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SYMPOSIUM

Conservative-Liberal-Socialism Revisited1
Martin Krygier
Under communism, adjectives and nouns had a discomfiting
has turned out to be transient, and fortunately so. But from it can
tendency to devour each other. And not only each other consider
come insights that deserve to endure, even where they have been
the ravenous adjective in “socialist democracy,” the gluttonous
forgotten or discarded, and have potential to reach far beyond
noun in “democratic centralism.” And what of “salami tactics”?
the places and time of their origin. Such are the insights of
This voraciousness is reason to be chary of such predatory
Conservative-Liberal-Socialism.
semantic couplings. And so the successors to communism were,
Taken individually and taken whole, each of the traditions within
when they insisted on “democracy [and other good things] withConservative-Liberal-Socialism has unacceptable elements, verout adjectives.”2
sions, interpretations and exemplars.
But such things never come without
None of them is without its weaknesses
adjectives, explicit or implicit, since the
or blindnesses—sometimes tragic. Nor
Taken individually and taken whole,
pure forms of democracy, legality, and
are any of them adequate, on its own, to
each of the traditions within
so on, have yet to be realized. We should
the job of thinking well about contemget used to that and ask questions about
porary politics. Nor are they obviously
Conservative-Liberal-Socialism has
3
the quality of the partner and the potencompatible, since some were forged
unacceptable elements, versions,
tial success of the partnership, rather
explicitly in opposition to one or both of
interpretations and exemplars. None
than advocate an impossible celibacy.
the others and some come to find their
of them is without its weaknesses or
That is consistent with St Paul’s advice
voice—as in post-communist Europe—
blindnesses—sometimes tragic.
to would-be fornicators concerned to
directly at each other’s expense.
avoid sin (namely, marry), and it is wise
Yet each of the component traditions
advice. We should all avoid bad maris drawn to distinctive projects and
riages, of course, but not every marriage is bad, perhaps not even
styles of thought which are slighted or rejected in typical forms
every ménage à trois. One can even end up with something
of the others. Not all of these sit easily together, but some do, or
greater than the sum of the parts. CLS (Conservative-Liberalcan be made to come to an accommodation. In combination they
Socialism), for example.
can augment and on occasion correct each other. For sometimes
Conservative-Liberal-Socialism was also a product of comtheir mutual neglect or opposition is a result less of hard thought
munism, though presumably unintended and certainly unoffithan strong feeling, less mental than visceral. It is worth rethinkcial. Leszek Kolakowski published its credo in exile in 1978,4
ing. It might then become easier to digest.
though he warned that his “great and powerful International . . .
Indeed my only objection to the movement is not Michnik’s,
will never exist, because it cannot promise people that they will
that it is too colorful, but that it is not colorful enough. I would
be happy.” More recently, however, Adam Michnik claimed that
prefer a rainbow coalition. In an earlier modest variation of
this “peculiar coalition of ideas” actually had emerged among
Kolakowski’s credo, I substituted social democracy for socialhis generation of dissidents in the 1980s, since their rejection of
ism,
trusting that he wouldn’t mind. I will take it that, since no
communism stemmed from “reasons equally dear to a consernon-democratic interpretation of Conservative-Liberal-Socialism
vative, a socialist, and a liberal.” The coalition “collapsed along
with communism,”5 however, as erstwhile allies became bitterly
can be taken seriously today (something that was not always the
polarised foes—conservatives against liberals against socialcase), it can go without saying. My current preference is for a
ists—and he sees no way to resurrect it. He votes for radical
Conservative-Liberal-Republican-Communitarian-Socialdemocracy, “gray” but “beautiful.” In the meantime, the ex-foes
Democratic International.6 But I have not been asked to write
of the coalition, the much-made-over Polish post-communists,
about that, and on the principle that a bit of a good thing is betdo well while its ex-members fight each other and stumble hitherter than nothing, I am prepared to commend the more muted
and-thither.
tones of Conservative-Liberal-Socialism (with its silent but ever
Perhaps they should re-group, and perhaps we should too, so
present “D”). As did our founder, Kolakowski, I will comment
that the “great and powerful International” really does come to
on
each of the component traditions in turn, and confine my
exist. For there is a lot to gain. The particular circumstance of
observations to three aspects of each of these traditions.
having an enemy one hates more than one’s traditional opponents
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Conservatism

“piecemeal” rather than “holistic social engineering,”9 and there
is little in his position to which a methodological conservative
1. Conservatives have always maintained a distinctive view
would object, apart perhaps from the unsympathetic scientism
of the methods appropriate to politics, and of the temper, perand voluntarism of the metaphor. Conservatives prefer social
haps temperature, proper to political engagement and reflection.
