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David Marquand is a distinguished political commentator who for long has 

championed radical causes, and who most recently has allied himself with Compass. 

His book has received many plaudits. It has been welcomed by people close to 

Charter 88 (through whose veins, Marquand writes, Ôthe blood of British Jacobins 

and LevellersÕ runs) and to the Democratic Audit. Michael Rustin published an 

enthusiastic, if not uncritical, response in the Political Quarterly. Marquand can be 

found in the Guardian, and on openDemocracy, denouncing the effects of what he 

has termed ÔWestminster absolutismÕ and of the entire neoliberal social system. His 

�F�‘�‘�†�»�O�‡�‘�µ�b�µ�»�É�€�½�}�»�8�»�o�b�²�O�b�»�8�•�Y�»�É�‘�•�Y�b�²�n�Â�‡�‡�Ë�»�€�•�½�b�Š�•�b�²�8�½�b�»�8�½�½�8�O�†�»�‘�•�»���b�É�»���8�F�‘�Â�²�V�»�8�µ�»

manifest in the person of Tony Blair. There is much here, it would seem, to warm to 

in these chill times. My own response, however, is rather different. Even though I 

am happy to identify, in a general way, with many of the bookÕs formal conclusions, I 

am unpersuaded by much of its argument.

Like many before him Marquand focuses his critique on what he calls the 

ÔWestminster ModelÕ. Yet to a large degree, in form, his is a history which conforms 

exactly to presiding conventions of Westminster politics. The cover carries the usual 

array of pen-portraits of British prime ministers, and in many respects the bookÕs 

dedication to the fortunes of the key institutions of Westminster constitutionalism 

- political parties, prime ministers and cabinets, parliament and the civil service 

- excludes a larger conception of the workings of state power. The puffs proclaiming 

the virtues of the book come from Vernon Bogdanor, Roy Hattersley and Kenneth 
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O. Morgan, all of whom are deeply habituated to the ways of Westminster, and from 

the putative iconoclast Dominic Sandbrook, currently in the midst of his mammoth 

reconstruction of British life since 1945. 

Telling the story of the ÔcareerÕ of British democracy from this vantage - though 

it is not clear why Marquand should have alighted upon such an inappropriate 

conception - does much to eclipse an entire dimension of popular experience. 

Despite a rollicking early section on Milton and the Levellers, to set the scene as it 

were, the imperatives of popular politics are largely absent from his account. In part, 

this may be because Marquand himself doesnÕt feel at ease as the chronicler of a 

politics which exists outside the purview of Westminster - as is apparent in his stab 

at unravelling the mysteries of 1968, courtesy of a portion of condensed Marcuse. 

In part it may also be due to the fact that he possesses no analytical vocabulary to 

explain the dynamics of popular mentalities. In discussing the question of popular 

opinion during the 1940s, for example, he follows the current orthodoxies apparent 

in David KynastonÕs social history, which in turn draws from Nick Tiratsoo, Peter 

Thompson and Steve FieldingÕs monograph England, Arise!, which was insistent that 

the mass of the British population were immune to what they called ÔpoliticsÕ. In 

much the same spirit Marquand concludes that during the second world war there 

�É�8�µ�»�•�‘�»�Y�€�µ�O�b�²�•�€�F�‡�b�»�®�€�Y�b�‘�‡�‘�u�Ë�¯�»�É�}�€�O�}�»�•�b�‘�•�‡�b�»�É�b�²�b�»�O�‘�Š�Š�€�½�½�b�Y�»�½�‘�»�8�•�Y�»�o�u�}�½�€�•�u�»�n�‘�²�¢�»

In each case, of course, much turns on the question of what ÔpoliticsÕ or ÔideologyÕ 

�µ�€�u�•�€�o�b�µ�U�»�F�Â�½�»�½�‘�»�µ�Â�•�•�‘�µ�b�»�½�}�8�½�»�•�‘�•�Â�‡�8�²�»�‡�€�n�b�»�O�‘�•�½�€�•�Â�b�Y�»�8�µ�»�€�n�»�µ�b�8�‡�b�Y�»�‘�n�n�»�n�²�‘�Š�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�µ�»�O�8�•�»

only make sense if one employs a highly restricted conception of where the domain 

of the political is to be located, and of how it operates.

Notwithstanding the presence of Scotland and Wales during the time of 

devolution (a classically Westminster-centric emphasis), the story Marquand tells 

is resolutely English, and resolutely mono-ethnic, in its focus. Is it really possible, 

today, to recount the history of British democracy in the twentieth century without 

heeding the imperial dimensions? At every step, the impress of empire could be 

found on the domestic polity and culture. Indeed, there is reason to believe that the 

crisis in the domestic state of the late 1960s and early 1970s - the crisis signalled 

by the popular mobilisation of Powellism - was generated in large part by the 

imperatives of decolonisation.

A conventional rendering of the story of British democracy, however sympathetic 

�½�}�b�»�²�b�8�Y�b�²�»�Š�8�Ë�»�F�b�»�½�‘�»���8�²�§�Â�8�•�Y� �̄µ�»�o�•�8�‡�»�O�‘�•�O�‡�Â�µ�€�‘�•�µ�V�»�Â�‡�½�€�Š�8�½�b�‡�Ë�»�u�b�•�b�²�8�½�b�µ�»�8�»
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conventional way of seeing. On Tony Blair he is rather good, understanding his 

commitment to the invasion of Iraq as Ôa frenzy of self-destructionÕ, and identifying 

�€�•�»�	�‡�8�€�²�»�}�€�Š�µ�b�‡�n�»�8�»�½�²�8�u�€�O�»�®�n�8�½�8�‡�»�q�8�É�¯�¢�»�5�b�½�»�8�µ�»�}�b�»�}�€�Š�µ�b�‡�n�»�†�•�‘�É�µ�»�É�b�‡�‡�»�b�•�‘�Â�u�}�»�€�•�»�}�€�µ�»�‘�½�}�b�²�»

guises, the issue is not Blair himself - tempting though it is to follow this path - but 

an entire political system. Indeed Marquand is right to call this the ÔWestminster 

ModelÕ, or ÔWestminster absolutismÕ. However, he himself is more attuned to this 

system than he is ever prepared to concede.

A while back, on the eve of the victory of New Labour, Marquand co-edited a 

volume with Anthony Seldon which took for its title The Ideas That Changed Post-

War Britain. It is hard to think of a book which is less curious intellectually, or with 

less feeling for the ways in which ideas work themselves into the social world. Pretty 

much, this took as its baseline the divide between collectivists and individualists 

(though he did, in an opening chapter, set out to complicate this binary by 

introducing a second couplet that he designated as Ômoralists and hedonistsÕ, which, 

he suggested, cut across the collectivist-individualist divide). This didnÕt claim a 

long shelf-life. But in Britain Since 1918 he has returned to this attempt to construct 

an overarching grid against which the evolution of British politics in the twentieth 

century can be mapped. Marquand presents four political-philosophical traditions 

�É�}�€�O�}�V�»�}�b�»�F�b�‡�€�b�È�b�µ�V�»�}�8�È�b�»�µ�}�8�•�b�Y�»�½�}�b�»�Š�‘�Y�b�²�•�»�}�€�µ�½�‘�²�Ë�»�‘�n�»�	�²�€�½�€�µ�}�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�µ�U�»�Y�b�Š�‘�O�²�8�½�€�O�»

republicanism, Tory nationalism, Whig imperialism and democratic collectivism. 

He sees these as constellations of thought which override party loyalties, and which 

�O�‘�8�‡�b�µ�O�b�»�€�•�»�Y�€�n�n�b�²�b�•�½�»�O�‘�Š�F�€�•�8�½�€�‘�•�µ�»�€�•�»�Y�€�n�n�b�²�b�•�½�»�o�u�Â�²�b�µ�»�8�•�Y�»�€�•�»�Y�€�n�n�b�²�b�•�½�»�½�€�Š�b�µ�¢�»�	�‡�8�€�²�V�»

for example, he views as the condensation of all these competing traditions - which, 

Marquand implies, accounts for his enigmatic and sometimes perverse qualities, as 

well as for his electoral and public successes. Many of MarquandÕs reviewers see in 

these tabulations an inspired re-interpretation of the essentials of British politics. On 

the whole, though, I remain more sceptical, and think it more likely that these too 

will soon fade from memory. 

