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Introduction 

 
This booklet gives an introduction to a range of commonly used political terms. It is intended to give an 
overview of different ideological positions, explaining how various bodies of thought approach the question of 
how society should be organised. The focus throughout is on the philosophical roots of terms like ‘liberalism’, 
‘anarchism’ and ‘nationalism’, looking at what arguments those who identify with these positions have made. 
Because of this angle, little reference is made to the actions of politicians or political parties, and more on the 
thinkers whose ideas have inspired them, whether directly or indirectly. A further consequence of this 
approach is a dominance of ‘dead white guys’ as reference points. 
 
For the most part, I have attempted to define and illustrate terms where they are first used, with key ideas 
indicated by bold text. However, there are points in the booklet where a more detailed account of a term is 
explained later on. I don’t think this happens too often. If it does, my editing’s not as good as I think it is. 
Apologies. 
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Ideology 

 
What is meant by the term political ideology? Here are two accounts of it: 
 
(1) 
Ideology: Any comprehensive or mutually consistent set of ideas by which a social group makes sense of the 
world may be referred to as an ideology… An ideology needs to provide some explanation of how things have 
come to be as they are, [and] some indication of where they are going (to provide a guide to action)… The term 
has had very variable connotations, and at least in its dominant sense it has been necessarily pejorative, a term 
always to be used of the ideas of others, never of one’s own. For some, notably Marxists, ideology has generally 
been used to describe the world-view of the dominant. 
 
(2) 
[Ideology] includes a theory of society, with some explanation of the true nature of how people live in society 
and how society has developed. 
Ideologies that challenge the existing order offer a critique of existing society. Those that oppose change offer 
critiques of those movements that oppose change. 
Ideologies develop a vision of how they believe future society should be. This may be a specific blueprint, or it 
could be a partial idea which includes generalised aims based on fixed principles. 
 
From these definitions, it can be said that some of what ideologies do is descriptive, in that they provide an 
account of how things are in a political sense, and/or how they were in the past or could be in the future. For 
instance, different ideologies might describe the relationship between the social classes in different ways, or 
offer alternative explanations of how wealth is distributed in a society. 
 
However, another role that ideologies have is a normative one, in that they are concerned with how things 
should be. In other words, ideologies can and often do take a moral position on what is and is not politically 
justified. For instance, they might make the judgment that the current political system needs to be abandoned 
for a more preferable one, or they might argue for particular guiding principles to decide when it is right to go 
to war. 
 
 

Mapping ideologies – the political spectrum 

 
Various attempts have been made to ‘map’ political ideologies. The goal in doing this is to show the 
relationship between ideologies, to visually represent their similarities and differences with each other.  
 
 

The linear spectrum 

 
The linear spectrum places ideologies in a line, from far left to far right: 
 
       

Communism Socialism  Liberalism  Conservatism Fascism 

Left-wing   Centrist   Right-wing 

 
This is perhaps the most common, ‘traditional’ method of mapping ideologies. However, it has come under 
criticism for being too simplistic, and not accounting for different varieties of thought within ideologies – ones 
that would not necessarily be placed in the same relationship as is currently shown. For example, it was felt 
there were many similarities between certain types of authoritarian/state communism and fascism, which this 
linear arrangement fails to represent. 
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The horseshoe spectrum 

 
In response to criticisms such as this, the horseshoe spectrum was devised. One of its stated advantages over 
the linear spectrum is its closer placing of communism and fascism: 
 

Left-wing 

Communism 

 

 

 

 

 

Socialism 

 
Liberalism 

Centrist 

Right-wing 

Fascism 

 

 

 

 

 

Conservatism 

 
Despite this, the horseshoe spectrum was still felt to be deficient in other areas. A key problem, as with the 
linear spectrum, is it still does not show the possible varieties within different ideologies, and finds no place for 
anarchism. 
 
 

The two-dimensional spectrum 

 
As can be seen below, the two-dimensional spectrum is more complicated than the others. However, it has 
been argued to overcome some of the major limitations associated with the linear and horseshoe spectra. In 
the two-dimensional spectrum, ideologies are placed according to their position on these issues: 
 
Economic issues – those relating to the distribution of resources and the freedom of businesses – are mapped 
on the left/right axis. 
 
Social issues – those relating to government intervention in our lives on social matters (not related to 
business) – are mapped on the authoritarian/libertarian axis. 
 