arrangements to be cultivated than engineered. A social demoThey oppose the temper of certainty in politics, stress limits to
crat can be methodologically conservative, and many of the most
human plasticity, worry about unintended consequences, are fearperceptive critics of communism and other forms of doctrinaire
ful of what are sometimes extolled as ‘transformative projects.’7
socialism were. So can a liberal, and many have been, among
In politics they expect less light where the heat is strong, worry
them David Hume and Adam Smith. Those, however, whose libabout radical ambitions and enthusiasms, more generally about
eralism is a rationalistic program of large-scale transformation
hubris in public affairs. Revolutions might occasionally be justo be imposed whatever the country whatever the cost, are
tified, but they need an apology. “Permanent revolution,” so
methodologically un- indeed anti-conservative—even where the
appealing to Trotsky and Mao, is appalling to a conservative.
program is attributed to Hume and Smith. Or they are to the
Though communism taught many
extent that they ignore deep truths—
unintended lessons of this sort, none of
conservative truths—about the comthis waited upon communism to be forplexity and variety of human affairs and
Thus conservative liberals or
mulated. It was central to Burke’s attack
social action, limited understandings,
democrats in a society without liberal
on the French Revolution, and it has
and the need to attend to local traditions
or democratic traditions, values, or
been a repeated refrain. Quite approand local knowledge.
institutions, might have no sympathy
priately, then, “conservative” appears as
To be more than a dogma of timidan adjective in the International, since
for what they find around them, but
ity, conservatism must acknowledge
its role here is to qualify the way you
still recognize that these things are
variation, both in the complexity of
pursue and think about whatever it is
there and need to be taken account of,
affairs and what we know of them, also
you want.
and that’s a serious business, whether
in levels of vulnerability. Skepticism is
The way it recommends has two
one likes them or not, whether one
not the same as terror. Moreover, presources, one sociological and the other
is out to subvert them or not.
cisely because conservatism insists that
epistemological. First, conservatives
circumstances be taken into account, it
stress the complexity of long-established
must be alive to differences in instituarrangements, their multiple intercontional strength, support, and resilience.
nections and reciprocal effects, their pervasive shaping and strucNot everything is as weak, vulnerable, and mysterious as everyturing impact on individuals, groups, and the only partly-chosen
thing else, so a nuanced conservatism might well allow more
environments they find themselves in. Second, they stress the
risks to be taken in a good cause where institutions are strong
appropriateness of epistemological modesty in relation to such
than where they are weak (because in those circumstances the
things, a modesty warranted by the limited degree to which we
risks are less risky), allow that we know some things better than
understand how they work, can predict how they will react to
others, indeed acknowledge that some evils are so malign that
what we do, or can even guess how some parts of society will
radical action might be appropriate to combat them.
be affected by what we do to other parts. Consequently, they
Methodological conservatism should not be confused with
regard humility in these matters as not merely more attractive
reaction, since it has nothing inherent to say about restoration of
than hubris, but intellectually better off as well.
values or institutions which have allegedly been overthrown.
A happy revolutionary cannot be a conservative in this sense.
Indeed if the overthrow was real, and restoration is essayed in too
The fanatical temper of certainty that revolutionary Marxism
enthusiastic a manner, a conservative should caution against it.
exhibited and bred was reason from the start to regard it with
Finally, methodological conservatism does not necessarily
distaste. That would be so even if one were in sympathy with the
entail what I will call normative conservatism, a positive evaluvalues to which Marxists claimed allegiance.8 Conservatives
ation and attachment to what exists. Thus conservative liberals
knew that the enterprise in which the Bolsheviks were engaged—
or democrats in a society without liberal or democratic tradiat once radically destructive and (in Hayek’s sense) radically contions, values, or institutions, might have no sympathy for what
structivist—was great folly, not simply because of what they
they find around them, but still recognize that these things are
were about but because of the way they went about it.
there and need to be taken account of, and that’s a serious busiIn principle, methodological conservatism is compatible with
ness, whether one likes them or not, whether one is out to suba variety of substantive political commitments. Popper advocated
vert them or not. If they are simply ignored, there will commonly
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be a price to pay. That seems to me an apt posture for post-comreverence. Their very existence can be taken as evidence that
10
munist reformers, for example, though many enthusiasts have
they have got something right, which it is not easy to get right.
not adopted it. They have acted as though what existed was of
In any event, long-lived values, cultures, traditions, institutions,
no account, until faced with the disappointing results of their
and practices, are embedded in everyday ways of thinking, behavefforts. Disappointment might have been predicted by anyone
ing, and valuing. Locals understand them. They are familiar, and
who had learnt from methodological conservatism that there are
if we are lucky, they are good. Anyway, good enough. Even if
no clean slates. Drawing on them, you must take account of what
they aren’t, they are there. They enable some things and disable
is already there. That is so, whatever you think of what you find.
others. They offer particular constraints and particular resources.