�(�8�²�½�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�Y�€�n�o�O�Â�‡�½�Ë�»�€�•�»�}�€�µ�»�É�‘�²�†�€�•�u�»�€�•�»�½�}�€�µ�»�É�8�Ë�»�€�µ�»�½�}�8�½�»�€�½�»�€�µ�»�8�µ�»�b�È�€�Y�b�•�½�»�€�•�»Britain 

Since 1918 as it was in The Ideas That Changed Post-War Britain that Marquand has 

no means of understanding the movement of ideas in a way that can encompass (in 

GramsciÕs terms) the work of traditionally accredited intellectuals and the means by 

which such ideas are transported into the wider world, thereby becoming ÔworldlyÕ 

and functioning as what Gramsci called Ôconcrete phantasiesÕ. With the exception 
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of the democratic republican tradition, of which more below, his four traditions are 

simply heuristic devices abstracted from the concrete complexities of the shifting 

realities of political life. For me, they remain basically thin abstractions, with 

�²�b�‡�8�½�€�È�b�‡�Ë�»�‡�€�½�½�‡�b�»�8�•�8�‡�Ë�½�€�O�8�‡�»�•�Â�²�O�}�8�µ�b�U�»�€�•�»�½�}�b�Š�µ�b�‡�È�b�µ�»�½�}�b�Ë�»�Y�‘�»�‡�€�½�½�‡�b�»�½�‘�»�8�‡�½�b�²�»�½�}�b�»�²�b�O�b�€�È�b�Y�»

historical picture.

In an unexpected move, Marquand indicates that by employing these terms he is 

organising his account through the optic of discourse or narrative, or, as he puts it at 

one point, the idea of the social imaginary. These are not terms which are generally 

associated with the empirical traditions to which Marquand subscribes, and, as it 

turns out, his use of them is generally commonsensical and descriptive, requiring 

no great conceptual contortion on his part. However, it may be interesting that he 

attempts such an approach. It represents, I think, a kind of transformism in theory, in 

which he appropriates and absorbs ways of thinking which are foreign to him, but as 

he does so neutralises all that is vital within them. And this question of transformism 

is worth exploring further, though more in political terms than in its theoretical 

manifestations.

Caesarism

���8�²�§�Â�8�•�Y�»�8�n�o�‡�€�8�½�b�µ�»�}�€�Š�µ�b�‡�n�»�Š�‘�µ�½�»�n�Â�‡�‡�Ë�»�½�‘�»�½�}�b�»�Y�b�Š�‘�O�²�8�½�€�O�»�²�b�•�Â�F�‡�€�O�8�•�»�½�²�8�Y�€�½�€�‘�•�U�»�€�½�»

is from this position that he deploys his critique of New LabourÕs constitutional 

authoritarianism. Like many writing from this perspective he is appalled by the 

manner in which the Labour Party has become Ôa vehicle of plebiscitary personal 

ruleÕ, in which the infamous practices of spin constituted an integral part of the 

everyday governance. He quotes approvingly from the journalist Jackie Ashley, who 

�€�Y�b�•�½�€�o�b�Y�»�½�}�b�»�	�‡�8�€�²�»�u�‘�È�b�²�•�Š�b�•�½�»�8�µ�»�}�8�È�€�•�u�»�b�•�u�€�•�b�b�²�b�Y�»�®�8�»�½�‘�•�•�Y�‘�É�•�V�»�•�b�²�Š�8�•�b�•�½�»�O�‘�Â�•�¯�¢�»

He suggests that this should be understood as a manifestation of Caesarism, bringing 

to life in the British polity a form of state rule that had lain dormant since the demise 

of Lloyd George in 1922; the conventional constitutional parties have once more 

reached a state of political exhaustion, losing the capacity to pursue their historical 

objectives, and in their place - by means of an administrative, half-concealed ÔcoupÕ 

- personal rule has taken command. This provides a dramatic closing instalment 

to his narrative, and the juxtaposition of Blair and Lloyd George is intriguing. 

But it is perhaps too dramatic, and too forgetful, a rendition. For the Caesarism 
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of New Labour - if that is what it is - did not arise out of nothing. It has a longer, 

determinate history, and one which Marquand knows well.

Marquand himself has lived a chequered political life. He began as a New Left 

activist at the end of the 1950s, where Stuart Hall remembers him as having been 

�®�‡�Â�Š�€�•�‘�Â�µ�‡�Ë�»�
�•�u�‡�€�µ�}�¯�¢�»���€�µ�»�8�²�½�€�O�‡�b�»�‘�•�»�½�}�b�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�8�‡�»�µ�€�u�•�€�o�O�8�•�O�b�»�‘�n�»���€�•�u�µ�‡�b�Ë�»���Š�€�µ�¯�µ�»Lucky 

Jim can be read in the founding issue of the Universities and Left Review (itself a 

precursor of the New Left Review) in 1957. From the New Left he gravitated towards 

the Labour Party, becoming in 1966 an MP. Notwithstanding the energies devoted 

�F�Ë�»�½�}�b�»�b�8�²�‡�Ë�»���b�É�»���b�n�½�»�½�‘�»�8�½�½�8�O�†�€�•�u�»�½�}�b�»���8�F�‘�Â�²�»�²�b�È�€�µ�€�‘�•�€�µ�Š�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�½�€�Š�b�V�»�b�Ê�b�Š�•�‡�€�o�b�Y�»

in the politics of Gaitskell and the theorisations of Crosland, Marquand soon veered 

�½�‘�»�½�}�b�»�²�€�u�}�½�»�‘�n�»�•�8�²�½�Ë�V�»�F�b�O�‘�Š�€�•�u�»�8�»�O�‡�‘�µ�b�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�8�‡�»�O�‘�•�o�Y�8�•�½�»�‘�n�»�*�‘�Ë�»���b�•�†�€�•�µ�¢�»�3�}�b�•�»

in 1977 Jenkins resigned to take up the presidency of the European Commission, 

Marquand too resigned his seat at Westminster, taking the road to Brussels in 

���b�•�†�€�•�µ� �̄µ�»�É�8�†�b�¢�»���•�»�½�}�b�»�˜�Ž�g�Ï�µ�»���8�²�§�Â�8�•�Y�V�»�‡�€�†�b�»���b�•�†�€�•�µ�V�»�F�b�O�8�Š�b�»�8�»�µ�€�u�•�€�o�O�8�•�½�»�o�u�Â�²�b�»�€�•�»

the breakaway Social Democratic Party (the SDP), only re-joining the Labour Party 

when Blair became leader. But now, in his latest incarnation, he has located himself 

�8�µ�»�	�‡�8�€�²� �̄µ�»�o�b�²�O�b�»�O�²�€�½�€�O�V�»�n�²�‘�Š�»�½�}�b�»�‡�b�n�½�V�»�8�•�Y�»�}�8�µ�»�Š�8�Y�b�»�O�‘�Š�Š�‘�•�»�O�8�Â�µ�b�»�É�€�½�}�»�‘�‡�Y�»�8�‡�‡�€�b�µ�»�n�²�‘�Š�»

a generation back.