As a result of ordering ideological positions in such a way, the two-dimensional spectrum gives particular 
meanings to the following terms, which are not necessarily captured in the two previous approaches: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



[5] 

 

Authoritarianism is associated with: 
Greater government power 

Fewer social freedoms e.g. relating to speech, protest, religion, lifestyle, choice 
More positive attitudes to nationalism and patriotism 

More negative attitudes to multiculturalism and diversity 
Greater focus on punishment in criminal justice 

A view that human nature is fixed and/or irrational 

 
Extreme authoritarian positions can be described as ‘fascist’ 

Left-wing is 
associated with: 
 
More equal 
distribution of 
resources and wealth 
 
Emphasis on the 
interests of the 
working classes 
 
Fewer economic 
freedoms e.g. free 
trade, deregulation 
 
A view that human 
nature is collectivist – 
we benefit from and 
are reliant on others 
 
Far-left positions 
can be described as 
‘communist’ 

        Right-wing is 
associated with: 
 
Equal distribution of 
resources and wealth 
not being necessary 
 
Emphasis on the 
interests of the 
middle/upper classes 
 
Greater economic 
freedoms 
 
A view that human 
nature is 
individualist or 
‘atomist’ – we are 
self-reliant and 
benefit from being 
left to shape our own 
lives 
 
Far-right positions 
can be described as 
‘capitalist’ 

  

  

Authoritarian 

left 

   

Authoritarian 

right 

 

    

          

          

  

Libertarian 

left 

   

Libertarian 

right 

 

    

        

  

Libertarianism is associated with: 
Less government power 
Greater social freedoms 

More negative attitudes to nationalism and patriotism 
More positive attitudes to multiculturalism and diversity 

Greater focus on rehabilitation in criminal justice 
A view that human nature is plastic and/or rational 

 
Extreme libertarian positions can be described as ‘anarchist’ 

 
In deciding where to place ideologies on the two-dimensional spectrum, it is necessary to look at to what 
extent they agree with the oppositional views of authoritarianism/libertarianism and left-wing/right-wing. The 
more strongly the views of one of these ‘sides’ is held, the further along that axis they will be placed. For 
example, if you were to agree that criminals should be punished very harshly, this would pull you towards 
authoritarianism. If you also agreed that human nature was rational, this would pull you back towards 
libertarianism. If you firmly agreed with all of the positions of the right-wing, it is likely you would find yourself 
somewhere at the very edge of that axis. 
 
The diagram below charts the different ideologies referred to in this booklet. Putting them anywhere is 
contentious, and my placement of them in these, or any other positions, will certainly cause disagreement 
among some. My main concern here has been to put them in relation to each other – for instance, to show 
whether one ideology can be considered more libertarian or right-wing that a competing ideology. 
Furthermore, the area on the spectrum in which ideology appears relates to the range of views which people 
who identify within a particular ideology tend to express. For example, those who refer to themselves as 
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Marxists are largely united on broad economic issues, but there is a greater range of thought amongst them 
with regard to the legitimacy of authoritarianism (or lack of it).  
 
Aside from this, other difficulties still face the two-dimensional spectrum, despite it being preferable to the 
linear and horseshoe approaches. To take one example, approval of economic protectionism is typically taken 
to be left-wing, as it is preventing businesses and organisations from operating under a free market. 
Protectionism will be likely to involve some form of enforced restriction with regard to trade, favouring some 
institutions over others e.g. tax breaks, production quotas, tariffs, guaranteed custom, injections of 
government funding, an economic law that applies to some but not to all. As also noted, support for the 
working classes and a preference for economic equality are also taken to be left-wing positions. But if all this is 
the case, where should we position a support of protectionist measures which favour the rich? The current 
issue of ‘workfare’ is a good example, in which companies are provided with government assistance in the 
form of unpaid labour, with those so employed having to take on these roles or risk losing their benefit 
payments. Another example is that of economic bail-outs for failing banks. Both instances are clearly 
protectionist, impeding capitalism in its purest form, where businesses succeed or fail on their own abilities to 
attract custom, but it is difficult to claim they are serving working class interests. Should examples such as 
these be therefore considered left-wing or right-wing? Perhaps these terms are insufficiently simple when 
attempting to label cases such as these. 
 