Arthur Koestler describes his autobiography as “the account
In other places they are different and, as a result, so are the conof a journey from specious clarity to obscure groping,”11 and it
straints and resources. They pervade and affect, even though they
is clear that he learned something along the way. For it is a deep
do not determine,13 everything we do. We’d be lost without them.
and appropriately unintended lesson of the most celebrated
Secondly, as conservative epistemology likes to remind us,
emancipatory adventure of modern times, that the temper of
we’re not that smart. Given their skepticism about human and
certainty is unfitted for politics. That
social inventiveness, their advice is that
lesson should stay with us, so the
we do better in general (at least premethodological conservative warns,
sumptively) to respect what has develFor it is a deep and appropriately
long after communism has gone.
oped than what we imagine should
unintended lesson of the most
2. One could, then, be a methoddevelop, or think we can design. 14
celebrated emancipatory adventure
ological conservative even if one
Combine the sociology with the episteof modern times, that the temper
loathed existing institutions. It would be
mology, and conservatives are liable to
of certainty is unfitted for politics.
enough just to register that they need to
say that some of the best features of
be taken seriously. Those happiest to
long-established traditions are likely to
call themselves conservative, however,
be those that ambitious reformers canare not just talking about method and approach. They have a nornot see (until, at times, after they have destroyed them). These
mative commitment to what exists, which they often express as
claims, of course, have rich obscurantist potential, but they are
a presumption. A fundamentalist will make that presumption
also at times true.
close to irrebuttable; a more moderate conservative will allow it
Added to these methodological sources of deference, conserto be rebutted.
vatives are often attracted to overarching supra-individual social
The psychological and sociological sources of normative coninstitutions, such as families, religious institutions, communities,
servatism are various. Some conservatives want to hold on to
and so on, which have been thought necessary to hold societies
what they have, which is why conservatism is often associated
together and to enrich our lives. Their weakening is said to
with privilege. Others fear what they might get, which is why
threaten to sunder or at least degrade social life. This is a theme
many anti-communists moved in a conservative direction. Some
which has reappeared among contemporary communitarians.
conservatives are at ease with the status quo ante; others fear
Such substantive claims should always be made more tentawhat might be the status quo post. Others just prefer the familtively than conservatives are wont to make them, because we
iar to the strange.
truly don’t know what will happen if “traditional” practices to
It is not always easy to specify in general terms what norwhich we are attached (often actually of recent invention),15 were
mative conservatives want to conserve. For to a considerable
to change or even disappear. It has happened often enough in the
extent, conservatism is what Huntington calls a positional idepast, often with warnings of dire consequences,16 often without
ology, “concerned not with the substance of institutions but with
such consequences. Still there are reasons to consider certain
their preservation.”12 It is invoked when values, practices, and
traditional practices and institutions, such as families and larger
institutions to which people are attached seem threatened, whatsources of collective attachment and identity too, crucial to social,
ever they happen to be. Over time, the objects of such attachand perhaps even psychic cohesion, even though—indeed
ment have varied greatly.
because—no one designed them and they have been around for
Intellectually, however there are some common themes. First
a long time, and even though we often find, and have to survive,
of all, while methodological conservatism does not imply northem in pathological forms.
mative conservatism, it can lead to it. Their implicit sociology
3. Asked to justify their commitments, conservatives typipersuades many conservatives that longevity is no small matter,
cally have less to say than liberals or socialists. What they do
from which some of them conclude that long-standing practices,
say is less likely to be systematic or programmatic. For conservalues, and institutions are worthy of respect, sometimes even
vatism does not trade confidently in doctrines or ideologies. It
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is more commonly to be found in dispositions, to use Michael
to us, wherever and whenever they grew, simply because they
17
Oakeshott’s term, rather than in articulated theories. It prefers
seem to us good or right. We can’t assume that they will theretraditions to recipes. If, as Oakeshott elsewhere claims, the ratiofore have success in the world, but there is no reason to reject
nalist “is the enemy of authority, of prejudice, of the merely trathem simply because we haven’t had them before. Otherwise no
ditional, customary or habitual,”18 the conservative is their friend.
one would now have a written constitution, because only 250
Such dispositions can allow us to draw on socially and genyears ago, no one ever did. And representative democracy was
erationally accumulated wisdoms, where rationalism—the insisalso new not very long ago. I live in one of the oldest, Australia,
tence on interrogating and judging every practice, custom,
and mine is a young nation.
tradition, or proposal by the light of one’s reason—makes for
Conservatives are right to emphasize the stickiness and comcleverness, at times shallow individual or ephemerally fashionplexity of social and political arrangements. In any particular
able cleverness. But since conservative dispositions are typically
place, dealing with the application of ideals requires local knowlwell disposed to the traditions which we inhabit and which
edge; the more the better. But it requires other things as well.