The formation of the SDP is now a largely forgotten episode in public life, 

�‘�È�b�²�½�8�†�b�•�»�F�Ë�»�Š�‘�²�b�»�Š�b�Š�‘�²�8�F�‡�b�V�»�Š�‘�²�b�»�µ�€�u�•�€�o�O�8�•�½�V�»�b�È�b�•�½�µ�¢�»�,�}�b�»�}�‘�‘�•�‡�8�»�É�}�€�O�}�»

accompanied Shirley WilliamsÕs by-election victory in Crosby in 1981, and JenkinsÕs 

in Hillhead in the following year, seems like a phenomenon from another age. The 

new tyros of the SDP, claiming that the extremes of left and right were too dominant 

in the two main parties, tirelessly repeated their mantra that they were there to break 

the mould of British politics - without apprehending the fact that the mould had 

already been shattered by the rupture represented by Powellism, and the formation 

of the New Right (Thatcher had been elected in 1979, and the Labour Party was 

�µ�½�²�Â�u�u�‡�€�•�u�»�½�‘�»�o�•�Y�»�€�½�µ�»�É�8�Ë�»�n�‘�²�É�8�²�Y� �¢

In the British context social democracy has proved an ambiguous term. In its 

�O�‡�8�µ�µ�€�O�8�‡�»�Š�b�8�•�€�•�u�µ�V�»�€�½�»�µ�€�u�•�€�o�b�Y�»�8�»�µ�½�8�½�b�»�µ�‘�‡�Â�½�€�‘�•�V�»�€�•�»�É�}�€�O�}�»�O�b�²�½�8�€�•�»�µ�‘�O�€�8�‡�»�•�b�b�Y�µ�»�Ÿ�}�b�8�‡�½�}�V�»

education, housing) were to be protected from the market, underpinned by some 

form of universal social provision sanctioned by the state. A parallel meaning, 

however, gathered pace during the postwar years, when those on the right of the 

Labour Party, believing that Ôthe pendulumÕ had swung too far in the direction of 
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�µ�½�8�½�b�»�•�²�‘�È�€�µ�€�‘�•�V�»�O�8�Š�b�»�½�‘�»�²�b�Y�b�o�•�b�»�µ�‘�O�€�8�‡�»�Y�b�Š�‘�O�²�8�O�Ë�V�»�€�•�»�•�²�8�O�½�€�O�b�V�»�8�µ�»�8�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�µ�»�b�È�b�²�»

�Š�‘�²�b�»�µ�Ë�Š�•�8�½�}�b�½�€�O�»�½�‘�»�½�}�b�»�Š�8�²�†�b�½�V�»�8�•�Y�»�Y�b�È�‘�½�b�Y�»�½�‘�»�Â�•�Y�b�²�Š�€�•�€�•�u�»�½�}�b�»�•�‘�•�Â�‡�8�²�»�²�b�q�b�Ê�b�µ�»

of democratic movements nurtured outside Westminster. Or, in a more pithy 

formulation, they espoused a politics which was not socialism, and in which the 

�o�u�Â�²�b�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�O�‘�•�µ�Â�Š�b�²�»�‘�Â�µ�½�b�Y�»�½�}�b�»�o�u�Â�²�b�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�O�€�½�€�Î�b�•�¢�»�,�}�b�»�+���(�»�•�Â�µ�}�b�Y�»�½�}�€�µ�»�}�€�µ�½�‘�²�€�O�»

programme hard, and for a time proved an important agent in the disorganisation of 

the left - though there were, of course, many other agents working to the same ends, 

including some on the left. 

This reading of the SDP was one developed by Stuart Hall - one of MarquandÕs 

old editors at the Universities and Left Review - in 1981, under the title ÔThe Little 

Caesars of Social DemocracyÕ (Marxism Today, April 1981). If we accept this line of 

argument it becomes clearer that the gradations of Caesarism had been accumulating 

long before the arrival of New Labour in 1997. Thatcherism had eventually burned 

out the Conservatives, nowhere more evocatively signalled than in the person of Sir 

Geoffrey Howe; and Labour, in its new dispensation, had inherited the neoliberal 

imperatives of the Thatcherites, and in so doing had done much to break its old 

historic constituencies, determining to separate itself from the movement outside 

parliament. The explicit Blairite debts to the Conservatives marked a prolonged 

process of transformism, in which the imperatives of neoliberalism - with no 

popular or constitutional mandate - crossed surreptitiously from one party to the 

�‘�½�}�b�²�¢�»�,�}�b�»�Š�b�8�•�µ�»�F�Ë�»�É�}�€�O�}�»�½�}�€�µ�»�É�8�µ�»�Š�8�•�8�u�b�Y�»�É�8�µ�»�F�Ë�»�½�}�b�»�€�•�½�b�•�µ�€�o�O�8�½�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»�È�8�²�€�‘�Â�µ�»

ÔCaesaristÕ strategies, with which Blair himself was closely associated. Viewed from 

this perspective, the SDP - although only an anticipation of what followed - can be 

seen to have achieved its historic goal.

At the height of the SDP episode, in 1981, Brian Harrison, a historian of 

impeccably centrist disposition, wrote a long and scholarly article entitled ÔThe 

Centrist Theme in Modern British PoliticsÕ (carrying acknowledgements, we might 

note, to Vernon Bogdanor and Kenneth Morgan). His argument was simple. In the 

past all attempts to supplant the rotation of two parties with a party of the centre 

had failed. Centrist politics, he suggested, was not best served by centre parties. 

Rather, he concluded, the political centre was most effective when it ruled as a 

dominant presence from within one of the two parties, and when, through a process 

of transformism, it worked to neutralise its ostensible opponents by appropriating 

their policies. Looking back thirty years, there is much of prescience here. The 
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Liberal-Democrats are still occupying their minority institutional position, while the 

New Labour triangulated centre has - for the moment at least - colonised much of 

�½�}�b�»�‘�n�o�O�€�8�‡�»�•�8�²�½�Ë�»�µ�½�²�Â�O�½�Â�²�b�V�»�É�}�€�‡�b�»�µ�}�€�n�½�€�•�u�»�½�}�b�»�8�Ê�€�µ�»�‘�n�»�®�½�}�b�»�O�b�•�½�²�b�¯�»�½�‘�»�½�}�b�»�²�€�u�}�½�¢

New Labour has brought about many astonishing phenomena. One of the 

�Š�‘�µ�½�»�O�‘�•�µ�•�€�O�Â�‘�Â�µ�V�»�€�n�»�•�‘�½�»�½�}�b�»�Š�‘�µ�½�»�µ�€�u�•�€�o�O�8�•�½�V�»�}�8�µ�»�F�b�b�•�»�½�}�b�»�½�²�8�•�µ�n�‘�²�Š�8�½�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»�µ�‘�Š�b�»

cadres of the old SDP into new-found radicals, sounding for all the world like a new 

generation of sans-culottes, if more desirably attired. Perhaps the most prominent 

public critics of New Labour, excluding the Tory new guard, include Marquand 

himself, Vince Cable and Polly Toynbee, all of whom made the move, in the 1980s, 

from Labour to the SDP. All now - from their different locations - make powerful 

attacks on the depredations of the political system that prevails. But all, too, in an 

earlier age, were complicit in the incipient development of Caesarist modes of rule, 

which now can be seen for what they are.

In MarquandÕs case one canÕt help but wonder whether these old commitments 

to a statist politics might not, in part at least, account for the blind-spots in his 

conception of the democratic republican tradition which he champions. There is, 

in sum, something antiquated in his depiction of this native radical heritage. The 

lineage - which begins not with Christopher HillÕs seventeenth-century ultras but 

with the Levellers - takes us through the Jacobinical moment of the 1790s, to the 

�
�}�8�²�½�€�µ�½�µ�V�»�8�•�Y�»�½�}�b�•�O�b�V�»�€�•�»�8�»�o�•�8�‡�»�q�‘�Â�²�€�µ�}�V�»�½�‘�»�½�}�b�»�3�‘�Š�b�•� �̄µ�»�+�‘�O�€�8�‡�»�8�•�Y�»�(�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�8�‡�»�-�•�€�‘�•�»

�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�b�8�²�‡�Ë�»�½�É�b�•�½�€�b�½�}�•�O�b�•�½�Â�²�Ë�¢�»�*�¢���¢�»�,�8�É�•�b�Ë�V�»�8�»�u�²�b�8�½�»�o�u�Â�²�b�V�»�•�‘�»�Y�‘�Â�F�½�V�»�F�b�O�‘�Š�b�µ�»�‘�•�b�»

of its last exponents. In a phrase of great English luminosity, this historic democratic 

tradition is described by Marquand as being composed by Ôthe awkward squadÕ. But 

where is it to be found today? Where is the new to be located? In MarquandÕs story, 

�µ�€�‡�b�•�O�b�»�•�²�b�È�8�€�‡�µ�»�•�»�8�•�Y�»�€�•�½�‘�»�½�}�€�µ�»�È�8�O�Â�Â�Š�»�½�}�b�»�‘�‡�Y�»�²�b�q�b�Ê�b�µ�»�‘�n�»�3�b�µ�½�Š�€�•�µ�½�b�²�»�€�•�µ�€�•�Â�8�½�b�»

themselves.