Finally, another example of a potential problem for the two-dimensional spectrum is that it allows us to 
conceive of left-wing and right-wing versions of both fascism and anarchism. This has produced some 
controversy. For example, some communists have argued fascism can only exist within the context of 
capitalism, and some leftist anarchists have argued all talk of ‘right-wing anarchism’ is incoherent. I won’t go 
into any more detail on these arguments here, but it is worth noting that if they are correct, the two-
dimensional spectrum needs still further adjustment. 
 

 

1 – FASCISM 
2 – CONSERVATISM: 
paternalist 
conservatism 
3- CONSERVATISM: 
traditional 
conservatism 
4 – CONSERVATISM: 
The New Right 
5 – SOCIALISM: social 
democracy 
6 – LIBERALISM: 
modern liberalism 
7 – LIBERALISM: 
classical liberalism 
8 – LIBERALISM: neo-
liberalism 
9 – SOCIALISM: 
Marxism 
10 – ANARCHISM: 
anarcho-
communism, 
anarcho-syndicalism 
11 – ANARCHISM: 
anarcho-capitalism 
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Human nature 

 
Human nature is a term that gets used a lot in moral and political arguments, so it is important to recognise 
what it refers to. If something is part of human nature, then it is a psychological and/or behavioural 
characteristic that all humans are predisposed towards. This means that with other influences removed from 
their lives, people will veer towards this way of thinking or acting. Furthermore, it is often argued that if 
something is human nature, then people are more likely to act in this way than any other, and/or that it 
motivates their actions even when they profess otherwise. 
 
A key area of disagreement is the extent to which human nature is rational. In this context, rationality can 
refer to our ability to correctly identify what our needs or desires are, and to work out how best to fulfil them. 
Another way of putting this is to say that if we are rational, we will make and act on good choices, and if we 
are irrational, we will not. 
 
Human nature can be argued to be fixed, meaning it is an unchangeable feature of humanity, or plastic, 
meaning it is a malleable thing which can change at different times and in different places. For example, the 
effects of our upbringing, culture and social/economic environment could be argued to have this effect. A 
further option is to deny the existence of human nature altogether, perhaps arguing that each individual 
chooses their own character – a viewpoint supported by the philosophical position known as ‘existentialism’. 
 
 

The state of nature 

 
The term state of nature refers to life without a government, and is often specifically used to refer to how 
human life was before states were formed. Therefore, to imagine the state of nature, we imagine away 
government, meaning there is no state, and consequently no such thing as the law, judiciary or police. 
 
A key reason why ideologies are concerned with what the state of nature might be like is because it can 
provide us with an insight regarding to what extent human life can function without a government. Someone's 
view about what the state of nature is like will be strongly influenced by how they conceive of human nature. 
For example, those who hold a positive view of human nature – perhaps claiming it is rational  – are likely to 
argue the state of nature isn't a wholly terrible place to live, and are also likely to believe giving power to the 
government needs strong justification. Conversely, those who hold a negative conception of human nature – 
perhaps claiming it is irrational – are likely to argue the state of nature is an unpleasant place to live, and are 
also likely to believe governments should hold stronger levels of power. 
 
In connection with this, someone's view of what human nature and the state of nature are like will also very 
likely influence what laws, if any, they think should be made. For instance, if someone believes human nature 
to be fixedly irrational and self-interested, they may well believe the law should be restrictive, and also firmly 
enforced, because the way that people are means they need to be strongly controlled.  
 
When we consider what the state of nature is like, this also helps us to consider why states were originally 
formed, whether it was right that this happened, and whether the states we have now are fulfilling their 
original purpose. Are they, for example, too restrictive, or perhaps too permissive, in what they allow us to do? 
Are the laws that states uphold necessary and justified? 
 
It is further worth noting the difference between the state of nature and the state, which refers to a society 
which has a government, meaning there will be such things as geographical borders placing it apart from other 
states, and also laws which are made and enforced. Further discussion of states, nations, and nation states can 
be found below. 
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Capitalism 

 
As noted above, political ideologies involve economic as well as social arguments. Given its predominance in 
the modern Western world, these frequently involve an analysis of capitalism. This term refers to a type of 
economic system, meaning it is concerned with how resources are distributed within society. The term 
‘capital’ itself typically refers to property or assets held. 
 