inhabit us, they serve us best where these are nice. Unfortunately
And normative conservatives have less to say about those things.
they are not especially good at discrimFor apart from taking into account what
inating between those that are nice and
exists, one needs to be in a position to
those that are not, between what we
reflect upon it and evaluate it, both
Any
answer
must
involve
arguing
should cherish and what we should
affirmatively and critically. Here norabout values, practices, and traditions,
deplore.
mative conservatism must be more conEven Oakeshott observes that “[I]f
troversial, and, since it is more often
advocating some, criticizing others,
the present is arid, offering little or nothbased in sentiment and disposition than
preferring some, letting go of others.
ing to be used or enjoyed, then this incliargument, it is commonly less persua19
nation will be weak or absent.” Aridity
sive to those of different sentiments and
is the least of it. The present may
dispositions.
include positively nasty traditions, of great vintage, strength,
The conservative presumption in favor of the way things are
resilience, and local appeal—this is a problem which even a
might give enthusiastic critics pause, but without more it does
Russian leader of impeccable democratic leanings (rare but not
little to answer their complaints. It can only stop for long those
quite oxymoronic) would still face. It may also be empty (or
who already share an affection for the way things are. Those who
have been emptied) of certain traditions which one would wish
don’t share that affection, or are not sure whether or why they
to cultivate and emulate—this is a problem throughout the postshould, might ask to be convinced. Then what?
communist world. Or it may be full of a plurality of traditions
Any answer must involve arguing about values, practices, and
that point in inconsistent directions and have different, yet
traditions, advocating some, criticizing others, preferring some,
strongly committed constituencies—this is the problem of everyletting go of others. Winning an argument is not in itself a subone in large, differentiated, modern societies. One may wish it
stitute for sensitive exploration (and extension) of existing trawere otherwise, but Russia’s traditions are as they are, wholeditions and their intimations. Nevertheless there are many
some traditions cannot be manufactured overnight, and our socicircumstances in modern societies where that will not do enough:
eties are not quickly going to become small, undifferentiated or
where to say “that’s the way we do things here,” is not to say
pre-modern.
enough. (East Europeans could say that, with justice, about antiHistory is not destiny, change is continuous, people have good
Semitism and quite a few other deeply rooted and odious local
ideas, and we keep being surprised. So we should never assume
traditions. Many do, but fortunately quite a few—particularly
that what we have is what we must have, nor necessarily what
liberals20—find that unsatisfying today.) To say more, reflectively
we should have. For all their significance, traditions change and
and routinely among strangers and without guns or knives, is to
conflict, the products of foreign traditions can be grafted onto
participate in a liberal form of conversation.
existing ones, and new things happen. Actors are influenced by
Liberalism
many things, not only the traditions with which they grew up.
Anyway, they grow up with and within many traditions. Some
1. Many liberals have no time for the conservative disposiof those traditions are not very palatable or have unpalatable eletion. Such non-conservative liberals are enemies of the unexments or dark sides. Sometimes we come to realize it, and someamined life. In principle, they believe everything should be
times we can and should do something about it.
weighed on the scales of liberal reason. Piety has little meaning
And new things happen. Some ideas and ideals will appeal
for them. In this they seem to conservatives to be rash—
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dangerously and corrosively rash. Silly too. And often they are.
ity, and mutual surveillance cannot bind, reassure, or inform, the
This is one reason why liberal chatter so commonly appears unatimpersonal force of the rule of law is crucial.
tractive and frivolous to conservatives.
One of the major sources of wholesale (and lingering) disNevertheless, there is much to be said for the liberal comtrust among strangers in communist states was the absence of
mitment to reasoned discussion, and it is possible for a conserthe rule of law in this sense. Communist (and Nazi) states had
vative to participate in it. Desirable, too. Even where the cause
plenty of laws. There was a Nazi jurisprudence and it was a horis good, conservatives must be able to engage with liberals once
rible sight. Its aim was to make law maximally, pliable and perthat cause is challenged. Hostile attention cannot be doused, in
meable to political direction. Communist law had similar aims,
free societies, by demands for deference. In rational discussion,
though with time they generally became less ruthlessly pursued.
one might draw attention to and emphasize the often hidden wisFor the most part law was viewed purely instrumentally: When
dom and virtues of traditions, but even if one wished to, it is
it came to replace (or regulate) direct terror, law was one among
hard to avoid the discussion once it has started.
an array of instruments for translating the party’s wishes into
And the cause is not always good. A virtue of liberal relentaction and maintaining social order. What was lacking in these
lessness is that it demands justifications
states was not law, but the rule of law.
of many established institutions and
The rule of law is fragile, always
practices whose bearers and beneficiarimperfectly attained, no panacea, and
The rule of law is fragile, always
ies wrongly resist it. Not all mysteries
not the only thing we want, even from
imperfectly
attained, no panacea, and
are deep. Not every tradition is full of
law. But the difference between polities
not the only thing we want, even from
“intimations”21 that we would be wise
in which law counts, and counts as a
law.