Creating a sustainable 
economy
Duncan Weldon

Tim Jackson, Prosperity without growth, Sustainable Development Commission 2009

���²�‘�Â�•�Y�»�½�}�b�»�½�Â�²�•�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�Ë�b�8�²�V�»�É�€�½�}�»�½�}�b�»�o�•�8�•�O�€�8�‡�»�O�²�€�µ�€�µ�»�€�•�»�n�Â�‡�‡�»�µ�É�€�•�u�V�»�½�}�b�²�b�»�É�8�µ�»

�Š�Â�O�}�»�½�8�‡�†�»�‘�n�»�8�»�•�b�É�»�b�O�‘�•�‘�Š�€�O�»�•�8�²�8�Y�€�u�Š�¢�»�,�}�b�»�Â�•�²�8�È�b�‡�‡�€�•�u�»�‘�n�»�€�•�½�b�²�•�8�½�€�‘�•�8�‡�»�o�•�8�•�O�b�V�»

coupled with the worldÕs most severe recession since the 1930s, seemed to offer 

an opportunity for change. For many concerned with environmental issues, the 

circumstances seemed ideal for a switch to a more sustainable model of economics. 

�,�}�b�»�-���»�(�²�b�»�	�Â�Y�u�b�½�»�*�b�•�‘�²�½�»�½�8�‡�†�b�Y�»�‘�n�»�8�»�®���²�b�b�•�»���b�É�»���b�8�‡�¯�V�»�É�}�€�‡�µ�½�»�(�²�b�µ�€�Y�b�•�½�»� �F�8�Š�8� �̄µ�»

stimulus package contained many ÔgreenÕ provisions. Some months later the 

opportunity for an ecological rebalancing, along with the opportunity for large-scale 

�²�b�n�‘�²�Š�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�o�•�8�•�O�€�8�‡�»�µ�Ë�µ�½�b�Š�V�»�µ�b�b�Š�µ�»�½�‘�»�}�8�È�b�»�n�8�Y�b�Y�¢

But though the likelihood of its recommendations being enacted has temporarily 

receded, Prosperity without Growth remains an important work. It sets out the 

�µ�½�8�²�†�»�n�8�O�½�µ�»�‘�•�»�u�²�‘�É�½�}�U�»�‘�È�b�²�»�½�}�b�»�•�8�µ�½�»�½�É�b�•�½�Ë�•�o�È�b�»�Ë�b�8�²�µ�»�u�‡�‘�F�8�‡�»�����(�»�}�8�µ�»�Y�‘�Â�F�‡�b�Y�»�F�Â�½�»

an estimated 60 per cent of the worldÕs ecosystems have been degraded. Carbon 

emissions are up 40 per cent since 1990. To sustain 9 billion people at a standard of 

living comparable to that found in the OECD, global GDP would have to multiply 

by 15 times by 2050. Even leaving aside niggling concerns over ÔPeak OilÕ, the planet 

simply does not have enough resources to accommodate this. These facts are well 

known. What has been lacking is a programme to deal with them that does not slip 

into the neo-Malthusianism of calls for a vastly reduced global population or an end 

to development. Jackson delivers an agenda for policy-makers that certainly goes 

some way towards addressing the challenge of creating a sustainable economy. 

The report argues convincingly that material wealth, beyond a certain level, is 
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not necessarily in humanityÕs interest. Growth, Jackson contends, is not necessary 

for rising prosperity (at least in the West). The problem, of course, is that the 

current economic system is geared towards either growth or recession - with all its 

consequences of rising unemployment, falling living standards and hence falling 

prosperity. JacksonÕs recommendations are radical - not simply a shift towards a low 

carbon economy but a complete attack on the culture of materialism and the model 

that sustains it.

There are some problems in this approach. In his analysis of the past two decades 

Jackson broadly pursues the same thesis as Graham Turner in his recent book The 

Credit Crunch. Whilst the rich have got richer, middle-class real earnings have been 

stagnant. Inequality has increased and consumer debt has been used to maintain 

living standards. The key difference is that Turner lays the blame for this situation 

on the increased power of global capital and the trend towards outsourcing, while 

Jackson locates the problem in the nature of the system itself, and makes an attack 

on debt (complete with old-style calls to Ôcontrol the money supplyÕ). However, 

rising bank-lending does not have to be associated with rising consumption - it 

�O�‘�Â�‡�Y�»�b�8�µ�€�‡�Ë�»�F�b�»�Â�µ�b�Y�»�½�‘�»�o�•�8�•�O�b�»�€�•�È�b�µ�½�Š�b�•�½�»�Ÿ�8�µ�»�€�µ�»�O�Â�²�²�b�•�½�‡�Ë�»�½�}�b�»�O�8�µ�b�»�€�•�»�
�}�€�•�8� �¢�»

Indeed, the section on debt in the report is at times a little Anglo-Saxon-centric. This 

leads Jackson to call for policies aimed at raising the domestic savings rate, which 

not only opens up the issue of the Paradox of Thrift, but also fails to engage with 

the fact that polices which favour savers will thereby favour the wealthier in society. 

Equally, those countries currently with the highest savings rates (China, India, etc) 

are amongst those with the fastest growing carbon emissions. 

Jackson rightly calls for large-scale public investment in low carbon technology, 

public transport infrastructure and renewable energy. However he follows this with a 

�O�8�‡�‡�»�n�‘�²�»�®�o�µ�O�8�‡�»�•�²�Â�Y�b�•�O�b�¯�»�Ÿ�Y�²�€�È�b�•�»�F�Ë�»�}�€�µ�»�È�€�b�É�µ�»�‘�•�»�Y�b�F�½� �V�»�8�•�Y�»�½�}�€�µ�»�²�8�€�µ�b�µ�»�½�}�b�»�§�Â�b�µ�½�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»

how this will be paid for. Green taxes are part of the answer, but the dilemma here is 

that if they succeed in reducing pollution they consequently raise less revenue. I am 

also doubtful that better regulation of advertising and enhanced trading standards 

will be enough to shift the economy away from materialism.

The report presents blueprint for a more sustainable economy, but the change it 

envisages stretches well beyond the realm of economic policy-making. It remains to 

be seen if any government will be prepared to be this radical. 



The uses of Sen
Jon Cruddas and Jonathan Rutherford

Amartya Sen, The Idea of Justice, Penguin 2009

�-�•�‡�€�†�b�»�Š�8�•�Ë�»�‘�n�»�}�€�µ�»�n�b�‡�‡�‘�É�»�b�O�‘�•�‘�Š�€�µ�½�µ�»���‘�F�b�‡�»�(�²�€�Î�b�»�É�€�•�•�b�²�»���Š�8�²�½�Ë�8�»�+�b�•�»�}�8�µ�»�F�b�b�•�»

sailing through the economic storm and the paradigmatic failures of liberal market 

�O�8�•�€�½�8�‡�€�µ�Š�»�É�€�½�}�»�q�8�u�µ�»�q�Ë�€�•�u�¢�»���½�»�o�²�µ�½�»�µ�€�u�}�½�»�}�€�µ�»�•�}�€�‡�‘�µ�‘�•�}�Ë�»�‡�‘�‘�†�µ�»�µ�‘�Â�•�Y�»�8�•�Y�»�}�€�µ�»

methodology intact. The technocratic and political elite who built careers on the 

�Š�8�•�½�²�8�»�®�½�}�b�²�b�»�€�µ�»�•�‘�»�8�‡�½�b�²�•�8�½�€�È�b�¯�»�q�‘�Â�•�Y�b�²�»�½�}�²�‘�Â�u�}�»�½�}�b�»�€�•�½�b�‡�‡�b�O�½�Â�8�‡�»�É�²�b�O�†�8�u�b�»�€�•�»�8�»�F�€�Y�»�½�‘�»

climb aboard his boat. Gordon Brown has claimed that, ÔSen É inspired many of the 

policies I pursued at the treasuryÕ. 

