
Introduction

After the destruction of the World Trade Center in September

2001, Western political leaders agreed that the terrorists had

attacked everything their civilisation stood for. When they

recited their list of threatened values, the same words and

phrases turned up again and again: democracy, freedom of

speech, tolerance, etc. Although the ruling parties in different

countries bore a variety of names, under the pressure of events

they had lined up to claim membership of the same ideological

family. The values they named were all highly characteristic of

liberalism.

The claim that liberalism is the presiding spirit in Western pol-

itics and society will be familiar to most students of ideology.

John Gray, for example, has written that liberalism is ‘the politi-

cal theory of modernity’.1 According to Richard Bellamy, ‘From

New Right Conservatives to democratic socialists, it seems that

we are all liberals now’.2 Anyone who doubts these judgements

should remember that over the past two centuries Western

states have adopted the procedures of liberal democracy — the

ones which, we are told, were attacked on September 11. Those

procedures have not become prevalent throughout the West by

accident, but because of the success of liberal ideas. And since

we operate within a framework of liberal institutions, it is hardly

surprising that we have also adopted the vocabulary of liberal-

ism. Political parties across the West have come to resemble each

other — both within and across national boundaries. But the
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influence of liberalism has extended far beyond politics. It

informs even the mundane activities of the lives we lead within a

liberal economic order.

However, events since September 11 have demonstrated that

a liberal consensus is no guarantee of unanimity, even on issues

of fundamental principle. People with impeccable liberal cre-

dentials have argued passionately on both sides of the case for

war on Iraq. In Britain, tough new anti-terrorist laws have been

introduced, the right to trial by jury is under threat, and before

long we are likely to be issued with identity cards. Some critics

have accused New Labour of deserting the liberal stance it

adopted in opposition. In reply, the government insists that it is

only taking the necessary steps to preserve a liberal society

through a time of crisis. As a reliable press supporter has argued,

‘Better a five-minute wait or an ID card than a bomb’.3

Important though they are, these debates are not the central

concern of this essay. I want to remind readers that a schism

could be detected in liberal ranks long before September 2001. I

call the rival camps ‘fleshed-out’ and ‘hollowed-out’ liberalism.

The former retains a close resemblance to the ideas of the great-

est liberal thinkers, who were optimistic about human nature

and envisaged a society made up of free, rational individuals,

respecting themselves and others. The latter, by contrast, satis-

fies no more than the basic requirements of liberal thought. It

reduces the concepts of reason and individual fulfilment to the

lowest common denominator, identifying them with the pursuit

of short-term material self-interest. For the hollowed-out liberal,

other people are either means to an end, or obstacles which must

be shunted aside. Instead of an equality of respect, this is more

like equality of contempt. But from the point of view of liberal

theory, all that really matters is that other people are treated

equally.4

When we say that liberalism is dominant in the West, I believe

that we are referring to this hollow form. It is the presiding spirit

of the media, which shapes so much of our thinking even if we
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are often unconscious of its effects. The advertising industry

would collapse without it. Increasingly it provides political

debate with its underlying assumptions. And its influence over

society as a whole can only come at the expense of the fleshed-

out version. Those who try to organise their lives around long-

term expectations find it hard to cling to their views when they

think that people around them are driven by the desire for

immediate gratification. Unless they possess unusual resolve,

they will have to act in accordance with the prevailing mood;

and experience will sap them of the optimism which is essential

to their beliefs. It only requires a few concrete examples of

hypocrisy and deceit to make us wary of new acquaintances;

and, in time, we even begin to worry about the motivations of

our ‘nearest and dearest’. Thus the success of hollowed-out lib-

eralism has a tendency to reinforce itself. Social life becomes a

series of tentative encounters, and white-collar work consists of

dreary routine punctuated by fruitless bonding sessions.

Some argue that the triumph of hollow liberalism is inevita-

ble. It seems highly appropriate for fast-changing times, charac-

terised by economic and emotional insecurity. In recent years we

have indeed seen the emergence of a new hollow vocabulary —

management-speak, political correctness, and the various dis-

courses of ‘choice’. But Westerners need more than this. More

than ever, they are searching for reassurance that they are right

as well as rich. After 9/11, their politicians were forced to

address this question. Despite the feverish atmosphere of the

time, they still sounded unconvincing as they testified to the glo-

ries of Western civilisation. It was too obvious that there was a

mismatch between the panegyric and its object. Their slogans

were borrowed from the great tradition of fleshed-out liberal-

ism; but they were using them to praise hollow societies.