But
the
difference
between
polities
to pursue. Some are just mired in obscurestraint on power, and those in which
in which law counts, and counts as a
rantism, best to eschew. The question is
it does not, is a fundamental one. Many
restraint
on
power,
and
those
in
which
which is which. Once it is asked, inarpeople who enjoy the rule of law don’t
it does not, is a fundamental one.
ticulate submissiveness is not much of
know their luck. However, in large socian answer.
eties with powerful states, those who
2. More than conservatism, liberaldon’t enjoy it are missing something
ism is committed to particular substanspecial, and many of them know it and
tive values. Central among these is individual autonomy. That
have fought for it. It is a liberal fight and a worthy one.
leads quickly to hostility to arbitrary imposition, restraint or
Among other things, the rule of law is essential for a civil
direction. An associated value is tolerance. Since the world can
society in good shape, and liberals, unlike many conservatives
be threatening and one does not want freedom to be a matter of
and most Marxists, are fond of such societies. Some conservachance, liberalism stresses rights and institutional arrangements
tives, and Karl Marx, denounced civil society when it was young.
that might anchor and safeguard them. Arrangements to guide,
The conservatives wanted to avoid entering it, preferring the
channel, diffuse, restrain, and balance the powers of the powermore intimate (and sacred) connections that modernity threatful are liberal arrangements, and a great deal of liberal attention
ened to undermine. Marxists wanted to transcend it. The former
to the rule of law and constitutionalism has been devoted to the
failed and, for better or worse, it is hard now to wish modernity
design of such arrangements.22 These are good causes even where,
away. Marx loathed what he understood as civil society. He
often especially where, they have not been old causes.
loathed its separations, its boundaries, its individualism, its law,
A crucial medium of liberal institutional arrangements is law.
its private property, its competitiveness, its markets, its money,
The rule of law—not merely a rule of law but the rule of law, the
its religions, perhaps its variety.24 Communist society would have
channelling and restraint of power by legal means—is an overnone of these things, and indeed it didn’t. Marxists in power sucarching goal of liberal political and legal institutions and pracceeded in destroying civil society where it had existed, and
tices.23 It is intended to restrain both political and social powers
repressing it where it had not. The consequences were cataby subjecting them to clear, knowable laws, reliably administered
strophic. Over the past decade, throughout the post-communist
in accordance with predictable, non-arbitrary interpretations of
world, many people have been wondering how to build or rebuild
their meaning. To the (variable) extent this occurs, citizens in
a civil society from the rubble that remained. It is not easy.
complex societies have reasons to be less fearful, more cooperThere is much to say about civil society that I cannot say
ative, and better informed than under other institutional set-ups.
here.25 At its best, it is a crucial condition for non-predatory relaFor though the rule of law, like the rules of chess, does not make
tions among strangers. Since modern societies are full of
everything predictable, it ties down much that would otherwise
strangers, these are valuable relations to have. Civil society is
be up for grabs. In large societies, where ties of kinship, localalso, among other things, a congenial forum for the eminently
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liberal activity of arguing about values. In that argument, libersuper-modernity—was an assault on liberalism, at every level.
als have some important things to say, and they have had some
It assaulted, often with ferocious intensity, all the core liberal
success.
values: freedom, rights, privacy, civil society, markets, and the
3. Some of the things for which the past century will be
rule of law. “Rotten liberalism,” as Lenin liked to call it, was
remembered are already clear. Prominent among them is the cona prime target.
test between liberal democratic and totalitarian states. For much
As things have turned out, fascism and communism collapsed
of the century it was a very uncertain contest. To almost everyin turn, in defeat and humiliation. Indeed the latter fell with
one’s surprise it ended as almost no contest at all.
hardly a blow being struck—just fell apart, rotten to the core.
Fascism and communism were not only horrible regimes but
Liberal democracies, on the other hand, have kept plodding on,
they also seemed, for much of the time, to be immeasurably more
in their prosaic, tepid way, becoming over the century wealthier,
powerful than the sloppy, uncoordinated, aimless, open, and tolstronger, freer, and more just. There remains a lot to complain
erant societies which they faced. As Orwell noticed, many peoabout in modern liberal polities—problems unaddressed, unreple admired that power. Others feared it. Both considered it
solved, and newly spawned. But there is less to complain about
formidable, as for a time it was.
than among their most significant rivals, and there is a lot to
Against these monsters stood merely
praise as well. Perhaps something altothe liberal democracies, and whatever
gether different would be immeasurably
else could be said about them, for much
better. Neither conservatives nor liberYoked to our International,
of the century no one—neither friend
als will hold their breaths.