If Brown is unconvincing, others in New Labour have been liberally quoting 

Sen. Liam Byrne, chief secretary to the Treasury and in charge of public service 

reform, describes The Idea of Justice �8�µ�»�®�Š�8�u�•�€�o�O�b�•�½�¯�¢�»���•�»�8�»�µ�•�b�b�O�}�»�€�•�»�+�b�•�½�b�Š�F�b�²�»�Á�Ï�Ï�Ž�»

to Demos he said, ÔSen makes the case that the greatest goal in politics is to try and 

equip people in society with a range of capabilities to live a life that one has reason 

to valueÕ. To this end government must Ôlook at the Òarc of supportÓ that most people 

need to get on and up in life and become more socially mobileÕ. Byrne argues that 

�	�²�€�½�8�€�•�»�•�b�b�Y�µ�»�8�»�•�b�É�»�O�€�È�€�O�»�b�½�}�‘�µ�V�»�½�‘�»�F�b�O�‘�Š�b�»�8�»�O�‘�Â�•�½�²�Ë�»�‘�n�»�•�‘�É�b�²�n�Â�‡�»�•�b�‘�•�‡�b�»�Y�b�o�•�b�Y�»�F�Ë�»

a new partnership between the individual and the state.

ByrneÕs rhetoric belongs to what Stuart White, in a recent New Statesman article, 

calls ÔCentre RepublicanismÕ (www.newstatesman.com/uk-politics/2009/09/society-

guiding-progressive). Its intellectual home is Demos, and one of its better known 

ideological champions is the former government minister James Purnell. Purnell 

has been citing SenÕs ideas for a number of years, and in the October 2009 issue of 

Prospect magazine he sets out the case for a Labour Party governed by the politics 

�‘�n�»�‡�€�F�b�²�8�‡�»�²�b�•�Â�F�‡�€�O�8�•�€�µ�Š�U�»�®�(�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�€�8�•�µ�»�µ�}�‘�Â�‡�Y�»�½�²�Ë�»�½�8�‡�†�€�•�u�»�8�F�‘�Â�½�»�n�²�b�b�Y�‘�Š�»�8�•�Y�»�•�‘�É�b�²�U�»

the freedom to choose our way of life, and the power to achieve it. And they should 

listen to SenÕs emphasis on the role of democracy as a form of public discussion. 
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These three ideas - freedom, power and democracy - are a starting point for renewal 

of the centre leftÕ. The problem with this strategy, as we argued in our review of the 

Demos publication The Liberal Republic, which argues the same basic position, is that 

it remains essentially individualist (see Soundings 42, summer 2009). The attraction 

of Sen for Ôcentre republicansÕ is that he allows them to take account of some of the 

restrictions under which so many individuals live their lives, without going so far as 

to acknowledge that it is structural inequalities that are causing their problems.

�,�}�b�»�²�b�O�b�•�½�»�o�•�8�•�O�€�8�‡�»�O�‘�‡�‡�8�•�µ�b�»�}�8�µ�»�b�n�n�b�O�½�€�È�b�‡�Ë�»�Y�b�µ�½�²�‘�Ë�b�Y�»�½�}�b�»�‘�‡�Y�»���b�É�»���8�F�‘�Â�²�»

project of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. Purnell sets out a philosophical position 

for its revival. This might seem academic, as the country prepares itself for a 

Conservative government; but, whatever the outcome of the forthcoming election, 

the Crash of 2008 has set in train longer-term political realignments on both the left 

and the right. New LabourÕs strategy of triangulation has failed, but the left have yet 

to articulate a strategy that might prevail over the efforts of those who seek to renew 

it. Renascence will not achieved by a quick sprint to an election. It will require 

a long struggle to shape a new ideological formation, build alliances and create 

collective political agencies. At the same time the dominant ideology will attempt 

to repair itself and adjust to the new political and economic terrain. The aim of 

centre republicans is to re-establish a centre ground within a reconstituted dominant 

ideology of liberal market capitalism. Its opponents in this task are not so much the 

Conservative Party, where the ideological differences with the leadership are not so 

great, but a resurgent, centre-left communitarian politics, both within the Labour 

Party and reaching beyond it, that seeks the longer-term transformation of the 

dominant ideology. In the lead-up to the next election and in the months following 

�€�½�V�»�½�}�€�µ�»�O�‘�•�q�€�O�½�»�‘�n�»�È�8�‡�Â�b�µ�»�8�•�Y�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�µ�»�É�€�‡�‡�»�µ�}�8�•�b�»�8�»�•�b�É�»�µ�b�½�½�‡�b�Š�b�•�½�»�É�€�½�}�€�•�»�•�²�‘�u�²�b�µ�µ�€�È�b�»

politics. 

���•�»�½�}�€�µ�»�µ�½�²�Â�u�u�‡�b�»�‘�È�b�²�»�½�}�b�»�n�Â�½�Â�²�b�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�‡�b�n�½�»�+�b�•�»�}�8�µ�»�F�b�O�‘�Š�b�»�8�»�O�²�€�½�€�O�8�‡�»�o�u�Â�²�b�V�»

�F�b�O�8�Â�µ�b�»�}�€�µ�»�É�‘�²�†�»�‡�€�b�µ�»�8�‡�‘�•�u�»�½�}�b�»�n�8�Â�‡�½�‡�€�•�b�»�Y�b�o�•�€�•�u�»�½�}�b�»�•�}�€�‡�‘�µ�‘�•�}�€�O�8�‡�»�8�•�Y�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�8�‡�»

�Y�€�n�n�b�²�b�•�O�b�µ�»�É�€�½�}�€�•�»�•�²�‘�u�²�b�µ�µ�€�È�b�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�µ�U�»�O�‘�Š�Š�Â�•�€�½�8�²�€�8�•�€�µ�Š�»�È�µ�»�‡�€�F�b�²�8�‡�€�µ�Š�V�»

egalitarianism vs market choice, class vs individualism, human well-being vs 

meritocratic aspiration, to name a few. For centre republicans, Sen overcomes 

these binary divisions and consigns them to the ideological past. But this approach 

requires a refusal to recognise the contradictions and ambiguities that lie at the 

epistemological heart of his work. Despite his apparent buoyancy, SenÕs methodology 
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struggles to match these changing times. He himself has pointed out the ways in 

�É�}�€�O�}�»�€�•�½�b�²�•�²�b�½�8�½�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»���Y�8�Š�»�+�Š�€�½�}� �̄µ�»�É�²�€�½�€�•�u�»�}�8�µ�»�F�b�b�•�»�8�•�»�€�Y�b�‘�‡�‘�u�€�O�8�‡�»�F�8�½�½�‡�b�o�b�‡�Y�·�»�½�}�b�»

same observation can be made of his own work.

Remoralising political economy

The Idea of Justice gathers up a lifetime of thinking and wrestling with his critics. 

It is a testament to the acuity of SenÕs intellect and to his moral integrity. It stakes 

�8�»�O�‡�8�€�Š�»�8�µ�»�½�}�b�»�•�²�b�•�b�Š�€�•�b�•�½�»�É�‘�²�†�»�€�•�»�½�}�b�»�o�b�‡�Y�»�‘�n�»�Š�‘�²�8�‡�»�8�•�Y�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�8�‡�»�•�}�€�‡�‘�µ�‘�•�}�Ë�»�F�Ë�»

supplanting the dominance of John RawlÕs 1971 Theory of Justice�¢�»���½�»�Y�b�o�•�b�µ�»�*�8�É�‡�µ� �̄µ�»

limitations - Ôwhy should we regard hunger, starvation and medical neglect to be 

invariably less important than the violation of any kind of personal liberty?Õ. And it 

takes theoretical thinking about the meaning of justice in a new direction. Alongside 

this task, and enabling its progress, is SenÕs abiding commitment to Adam Smith, 

and his quest to save him from the dead hand of the neoliberals, who wrongly 

�Y�b�o�•�b�Y�»�}�€�Š�»�8�µ�»�½�}�b�»�8�•�‘�‡�‘�u�€�µ�½�»�‘�n�»�®�b�O�‘�•�‘�Š�€�O�»�Š�8�•�¯�V�»�½�}�b�»�O�}�8�Š�•�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�µ�b�‡�n�»�€�•�½�b�²�b�µ�½�»�‘�n�»

the butcher, brewer and baker. Sen presents, instead, the great moral philosopher 

of the Scottish Enlightenment and the author of The Theory of Moral Sentiments. 