A central idea of capitalism is that the production and distribution of resources should be in the hands of 
privately operating individuals and organisations, and not the government. The term private here does not 
mean secretive, but simply that everything is paid for and managed by people who are not acting as part of the 
state. In other words, businesses owned by ‘ordinary’ people, not some governmental department. In 
contrast, an organisation that produces products or services that is run by the state is often referred to as 
being public. 
 
As well as this, capitalism argues people should be free to invest in businesses, meaning they put forward 
some of their money in support of it. This will generally involve becoming a shareholder, meaning someone 
investing in a business, having purchased a ‘share’ of it. Often, people who invest a significant amount of 
money in a business will have some say over how it is run – after all, they’re paying for it! 
 
If private individuals find their businesses and investments make money, capitalism argues they should keep 
the profits. If their businesses and investments lose money, the owners and investors should be financially 
responsible for these consequences as well. Capitalism argues this system of potential rewards and risks is 
good, because it encourages those making products and services in their businesses to do everything they can 
to ensure a profit is made. To do this, it is argued they must produce high quality products and services, so that 
people will want to buy them, resulting in profitability for the shareholders.  
 
This is said to encourage competition between businesses, which is argued to have significant benefits for 
everyone. Because a business offering product or service x is unlikely to be the only business doing so, 
capitalists argue that this competitive system encourages them not only to make a customer-enticing, high 
quality x, but also to offer it at a better price to other businesses who also offer x. Their doing this will then 
encourage other businesses to either create an even better quality x, and/or sell it at an even more 
competitive price. With this system in operation, it is said to result in people (or, more specifically, consumers) 
getting high quality, affordable products and services. 
 
Capitalists argue this creates an efficient system of supply and demand, meaning businesses are responsive to 
what products and services people want. Where there is a demand for something, businesses will be 
encouraged to supply it, at competitive prices. The argued benefit of this is that people motivated by self-
interest – manifested in the desire to make money, in order to better their economic level – contribute to the 
well-being of society, as they are responsive to the will of the people. Simply put, what the public wants, 
capitalism provides, for a price. 
 
A commonly held capitalist argument is sometimes referred to as the sovereign consumer. This is a view of 
humans which argues we are able to identify what we want to become happier, and make the appropriate, 
informed economic decisions to achieve it. For instance, we might identify that we would like to go swimming 
more often, so we look around the market for those businesses who are offering swimming services, and we 
then make the informed decision as to which of these competing offers is the best one to take advantage of. 
Another example is of a consumer who concludes that they would prefer more free time instead of being at 
work, and so, having rationally weighed up the two courses of action, decides to exchange greater wealth for 
more time off. 
 
In capitalist societies, how much a product or service costs is essentially determined by what people are willing 
to pay for it. Because people have a limit on what they are willing to spend on various things, it is argued this 
further encourages businesses to offer good prices, as if they don’t do this, they will find their profits falling 
because people choose not to consume what they have to offer.  
 



[9] 

 

It is worth noting that this does not mean that all products and services up for purchase in a capitalist 
economy are going to be cheap and within the price range of everyone. Basic, low budget items will certainly 
exist (e.g. supermarket own brand foods, budget clothing), with the price set by what people are willing to pay 
for those kind of things. More high-end, expensive products and services will also be on offer (e.g. gourmet 
meals, designer clothing), with the same principle ensuring that their price is determined by what people are 
willing to pay.  
 
Capitalists have often argued this system is also an inherently democratic one. An analogy can be drawn 
between people purchasing products and services and people voting. In effect, making a purchase ‘votes’ for 
what the business is offering. Businesses that get enough of these purchases/votes do well, and therefore 
continue to exist. Businesses that don’t get enough support in this way will fail. Consequently, businesses are 
compelled to appeal to public demand. In other words, successful businesses become that way because they 
have the support of the populace. 
 
A common idea that features in writings on capitalism is that of a ‘pure’ capitalist society. This involves having 
what is known as a free market. In a genuinely free market economy, the government stays out of the way of 
business, avoiding regulation, meaning laws that restrict what businesses can do. Other terms used to 
describe a free market include ‘laissez-faire economics’, which literally means ‘allow to do’, and economic 
‘non-interventionism’.  
 
