily refer to self-management and, more broadly, to social solidarity.

4 Social cleavages are divisions or splits which characterize a particular society
and structure its political life.These give people a sense of personal and col-
lective identity based upon a recognition of difference.The most important
social cleavages include those of social class, race or ethnicity, gender, reli-
gion and culture.
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