Rather than being a convenient counterpart to a consumerist

society, hollowed-out liberalism is beginning to look like an

unsavoury relic of the Cold War. Until the collapse of the Com-

munist bloc, Western leaders could afford to talk in clichés

because they knew that the ‘battle of ideas’ was being decided by

economic growth-rates. Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher

got away with it; but George W. Bush and Tony Blair are fighting
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a very different war, which cannot be won without a meaningful

moral vision. It will be some time before another British political

party embarks on a dubious war after blabbering on about the

‘ethical dimension’ to its foreign policy.

Bush and Blair are also fighting their war in a different con-

text. In Britain we have just celebrated twenty-five years of hire-

and-fire capitalism. It has survived almost as long as the ‘mixed

economy’ which preceded it. Although the pace of contempo-

rary life is a deterrent to serious reflection, there is evidence that

many people are beginning to take stock. Even if we accept that

the philosophy of selfishness has played a significant role in

boosting average living standards in the West, our relative suc-

cess in this sphere has given us a unique opportunity to wonder

if selfishness is all that life has to offer. It provides us with the

chance to see that hollowed-out liberalism is more than just a

libel on human nature. It is also contradictory and self-defeating.

It can only find a semblance of moral justification in ideas and

slogans which rightly belong to an older and better tradition.

The more often we hear them, the more we recognise that they

are being taken out of their proper context.

This is a polemical essay, not a systematic treatise. It is not the

place to attempt a complete explanation of our current predica-

ment. My objective is simply to point out some of the contradic-

tions of hollowed-out liberalism, as they are beginning to affect

British society. I argue that this form of liberalism is like the

snake which tried to swallow its tail. It is doomed by its combi-

nation of insulting presuppositions about human nature, and an

inability to look beyond short-term interests. Its internal logic

makes it grasp at expedients which only make things worse.

Thus senior politicians respond to voter apathy with spin,

sound-bites and slurs on their opponents. Newspaper editors

worried about falling circulation dig deeper into the private

lives of celebrities, eroding public interest in the celebrity culture

which provides them with most of their ‘news’. And in their

quest to ensnare the hollow viewer, television executives com-

mission a stream of ‘reality’ programmes which prove that real-

ity in a hollow society is irredeemably tedious and unwatchable.
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Things are likely to get worse before they improve, but I

believe that the snake of hollowed-out liberalism is coming

towards the end of its last meal. The rate of ingestion has cer-

tainly been increasing, and the gap between rhetoric and reality

is now too glaring to ignore. In case the reader thinks that this

perception is the product of wishful thinking on my part, I

should explain that I have serious reservations about both forms

of liberalism. I do not think that the disappearance of the snake

will be followed by the enthronement of fleshed-out rationality

and a new age of mutual respect. I am a partisan in this matter

because I believe that a liberal society which bears a closer

approximation to its stated principles is the best practicable

option in our present circumstances. The only imaginable alter-

native is some kind of authoritarian regime. The longer we allow

our elected leaders and self-appointed oracles to persist with

their hollow assumptions about human nature, the more likely

we are to lose the form as well as the substance of a liberal

society.

Some readers might find the present argument excessively

parochial. Hollowed-out liberalism might not have swept over

the whole world, but since the end of the Cold War it has made

significant advances from its North American and Western

European heartlands. If it seems on the point of destroying itself

over here, we might expect to trace similar developments in

other countries. We could, for example, take a critical look at the

attempts to engraft liberalism in the former countries of the

Soviet bloc; the abuse of human rights at Guantanamo Bay; or

the assault on a pluralist media conducted by Tony Blair’s inti-

mate friend, Signor Berlusconi. What about the phenomenon of

‘globalisation’, which has drawn diverse groups into a struggle

once monopolised by Marxists? And there must be room for an

account of climate change, which hollowed-out liberals are try-

ing to address by using lead-free petrol on their unnecessary car

journeys. Surely this is the biggest contradiction of all, in which

consumerist individualism is doing its best to ensure that there

will soon be no living individuals?

The scope of the essay does not allow for detailed consider-

ation of these issues. Although it has a fairly narrow focus, I
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hope that it develops some arguments which have a bearing on

the larger questions. Above all, it is a challenge to fleshed-out

liberals who must be feeling confused and beaten in the Britain

of today. Western liberalism really is under attack: but its

half-faced friends are more dangerous than its avowed enemies.

When the snake finally swallows its tail we will depend on the

true believers to throw off their lethargy and step into the void.
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