however, socialists have absorbed
nor foe—accused them of excessive
It is nice to be able to say that liberfrom
conservatism
the
dangers
stamina. While liberal democracy
alism is not merely better but also
of unrestrained idealism and the
always had supporters, until recently it
stronger than totalitarianism. That,
temper
of
certainty
in
politics;
had few enthusiasts. Not only did liberhowever, is not enough. One can still
from liberalism the importance
alism have many hostile critics, particask whether it can be better than it is,
ularly among intellectuals, even its
even how it might be made better. The
of liberal discussion, values,
friends did not seem to like it too much.
conservatives in our coalition should
and history; and some profound
At best, there was something second
not disqualify these questions but cauand negative lessons from what
best about liberalism. Perhaps it wartion us as we ask and answer them.
came to be known as “really
ranted Forster’s “Two Cheers” 26 or
Liberals and socialists, of course, have
existing socialism.”
Churchill’s ambiguous praise,27 but
strong views on these matters.
scarcely enthusiastic ovation. It was,
Socialism
however, enthusiastically opposed.
Totalitarian regimes attacked virtually every sort of civilized
1. Socialism has fewer methodological lessons of its own to
value, but central and most explicit among the values, practices,
offer than conservatism and liberalism. In the version most
and institutions they attacked were liberal ones. The Nazis’ relafamously tried, we have “seen the future,” and it didn’t work.
tionship to German conservatism and conservatives was at best
Yoked to our International, however, socialists have absorbed
ambiguous. They were radical and fanatical, and they deformed
from conservatism the dangers of unrestrained idealism and the
conservative values, but they were not opposed to all of them.
temper of certainty in politics; from liberalism the importance
They hated and destroyed democracy, but Hitler was voted into
of liberal discussion, values, and history; and some profound
office. They hated communists and social democrats, but they
and negative lessons from what came to be known as “really
were after all National Socialists. Their relationship to liberalexisting socialism.”
ism, however, was uncompicated. They violated every liberal
Some socialists maintain that the failure of Soviet commuvalue, not occasionally or by accident but systematically and
nism tells us nothing about socialism.28 This is nonsense. It canwith pride.
not, of course, tell us that every conceivable form of socialism
Communism was deeply anti-conservative, at least until it
must be unsatisfactory. It does, however, tell us a lot about one
seemed firmly entrenched. But communism was not at war with
form, and one that has the distinct disadvantage of having existed.
conservatism in the same way that it was with liberalism. For
And as the Russian (ex-communist) liberal, Aleksandr Tsipko,
in the Marxist understanding, conservatism was already doomed
put it in exemplary conservative terms: “Hope is in general not
by history. It simply could not withstand the relentlessly
an argument in scientific debate.”29 It also tells us that unrechangeful force of bourgeois modernity. But at the level of idestrained pursuit of some ambitions deep in socialist traditions,
ology, liberalism was bourgeois modernity. And communism—
among them levelling and indeed “liberating” ones, have
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terrible consequences, and that others, such as comprehensive
Industrial Revolution, and it is arguably true of the new class
planning and statism, have nothing good to be said for them.
that the French call les exclus, formed by the post-industrial and
And it tells us this at every level: in economic terms, in terms
global economic transformations of the world today.
of quality of life, in terms of freedom, and in terms of human
Many people will suffer, as many people always have suffered,
dignity. Also, I believe that it tells us some deep and deeply
for reasons which have nothing to do with individual worth or
unpalatable things about the ambitions and implications of the
desert. Under no illusions that they can (or even should try to)
30
thought of the greatest socialist of all—Karl Marx.
relieve them all, Conservative-Liberal-Socialism is concerned to
From these sources Conservative-Liberal-Socialists derive
address such sufferings and the indignities associated with them.
skepticism about transformative projects, loathing of monopoly
They consider unemployment, for example, a matter of moral,
state control, and an appreciation of civil society, with its undinot merely electoral, responsibility for governments. They also
rected complexity, its tolerance of free and open discussion, its
reject the claims of some libertarians that the very idea of redismarkets, and its multiple sources of power and independence.
tribution is immoral, though they are not as confident as socialThese are things they now share with their coalition partners.
ists-without-adjectives once were about how it might be done.
Yet they also believe that the lessons
In a democracy, we have, of course,
of Soviet socialism can be overextended
purely prudential reasons to seek the
and oversold and that part of what is
relief of exclusion and disadvantage.
In
a
democracy,
we
have,
of
valuable about reflection on the Soviet
After all, even the most vulnerable peocourse, purely prudential reasons
case is to realize what are not useful
ple vote, and continually disaffected and
to seek the relief of exclusion and
analogies, rather than merely what are,
excluded members of a society can
disadvantage.