Therefore, in a purely free market economy, there would be no regulations on businesses such as laws limiting 
who they can trade with, what products and services they can offer, how much they can charge or produce, 
how they much they should pay their workers, whether they can form monopolies

1
 (where one business owns 

and/or dominates all of a particular sector e.g. owning all of the newspapers that are produced, or being the 
only provider of education), and what they can say in their advertisements. Furthermore, in a genuinely pure 
form of capitalism, the government would not be providing any services or products either. In other words, 
everything would be created by private companies, not public ones. 
 
Also important to note here is that within a laissez-faire economic system, as well as not restricting what 
private businesses can do, the government would also avoid giving them assistance. This means that 
protectionism, the enacting of policies to support businesses, would not happen. Examples of protectionist 
measures include giving businesses government money (e.g. ‘bailing out’ failing companies), or setting up laws 
that give domestic-run businesses advantages over foreign-run ones. In a pure capitalist system, businesses 
must succeed or fail on their own merits. 
 
A major reason for capitalism’s hostility to the public sector is the argument that it is not as efficient as the 
private sector. It is often claimed that state-run organisations are not motivated by competition and profits, 
and therefore are less compelled to offer high-quality products and services at good prices. 
 
Finally, another feature of capitalist theory is its emphasis on the importance of economic growth. This means 
businesses do not remain stagnant or deteriorate in their profitability, continuing to produce greater and 
greater profits. Capitalists warn that if there is no economic growth, this leads to recession, which has negative 
effects for society as a whole – e.g. mass job losses. 
 
Within the ideologies covered in this booklet, we will see some are in support of a ‘pure’ capitalist system, 
some are happier with a more regulated form of capitalism, and others reject capitalism altogether. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1
 A related term is oligopoly, meaning where a small number of businesses owns and/or dominates all of a 

particular sector. For instance, it can be said there is an oligopoly in banking, supermarkets and the mainstream 

press. 
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Liberalism 

 

Classical liberalism 

 

Classical liberalism typically argues people are naturally rational, being able to work 
out for themselves how best to lead their lives. Furthermore, a just society is one 
where people are free to choose the kind of life they want to lead. However, as 
people are naturally self-interested, we may act in ways which impede on other 
individual’s freedoms. Consequently, we all need protection from the actions of 
others, in order to maximise our own personal freedom. In other words, we should 
have the maximum amount of liberty possible which is compatible with other people 
having the maximum amount of liberty possible.  

Some classical liberals 
Thomas Jefferson 

John Locke 
John Stuart Mill 
Thomas Paine 
Adam Smith 

Herbert Spencer 
Alexis de Tocqueville 

 
This viewpoint leads classical liberals to argue the state should be a kind of neutral umpire, passing and 
upholding laws that grant people the maximum amount of freedom they can possibly have – but not so much 
that anyone else’s freedom is restricted. As this freedom is something all should have equally, the state must 
also be neutral, not favouring any type of person over another. 
 
A key example of such a position can be seen in the writings of John Locke (b. 1632 in Somerset, England d. 
1704 in Essex, England), who argues a key advantage of the classical liberal state over the state of nature is 
that the government is better able to resolve disputes between individuals in an impartial way. This is because 
in the state of nature we are left to resolve disputes ourselves, which means we will lack impartiality, arguing 
from our own vested interests. The neutral umpire of the classical liberal state is there to be detached from 
any disputes, legislating, judging and punishing appropriately. The neutral position of the state here ensures 
any decisions it makes will be fair, and in the interests of those who have been wronged. 
 
Historically, the values of classical liberalism can be seen as a rejection of feudalism. Classical liberals argue 
feudal societies limit freedom, granting some individuals great privileges simply due to an accident of birth. 
Capitalism is argued to be a superior system, as it allows all individuals the chance to succeed on their own 
merits. 
 
Classical liberals often argue we all have rights – for example, the right to freedom or the right to property – 
and that the state’s role should involve protecting these rights. As all liberals regard human nature as rational, 
many of the rights they argue for focus on allowing us to autonomously choose the kind of life we wish to lead. 
Consequently, liberals frequently argue in favour of such things as the right to choose your own religion, the 
right to join a political organisation of your choice, and the right to engage in business transactions with 
others. As it is the duty of the state to protect these rights, any state which fails to do so can be legitimately 
opposed, perhaps even overthrown, by its people. 
 