In the course of his task of reappropriating a modern-day icon, and rehabilitating 

�‘�È�b�²�‡�‘�‘�†�b�Y�»�8�µ�•�b�O�½�µ�»�‘�n�»�}�€�µ�»�É�‘�²�†�V�»�+�b�•�»�µ�b�½�µ�»�‘�Â�½�»�½�‘�»�²�b�Y�b�o�•�b�»�½�}�b�»�Š�‘�²�8�‡�»�8�•�Y�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�8�‡�»

narratives of liberal market capitalism.

Sen is not a rebel; he works from the inside. He is a man of the establishment, 

born into a scholarly family of the East Bengal landowning class, and with 

�8�•�»�8�O�8�Y�b�Š�€�O�»�O�8�²�b�b�²�»�µ�•�8�•�•�€�•�u�»�Š�8�•�Ë�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�Š�8�…�‘�²�»�-�+�»�8�•�Y�»�-���»�Â�•�€�È�b�²�µ�€�½�€�b�µ�¢�»���€�µ�»

literary references are canonical, and he is a passionate advocate of the European 

Enlightenment. Public reasoning is the Ôenterprise of moralityÕ, and the hope and 

duty of humankind. But Sen is also attuned to the needs of the global poor. He is an 

advocate of feminism and committed to the practice of ethics. He breaks convention 

by drawing on resources such as the Bhagavadgita and the moral dilemma of Arjuna 

as an integral part of his argument. He recognises that the European Enlightenment 

was more than a singular embrace of instrumental rationality; rather, it represents a 

diversity of sometimes contrary views about the relationship between the emotions 

�8�•�Y�»�½�}�b�»�€�•�½�b�‡�‡�b�O�½�¢�»�,�}�b�»�µ�€�u�•�€�o�O�8�•�O�b�»�‘�n�»�+�b�•�»�€�µ�»�½�}�8�½�»�½�}�b�»�½�²�8�…�b�O�½�‘�²�Ë�»�‘�n�»�}�€�µ�»�Â�•�‘�²�½�}�‘�Y�‘�Ê�»

establishment scholarship has collided with the current multiple crisis - the 
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disaster of American imperialism in Iraq and Afghanistan, the crisis of political 

representation in many rich countries, the global rise of China and India, the 

self destruction of anglo-saxon capitalism and the consequent demolition of the 

intellectual capital of its technocratic elites; he is seen as a bearer of new resources 

for the philosophical recovery of liberal democracy and market capitalism. The good 

man Sen arrives with his repair kit.

Sen describes RawlsÕs methodological approach as ÔtranscendentalÕ, based on 

the abstract ideal of Ôjust institutionsÕ whose proper functioning depends upon 

peopleÕs compliance to them. Justice exists as a perfect but unattainable state. In 

contrast to this ÔtranscendentalismÕ, Sen grounds his idea of justice in Ôthe lives that 

people are able to leadÕ. Achieving a perfect state of justice is impossible. What is 

needed is a theory that asks the question Ôhow would justice be advanced?Õ He calls 

this the Ôcomparative approachÕ. It does not aspire to perfectly just institutions, 

but challenges injustices wherever they exist, be it slavery, the subjugation of 

women or the lack of universal health care. Sen traces this approach back to an 

eclectic mix of thinkers - Jeremy Bentham, Mary Wollstonecraft, Karl Marx and 

John Stuart Mill (he regards RawlsÕs forebears as Hobbes, Rousseau and Kant). 

He argues that the thinkers he draws on were all involved in comparisons of 

�µ�‘�O�€�b�½�€�b�µ�»�½�}�8�½�»�®�8�‡�²�b�8�Y�Ë�»�b�Ê�€�µ�½�b�Y�»�‘�²�»�O�‘�Â�‡�Y�»�n�b�8�µ�€�F�‡�Ë�»�b�Š�b�²�u�b�V�»�²�8�½�}�b�²�»�½�}�8�•�»�O�‘�•�o�•�€�•�u�»�½�}�b�€�²�»

analyses to transcendental searches for a perfectly just societyÕ. He describes the 

distance between his Ôrealization-focusedÕ approach and RawlÕs Ôtranscendental 

institutionalismÕ as Ôquite momentousÕ. 

This distance is a consequence of two departures that Sen makes from 

�®�½�²�8�•�µ�O�b�•�Y�b�•�½�8�‡�¯�»�½�}�€�•�†�€�•�u�U�»�½�}�b�»�Y�b�È�b�‡�‘�•�Š�b�•�½�»�‘�n�»�8�»�²�b�8�‡�€�µ�8�½�€�‘�•�•�F�8�µ�b�Y�»�Â�•�Y�b�²�µ�½�8�•�Y�€�•�u�»

of justice which focuses on human experiences and accomplishments, and the 

introduction of democratic deliberation into a theory of justice.

The concern of a realisation-based understanding of justice is with how people 

manage or donÕt manage to live their lives. The things a person manages to do 

or to be in the process of leading a life are ÔfunctioningsÕ. Justice is related to an 

individualÕs capabilities or Ôsubstantive freedomsÕ in being able to realise these 

functionings. These would include such things as having good health, having 

enough food to eat, being able to participate in the political process, having an 

education. In Development as Freedom�»�Ÿ� �-�(�»�˜�Ž�Ž�Ž� �»�}�b�»�É�²�€�½�b�µ�U�»�®�•�‘�È�b�²�½�Ë�»�Š�Â�µ�½�»�F�b�»�µ�b�b�•�»

as the deprivation of basic capabilities rather than merely as lowness of incomeÕ. 
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People who suffer frequent sickness, deprivation and exclusion are deprived of the 

vitality to freely make choices.

His introduction of democratic deliberation into a theory of justice is connected 

to his comparative approach, which requires the making of agreement Ôbased on 

public reasoning, on rankings of alternatives that can be realizedÕ (p17). And in 

order to incorporate public reasoning into his framework of thinking, he employs 

ÔSocial Choice TheoryÕ. It is here in particular that we start to see more clearly some 

of the problems in SenÕs approach for a socially orientated left.

Social Choice Theory was pioneered by eighteenth-century French 

mathematicians, who were trying to develop a reasoned construction of the social 

order. It was revived in its modern form by the neo-classical economist Kenneth 

Arrow, who set out his mathematical theory of group decision-making in ÔA 

���€�n�o�O�Â�‡�½�Ë�»�€�•�»�½�}�b�»�
�‘�•�O�b�•�½�»�‘�n�»�+�‘�O�€�8�‡�»�3�b�‡�n�8�²�b�¯�»�ŸThe Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 58, 

No. 4, 1950). ArrowÕs aim was to devise a theory that would construct a procedure 

for passing from a set of known individual tastes to a pattern of social decision-

�Š�8�†�€�•�u�¢�»���b�»�F�b�u�€�•�µ�»�F�Ë�»�Š�8�†�€�•�u�»�½�}�b�»�8�µ�µ�b�²�½�€�‘�•�»�½�}�8�½�U�»�®���•�»�8�»�O�8�•�€�½�8�‡�€�µ�½�»�Y�b�Š�‘�O�²�8�O�Ë�»�½�}�b�²�b�»�8�²�b�»

�b�µ�µ�b�•�½�€�8�‡�‡�Ë�»�½�É�‘�»�Š�b�½�}�‘�Y�µ�»�F�Ë�»�É�}�€�O�}�»�µ�‘�O�€�8�‡�»�O�}�‘�€�O�b�µ�»�O�8�•�»�F�b�»�Š�8�Y�b�U�»�È�‘�½�€�•�u�V�»�½�Ë�•�€�O�8�‡�‡�Ë�»�Â�µ�b�Y�»

to make ÒpoliticalÓ decisions, and the market mechanism, typically used to make 

Òeconomic decisionsÓ.Õ He acknowledges some of the well-known objections to this 

ÔthinÕ version of decision-making - for example that social decisions are sometimes 

�Š�8�Y�b�»�F�Ë�»�µ�Š�8�‡�‡�»�u�²�‘�Â�•�µ�V�»�‘�²�»�½�}�²�‘�Â�u�}�»�½�}�b�»�€�•�q�Â�b�•�O�b�»�‘�n�»�8�»�®�É�€�Y�b�‡�Ë�»�b�•�O�‘�Š�•�8�µ�µ�€�•�u�»�µ�b�½�»�‘�n�»

traditional rulesÕ - only to dismiss them. 