After
all,
even
the
what are the sources of difference as
cause crime, violence, fear, and other
most vulnerable people vote, and
well as of similarity. There are profound
sorts of trouble. They might also cause
continually
disaffected
and
differences, for example, between the
moral unease among the better placed.
excluded members of a society
pursuit of social democratic aims within
But the reasons go deeper. Conservaa liberal democracy and the destruction
tive-Liberal-Socialism goes beyond concan cause crime, violence, fear,
of such a democracy, allegedly to furservative-liberalism in seeking to blend
and other sorts of trouble.
ther those aims. This is so even if one
liberal democracy with public social
can say of both that they involved a
responsibility. The conditions of flourcommitment to some form of social jusishing membership in a society should
tice and they envisaged a significant role for the state in attainextend, as much as possible, and consistent with other values, to
ing it.
all its members, and those conditions can be extensive, for they
Some liberals (or in the United States, libertarians) who spurn
include health, education, relief from poverty and potentially
our coalition, for example Hayek, have predicted a slippery slope
many other forms of support. They also include liberty under
from pursuit of social justice with the aid of state intervention
law, which is rarely uniformly spread through a society. They are
to Soviet-style despotism. It is therefore worth remembering that
among the conditions necessary for a life of dignity, for incluno society has ever slid down that slope. No communist state
sion in a society, for satisfying connection and participation of
ever began as a welfare state in decline, and no welfare state has
citizens as moral equals in a society’s affairs. Remedying conever delivered the comprehensive political, moral, economic, and
ditions that disable some of us from enjoying these conditions
ecological degradation that communist states did. On the conis properly the concern of all of us, or at least of our political
trary, Conservative-Liberal-Socialism is a partisan of existing
representatives who are supposed, after all, to represent all of us.
liberal polities, which are among the striking success stories of
3. Moving from aims to means, Conservative-Liberalthe last century. Yet these polities, at the moments of their greatSocialism is conscious that history is rich with examples of bad
est success, were liberal social democracies, with government
things done in the sincere pursuit of what appear to be good
activity and welfare services greater than have ever existed in
motives. I have spoken of socialism at its best, but socialism was
the history of the world. One can say that they would have done
often not at its best and life under what used to be called “real
better if they had never been welfare states at all; but then, as
socialism” was commonly as bad as could be. Since it is conserconservatives know, one can say anything.
vative and liberal, Conservative-Liberal-Socialism can never con2. At its best, socialism was the product of a moral concern
template treating people as pawns to be moved around at will to
for the plight of people whose condition was a product of forces
satisfy some Procrustean fantasy. That is an offence both to liblarger than them, with consequences often inescapable by them.
erty and dignity. In any event Procrustean social engineering has
That was true of the new class of workers formed by the
shown itself spectacularly unsuccessful in attaining its self-
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appointed tasks, let alone at minimizing “collateral damage.”
or civil society, or at best a necessary evil. The state is a hetIt has been a deep, and at times tragic, conceit of transforerogeneous category, and some forms of it are a necessary good.
mative projects, to believe that decent ends naturally spawn the
Many states do evil as a matter of course, and even adequate
means to achieve them and that these can be used without cost
states commonly do much that they shouldn’t or worse than they
to other important values. There is no reason in principle or expeshould. But the important distinctions among states are qualitarience to believe that. A prudent investor would believe the oppotive,34 and we are only beginning to make them. One difference
site. At least he would hedge. Yet many optimists about the
is between states which effectively own the whole of the econwelfare state, let alone more ambitious rivals on the left, rested
omy, polity, administration, and in effect society, and those
with just that questionable assumption.
that act within and alongside a civil society that contains many
The state has been the repository of many dubious dreams.
other and powerful actors, and which is undergirded—indispenSome social democrats were confident that, once captured, the
sably so—by an effective state, sufficiently strong to do what
state would work like a perfect, frictionless machine to attain
only it can do.
the ends for which it was designed. At this time of day such
Again, some states can pulverise subjects without resistance,
optimism seems a little quaint. These are obvious truths to conbut no matter whom they shoot, the societies are still weak, uncoservative liberal social democrats, but
operative and unproductive, and ultiunfortunately they have not always been
mately so are the states. On the other
obvious to everyone.
hand, there are states that contribute to
Even “simply” keeping the peace
And yet, they can be misconstrued,
and draw upon the resources of hugely
is no small matter, and in modern
and have been in many liberal attacks
productive societies and help these
conditions
strong
and
effective
states
on socialism. Not only do some such
resources to be put to good ends,
are needed to do it. This is evidenced
attacks misconstrue “socialism at its
though they find killing their citizens
by
the
difficulty
of
restoring
peace
best,” but they also get liberalism itself
hard. These capacities and incapacities
in societies in which states have
wrong. For liberalism, and the flourishare related, and unsurprisingly, Concollapsed or have become too
ing civil societies that Conservativeservative-Liberal-Socialism favors those
weak
to
keep
it.