Through maximising our freedoms, resolving disputes in a neutral way, and upholding our individual rights, 
classical liberals often argue the state can help us to maximise our potential. The state is considered to have 
been created by the people, in order to serve the people. In making these claims, an individualist view of 
human nature can often be seen, with a depiction of a fulfilled human being one who is given the opportunity 
to succeed on their own merits. Classical liberals argue there is not just one single way in which people can 
lead a flourishing, fulfilled life. Therefore, the state should avoid intrusion in our affairs wherever possible. 
 
Furthermore, the role of the state is argued to end here. In other words, the state has no business beyond the 
protection of people’s rights and freedoms. Any further interventionist activity – meaning the passing of laws 
regarding what individuals and businesses can do – is likely to be argued as unjust by classical liberals. They 
argue all states are potentially tyrannical and oppressive, because the power those in control possess can be a 
corrupting influence. Because of this, it is important the powers of the state are restricted, so they cannot be 
abused.  
 
Therefore, classical liberals frequently support limited government, otherwise known as a ‘minimal state’, 
with the powers of the state being restricted to only include what they regard as minimally necessary. For 
instance, Thomas Jefferson (b. 1743 d. 1826 in Virginia, USA) argues ‘That government is best which governs 
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least’. At its most minimal level this will only include services that protect individuals from threats to their 
rights and freedoms that are internal to the state, such as a police force and a judiciary, and also from threats 
external to the state, such as the armed forces. Note that to say a government is ‘limited’ does not mean it will 
be lazy or inactive – securing and maintaining the liberty of the populace is likely to be quite a task. 
 
A key point here is that classical liberalism is in opposition to the state providing further welfare programmes 
for its citizens. For instance, they are resistant to such things as nationalised healthcare and education, and 
state financial support of the unemployed. These measures would have to be funded by taxpayers, which 
infringes on their property rights to keep the products of their own efforts, and furthermore increases the 
power and reach of the government into areas in which it has no business to intrude. 
 
Classical liberals often support constitutionalism, as a state having a constitution means there are clear limits 
to its powers, with rules it must follow. Under a constitution, the rulers of a state cannot make significant 
changes in how a state is run simply because they feel like it. Therefore, constitutions help to prevent the 
state’s powers growing too large. 
 
A further aspect of the classical liberal state taking a neutral position is its commitment to recognising the 
different types of equality people have, and acting accordingly in the laws it passes and its treatment of the 
populace. Classical liberals argue that we all possess foundational equality, meaning we are born equal, and 
should be treated as such – factors such as gender, race, wealth and religion should not be grounds for 
discrimination or a justification for granting particular privileges. Such principles often lead liberals to be 
against dictatorial and monarchical systems, and to favour the separation of church and state. 
 
Classical liberals further argue the state should grant everyone legal equality, meaning everyone is equal 
before the law. Their social position or status should not be an advantage or disadvantage to them should they 
have to go through the legal system. 
 
However, classical liberals do not think the state should enforce economic equality, meaning that everyone 
has the same level of wealth. They often claim that individuals require incentives to work harder. The 
possibility of becoming poor if you don’t work, and the possibility of becoming rich if you do, are considered to 
be powerful motivators. If everyone had economic equality, this incentive would be removed.  
 
Adam Smith (b. 1723 in Kirkcaldy, Scotland d. 1790 in Edinburgh, Scotland) greatly influenced the economic 
arguments of classical liberalism. He reasons that a free trade, laissez-faire approach leads to freedom of 
choice in the marketplace, with workers able to choose who they work for, and consumers able to choose 
from a range of products. Businesses are able to compete with each other, making them create innovative 
products people wish to purchase, and at lower prices to their rivals. This process of supply and demand would 
be like an invisible hand organising society so people get what they want. The way this works is that 
individuals are focused on meeting their own self-interest, which in a capitalist system means they will have to 
provide good products, services or labour to others, so that they receive money in order to meet their needs. 
Because of this desire to fulfil their own needs, people’s pursuit of what is good for them consequently leads 
to good things for everyone, given that others are the beneficiaries of these products, services and labour. 
Classical liberals often argue that if the government avoids heavy economic interventionism, people will 
consequently be able to pursue their natural self-interest, to the benefit of themselves and others. 
 