ArrowÕs work, produced at the RAND Corporation, is a classic Cold War text, 

rooted in the capitalist ideology of individualism. It discounts any exploration of 

collective cultures of decision making. It fails to acknowledge the cultural context 

within which meaning is constructed. It does not explore the relational and 

dialogical nature of communication, or the inter-subjectivity of individuals. Social 

experiences and occurrences are accounted for in terms of what individuals think, 

choose and do. ArrowÕs individuals and their actions are mathematical constructs 

that do not achieve any meaningful relationship with one another.

SenÕs conception of public reasoning is indebted to ArrowÕs Social Choice 

Theory. But he responds to critics who question the validity of his methodological 

�€�•�Y�€�È�€�Y�Â�8�‡�€�µ�Š�»�F�Ë�»�Y�b�O�‡�8�²�€�•�u�»�½�}�8�½�»�½�}�b�Ë�»�8�²�b�»�Š�€�µ�½�8�†�b�•�U�»�®�-�µ�b�µ�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�O�8�•�8�F�€�‡�€�½�Ë�»�8�•�•�²�‘�8�O�}�»

have been quite unequivocal in not assuming any kind of a detached view of 
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individuals from the society around themÕ (p245). He quotes Marx, who, in The 

Critique of the Gotha Programme�V�»�O�²�€�½�€�O�€�µ�b�µ�»�½�}�b�»���b�²�Š�8�•�»�-�•�€�½�b�Y�»�3�‘�²�†�b�²�µ�»�(�8�²�½�Ë�»�n�‘�²�»

�²�b�Y�Â�O�€�•�u�»�•�b�‘�•�‡�b�»�½�‘�»�½�}�b�»�µ�€�•�u�Â�‡�8�²�»�O�8�½�b�u�‘�²�Ë�»�‘�n�»�®�É�‘�²�†�b�²�¯�U�»�®�3�}�8�½�»�€�µ�»�½�‘�»�F�b�»�8�È�‘�€�Y�b�Y�»�8�F�‘�È�b�»

all is the re-establishing of ÒSocietyÓ as an abstraction vis-a-vis the individualÕ. He 

recognises that MarxÕs theories of the relationship between individual and society are 

much more complex that is usually acknowledged, but deploys this recognition in 

defence of a methodology that is a long way from comprehending that complexity.

Sen goes on to argue that there is no a priori reason why group capabilities - for 

example Ôthe military strength of the American nation or game playing ability of 

the ChineseÕ - should not be a part of the discourse on justice. The reason for not 

including them, he explains, is that groups do not reason in the way individuals 

�Y�‘�¢�»�®�-�‡�½�€�Š�8�½�b�‡�Ë�»�€�½�»�€�µ�»�€�•�Y�€�È�€�Y�Â�8�‡�»�È�8�‡�Â�8�½�€�‘�•�»�‘�•�»�É�}�€�O�}�»�É�b�»�É�‘�Â�‡�Y�»�}�8�È�b�»�½�‘�»�Y�²�8�É�V�»�É�}�€�‡�b�»

recognizing the profound interdependence of the valuations of individuals who 

interact with each otherÕ (p246). It is undoubtedly true that SenÕs concept of the 

individual is more connected to context than is traditional in liberal theory, but the 

way in which he counterposes groups to individuals suggests that he does not fully 

grasp the purport behind the criticism that is levelled at him. What was at stake for 

Marx was the historical and structural ÔoverdeterminationÕ of the individual. Sen 

does not address this problematic. The Idea of Justice remains moored in a neo-

classical tradition that views individuals as ahistorical, self-enclosed rationalisers. 

�+�b�•�»�€�µ�»�µ�Â�n�o�O�€�b�•�½�‡�Ë�»�8�É�8�²�b�»�‘�n�»�½�}�€�µ�»�½�‘�»�b�•�µ�Â�²�b�»�½�}�8�½�»�}�€�µ�»�Š�‘�Y�b�‡�»�‘�n�»�½�}�b�»�€�•�Y�€�È�€�Y�Â�8�‡�»�€�µ�»�•�‘�½�»�8�»

maximum utility-seeker, governed solely by instrumental rationality, a mere cipher 

of economic self interest. But he cannot escape this legacy. Though his individuals 

interact together, it is an idealised model of interaction, and at its centre remains 

ArrowÕs two-dimensional version of the individual. For example Sen understands the 

importance of emotions, but he treats them as if they are an addendum to reasoning 

�²�8�½�}�b�²�»�½�}�8�•�»�€�½�µ�»�n�‘�Â�•�Y�8�½�€�‘�•�U�»�€�•�»�}�€�µ�»�Š�‘�Y�b�‡�»�n�b�b�‡�€�•�u�µ�»�n�‘�‡�‡�‘�É�»�8�n�½�b�²�»�É�‘�²�Y�µ�»�²�8�½�}�b�²�»�½�}�8�•�»�É�‘�²�Y�µ�»

out of feeling. Individuals exist in relationships, but relationships do not exist within 

the individual. Yet a range of disciplines - sociology, psychoanalysis, epigenetics, 

complexity theory and neuroscience - show us the limitations of this approach 

for understanding human nature and interdependency. In SenÕs idealised model of 

human interaction, history is silent, and the dynamics of class, oppression, and their 

corollaries of shame and hate are absent.
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Equality or not

In his 1979 lecture ÔEquality of What?Õ Sen describes his capabilities approach as a 

�•�8�½�Â�²�8�‡�»�b�Ê�½�b�•�µ�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»�*�8�É�‡�µ� �̄µ�»�O�‘�•�O�b�²�•�»�É�€�½�}�»�½�}�b�»�•�²�€�Š�8�²�Ë�»�u�‘�‘�Y�µ�»�‘�n�»�€�•�O�‘�Š�b�»�8�•�Y�»�É�b�8�‡�½�}�U�»

it shifts attention from goods to what goods do to people. Human needs can be 

interpreted in the form of basic capabilities which are often implicit in the demand 

for equality. He proposes the idea of a Ôbasic capability equalityÕ. Thirty years later, 

in The Idea of Justice, Sen describes his difference from Rawls as a Ôserious departure 

from concentrating on the means of living to the actual opportunities of livingÕ (p233). 

Justice is related to whether or not individuals have the capabilities that enable them 

to choose how to live. ÔIn assessing our lives, we have reason to be interested not 

only in the kind of lives we manage to lead, but also in the freedom that we actually 

have to choose between different styles and ways of livingÕ (p227). He draws on 

���²�€�µ�½�‘�½�‡�b�»�½�‘�»�€�•�½�²�‘�Y�Â�O�b�»�½�}�b�»�€�Y�b�8�»�‘�n�»�É�}�8�½�»�‡�€�È�€�•�u�»�8�»�u�‘�‘�Y�»�‡�€�n�b�»�Š�b�8�•�µ�U�»�®�3�b�8�‡�½�}�»�€�µ�»�b�È�€�Y�b�•�½�‡�Ë�»

not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of something 

�b�‡�µ�b�¯�»�Ÿ�•�Á�p�¾� �¢�»���b�»�O�‘�•�½�€�•�Â�b�µ�U�»�®�½�}�b�»�Š�b�8�•�µ�»�‘�n�»�µ�8�½�€�µ�n�8�O�½�‘�²�Ë�»�‡�€�È�€�•�u�»�8�²�b�»�•�‘�½�»�½�}�b�Š�µ�b�‡�È�b�µ�»�½�}�b�»

ends of good livingÕ and cannot be measured as such (p254). This shift in tone is 

accompanied by his equivocation over the place of equality in his idea of justice. 