Liberal-Socialism looks to, require
of the second sort. It was, after all, born
strong and effective states.31 What they
in states of the other kind.
don’t need is arbitrary, capricious,
Conclusion
despotic states, or states that overreach
themselves. No more, though, do they need weak or ineffective
Whoever reads this far might, I fear, have difficulty choosones.
ing between two alternatives, neither of which commends itself
Even “simply” keeping the peace is no small matter, and in
to me: Either the combination I advance is impossible, or it is
modern conditions strong and effective states are needed to do
banal. (It could, of course, be both, but that also doesn’t comit. This is evidenced by the difficulty of restoring peace in socimend itself.) Either it is unrealizable (or not worth realizing), or
eties in which states have collapsed or have become too weak to
so obvious that it goes without saying.
keep it. And if we explore what else we value that depends on a
To treat these unappetizing alternatives in turn, it seems to
state that is effective and strong, the list becomes long and comme possible, indeed sensible, to value the conservative temper
plex. It certainly includes markets, private property, and civil
and traditions, to feel some respect for complex social institusocieties, which are so often wrongly seen as alternatives to
tions, to participate in liberal discussion and applaud liberal valstrong and effective states, though in fact they depend upon them.
ues, to abhor socialism without adjectives but support public
Moreover, as the World Bank has started to remind us, and persocial responsibility. So it is possible and sensible to support
haps itself,32 if economic and other social development is to be
Conservative-Liberal-Socialism. There are, of course, tensions
successful, there is a lot that governments need to do. Not merely
between an uncompromising commitment to certain elements
to make and enforce laws, but also to invest in basic social servof the position, say the conservative disposition, and an uncomices and infrastructure, to protect the vulnerable and to protect
promising commitment to other elements, say the liberal demand
the environment. They shouldn’t do everything themselves,
for reasoned public justification. Thus I have sought to suggest
indeed there are excellent reasons why they shouldn’t even dream
why both a conservative disposition and liberal discussion conof it, but they have a responsibility to provide many conditions
tribute to political understanding, though neither is sufficient
without which it is simply impossible for such things to be done.33
on its own or at all times. That is why, though they are in potenOne should, then, avoid the mistake, often made by libertartial tension with each other, we need both. So too with conserians, of seeing “the state” as inevitably the enemy of liberalism
vative and liberal values, liberal and social democratic values,
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conservative and social democratic values. Tensions are not necessarily what Marxists gleefully called “contradictions,” which
can only be dealt with by systemic change. Some we can resolve,
others we just have to live and deal with continuously. And if it
were to turn out that no truly seamless and tension-free political theory can be made out of Conservative-Liberal-Socialism,
a conservative liberal socialist could live with that, too.
Conservative-Liberal-Socialism has no algorithms for practical decision. Since no one has, it is none the worse for that. At
best, like conservatism, liberalism, and social democracy themselves, Conservative-Liberal-Socialism identifies and clarifies
important values in play and suggests some useful ways and considerations with which to think about them. No general complex
of values can dictate how they are to be applied to particulars.
Anyone familiar with law is familiar with the problem. However
strong the values, they will be engaged and refracted in varying
ways by the circumstances in which they are invoked, and often
they will clash, either in principle or in practice or both. There
is no escape from the need for deliberation, choice, and judgment. That is why on any particular issue conservatives can be
found arguing not just against non-conservatives but with each
other, as can liberals, and social democrats. So will conservative liberal socialists.
As for banality, there is a sense in which I hope it is so. Part
of my aim is to dissolve artificial or overblown antitheses, by
stressing the extent to which what we already know or want overflows them. Policy choices might well be miscast if too quickly
boxed into one or another allegedly distinct and self-sufficient,
worse still exhaustive or exclusive, style or tradition of political
thought. Each of the traditions represented in ConservativeLiberal-Socialism has distinctive themes and preoccupations. To
gauge the power of these concerns, it is often good to go to the
source. Even if we emerge impressed, however, we should not
feel obliged either to stay there and go native, or to camouflage
and strain our eclecticism to make it salonfähig somewhere else.
Nor should we fear becoming all things to all people. Even
if the three factions of Conservative-Liberal-Socialism come to
agreement, they will still have more than enough enemies to go
around. Among them will be fundamentalists, in all three camps,
who feel betrayed. Of course, CLS might be accused of “cherry
picking” the congenial and compatible aspects from each of its
component traditions, leaving behind just what makes them
objectionable and should not be touched. I would advise members to plead guilty to this charge but not to feel guilty. After all,
if the cherries are nice, why not pick them? If they go well
together, why not mix them? And if some of their neighbors are
rotten, why not leave them to rot? Conservative-liberalism has
more to offer contemporary debate than unconservative liberalism or illiberal conservatism. Blended with carefully picked elements of social democracy, it offers a promising route back to
the future.35
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