�+�b�•�»�8�µ�†�µ�U�»�®���n�»�b�§�Â�8�‡�€�½�Ë�»�€�µ�»�€�Š�•�‘�²�½�8�•�½�V�»�8�•�Y�»�O�8�•�8�F�€�‡�€�½�Ë�»�€�µ�»�€�•�Y�b�b�Y�»�8�»�O�b�•�½�²�8�‡�»�n�b�8�½�Â�²�b�»

of human life, would it not be right to presume that we should demand equality 

of capability?Õ (p295). His answer is no - because capabilities are characteristics 

of individual advantages, and justice and moral and political evaluation cannot 

be concerned only with the overall opportunities and advantages of individuals 

in society (p297). But Sen is in a dilemma about where the emphasis on the 

development of human capabilities belongs. Should it lie with the individual, or 

with the structures that determine the conditions of human existence? The traditions 

�‘�n�»�‡�€�F�b�²�8�‡�»�Š�8�²�†�b�½�»�O�8�•�€�½�8�‡�€�µ�Š�»�½�b�‡�‡�»�}�€�Š�»�½�‘�»�µ�½�8�Ë�»�n�‘�O�Â�µ�b�Y�»�‘�•�»�½�}�b�»�µ�b�‡�n�•�Y�b�o�•�€�•�u�»�€�•�Y�€�È�€�Y�Â�8�‡�·�»

the theorist in him tells him to pay attention to the determining structures. 

On page 297 his prose - which is not easy in its more lucid passages - 

twists and turns as he struggles to reach some kind of resolution. He takes a 

�µ�b�²�€�b�µ�»�‘�n�»�n�8�‡�½�b�²�€�•�u�»�µ�½�b�•�µ�U�»�®�,�}�b�»�µ�Â�F�…�b�O�½�»�‘�n�»�n�8�€�²�»�•�²�‘�O�b�µ�µ�»�8�•�Y�»�8�»�n�8�€�²�»�Y�b�8�‡�»�u�‘�b�µ�»�F�b�Ë�‘�•�Y�»

individualsÕ overall advantages into other - especially procedural - concerns, and 

these concerns cannot be adequately addressed through concentrating only on 

capabilities.Õ Equally, there cannot be a unifocal view of equality - the multiple 
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dimensions in which equality matters are not reducible to one space only. On the 

other hand, Ôthere can be other demands on distributional judgements, which may 

not be best seen as demands for equal overall freedom for different peopleÕ. He 

�½�}�b�•�»�Š�‘�È�b�µ�»�‘�•�»�½�‘�»�Y�€�µ�O�Â�µ�µ�»�…�Â�µ�½�»�²�b�É�8�²�Y�µ�»�n�‘�²�»�É�‘�²�†�U�»�½�}�b�²�b�»�€�µ�»�®�8�»�‡�€�•�b�»�‘�n�»�²�b�8�µ�‘�•�€�•�u�»�½�}�8�½�»

gives an important status to efforts and the rewards which should be associated 

with labourÕ. But this line of reasoning yields Ônormative ideas of exploitationÕ. 

���Â�²�½�}�b�²�Š�‘�²�b�U�»�®�,�}�b�»�‡�€�½�b�²�8�½�Â�²�b�»�‘�•�»�½�}�b�»�b�Ê�•�‡�‘�€�½�8�½�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»�µ�É�b�8�½�b�Y�»�‡�8�F�‘�Â�²�»�8�•�Y�»�½�}�b�»�Â�•�…�Â�µ�½�»

rewards received by those who do the Òreal workÓ has a strong connection with 

this perspectiveÕ. This tortuous sequence of abstract evaluations fades away 

with a note listing a number of Marxist texts on the subject. The ethical value of 

�b�§�Â�8�‡�€�½�Ë�»�b�Ê�•�‘�µ�b�µ�»�½�}�b�»�n�‘�Â�•�Y�8�½�€�‘�•�8�‡�»�É�b�8�†�•�b�µ�µ�»�€�•�»�+�b�•� �̄µ�»�É�‘�²�†�U�»�½�}�b�»�€�•�8�F�€�‡�€�½�Ë�»�‘�n�»�‡�€�F�b�²�8�‡�»

individualism and market capitalism to realise the equal worth of all.

In order to sustain its internal logic SenÕs idea of public reasoning must be 

untouched by popular politics. The Idea of Justice �q�‘�8�½�µ�»�8�F�‘�È�b�»�}�€�µ�½�‘�²�Ë�V�»�O�‡�8�µ�µ�V�»

economic power, the violence and corruption of ruling classes, the fear, anger and 

shame of the marginalised. Collective political action, trade unions, political parties 

appear to have no part to play. In SenÕs world there are no corporate enemies of 

justice, democracy and equality to undermine or purchase the outcomes of public 

reasoning. His abstractions disguise his ambivalences and evasions. He avoids 

politics because it threatens to pull them apart. One consequence is that his work is 

open to elastic interpretation. 

James Purnell in his Prospect�»�8�²�½�€�O�‡�b�»�É�²�€�½�b�µ�U�»�®���Š�8�²�½�Ë�8�»�+�b�•�»�½�}�€�•�†�µ�»�•�‘�‡�€�½�€�O�€�8�•�µ�»�É�‘�Â�‡�Y�»

�F�b�»�²�€�u�}�½�»�½�‘�»�µ�}�Ë�»�8�É�8�Ë�»�n�²�‘�Š�»�*�8�É�‡�µ� �̄µ�»�½�}�b�‘�²�€�b�µ�V�»�8�µ�»�½�}�b�Ë�»�Y�‘�»�•�‘�½�»�µ�Â�n�o�O�€�b�•�½�‡�Ë�»�²�b�É�8�²�Y�»�b�n�n�‘�²�½�»

- something most people deem morally importantÕ. Sen does not say this about 

politicians, and in the sequence on equality described above his concern with effort 

is not about meritocracy as Purnell suggests. It is concerned with the just rewards 

of the labouring classes in relation to the concept of exploitation. Nevertheless an 

ambiguity exists for Purnell to use. The late Jerry Cohen accused Sen of espousing 

an inappropriate ÔathleticÕ image of the individual, which Ôoverestimates the place 

of freedom and activity in well-beingÕ - echoing FoucaultÕs critique of neoliberal 

�u�‘�È�b�²�•�8�•�O�b�»�8�•�Y�»�€�½�µ�»�²�b�€�o�O�8�½�€�‘�•�»�‘�n�»�8�•�»�b�•�½�²�b�•�²�b�•�b�Â�²�€�8�‡�»�É�8�Ë�»�‘�n�»�‡�€�n�b�¢�»�(�Â�²�•�b�‡�‡� �̄µ�»�•�8�²�½�€�O�Â�‡�8�²�»

appropriation has been a constant in the way centre republicans have used Sen. In 

a lecture on ÔThe Aspiration SocietyÕ to the Fabian Society in 2007, Purnell, then 

Minister of Work and Pensions, aligns Sen with his own view that Ôthose who try 
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harder, who make more of their talents, deserve a consequence - a rewardÕ. He 

then states that SenÕs capabilities approach requires that responsibility Ôneeds to be 

required, not just encouragedÕ. He conscripts Sen into New LabourÕs welfare reform 

programme as if it were the concrete realisation of his theory of capabilities. Is it 

a coincidence that people claiming the new Employment and Support Allowance 

claimants must take the Work Capability Assessment?

Sen emerges out of the neo-classical liberal tradition - which he has humanised 

and made to accommodate a more developed view of human being. But his 

unwillingness to break with it creates a number of ambiguities in his work, 

particularly around the meaning of equality and his idealised use of public 

reasoning. His opacity allows him to be used by those seeking to retrench the 

dominant ideology. For all its humanity, and SenÕs complex thought and moral 

decency, The Idea of Justice is at risk of being a manual for a discredited political elite 

of state lever-pullers who want a return to business as usual.

Bill Schwarz�»�€�µ�»�*�b�8�Y�b�²�»�€�•�»�½�}�b�»���b�•�8�²�½�Š�b�•�½�»�‘�n�»�
�•�u�‡�€�µ�}�V�»�)�Â�b�b�•�»���8�²�Ë�V�»�-�•�€�È�b�²�µ�€�½�Ë�»�‘�n�»
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