Further economic inspiration came from Herbert Spencer (b. 1820 in Derby, England d. 1903 in Brighton, 
England) and the theory of social Darwinism. Spencer coined the term ‘survival of the fittest’, arguing that free 
trade results in a form of natural selection, where the talented and hardworking succeed, and the unskilled 
and lazy do not. For a government to step in and allocate resources to those who have not worked for it would 
unjustly disrupt this natural process. Spencer also argues economic inequality is inevitable, so it is a mistake for 
governments to try and change this. 
 
Classical liberalism also has an optimistic attitude towards progress, arguing that through greater freedom, 
new inventions, discoveries and truths will result, to the benefit of humanity as a whole. Such progress is 
argued to be less likely to come about under more authoritarian systems such as feudalism. In connection with 
this, classical liberals often argue in favour of the positive, progressive benefits of all people receiving formal 
education. However, classical liberals such as John Stuart Mill (b. 1806 in London, England d. 1873 in Avignon, 
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France) present arguments against the state having a monopoly on education, as he is concerned this could 
result in the state having too much say on what is considered appropriate subjects of knowledge. A market 
system, offering a range of educational options, is far more preferable. 
 
 

Modern liberalism 

 
Historically, modern liberalism follows classical liberalism, being the most dominant variety from the 1930s 
until the 1970s. With regard to human nature, although modern liberals share the earlier liberal view that we 
are rational and self-interested, they feel by nature we are more collectivist than the classical liberals believe. 
In connection with this, they feel our self-interested nature is not such a controlling force in determining how 
we act, and so are more open to the idea that we can be motivated by altruistic concern for others. 
 
Modern liberals are more critical of capitalism than classical liberals. They argue laissez-faire economics have 
helped to maintain inequalities of wealth, and the state should have a more interventionist economic policy. 
There is the feeling that a gap between rich and poor is not a ‘natural’ phenomenon, and steps should be 
taken against it. Therefore, many modern liberals are opposed to the social Darwinist position of classical 
liberalism, and argue in favour of some degree of economic regulation.  
 
Leonard Trelawny Hobhouse (b. 1864 in Cornwall, England d. 1929 in London, England) holds that while 
liberalism in the 19

th
 century rightly had the focus of liberating the entrepreneur from misguided or oppressive 

government, it was now necessary to liberate the worker and consumer from the tyranny of the capitalist. 
While classical liberals emphasised atomism and personal property rights, Hobhouse supports the state 
working towards common goods as well as individualistic ones. 
 

A further motivating factor for this change of attitude in liberalism 
was the experience of damaging market crashes and recessions in the 
twentieth century, which it was variously felt had either been caused 
by an insufficiently regulated capitalist system and/or had only been 
ultimately overcome through more economically interventionist 
government action. 

Some modern liberals 
Thomas Hill Green 

Leonard Trelawny Hobhouse 
John Maynard Keynes 

Bryan Magee 
John Rawls 

 
Thomas Hill Green (b. 1836 in Yorkshire, England d. 1882 in Oxfordshire, England) feels the focus on profit in 
capitalism has led to economic inequality, and a lack of regulation for businesses allows them to exploit 
workers. In opposition to classical liberals, he argues the choices made in business are not always free and 
voluntary, as often workers have little choice but to accept particular jobs and do what their bosses command 
them to do. Employers have more freedom, as they are often able to choose from a greater number of 
potential workers. This therefore challenges the traditional capitalist view of the sovereign consumer. 
 
Modern liberals argue the economic inequality brought about by unrestrained capitalism means a great many 
people are not truly free. Simply being given equality of opportunity and legal equality does not mean that 
someone born into poverty has as much chance of succeeding as someone born into riches. To help mitigate 
against these disadvantages, modern liberals argue in favour of the welfare state. This involves financial 
assistance being provided for the most disadvantaged, in order to ensure their position does not get so worse 
they are not free to successfully compete in the marketplace alongside everyone else. Such measures are 
funded by progressive taxation, where higher earners pay a proportionately higher percentage of their income 
than lower earners. There is also a greater emphasis on the government providing more services, such as 
nationalised education, emergency services, and possibly also healthcare. In other words, compared to 
classical liberalism, modern liberalism is much keener to support the public sector in a range of areas.  
 
Overall, modern liberalism takes a more paternalist, interventionist approach to classical liberalism, arguing 
that when capitalism does not help people to develop themselves and maximise their freedom, state 
intervention is justified. 
 
While classical liberalism takes a lot of its economic inspiration from Adam Smith, modern liberalism is greatly 
influenced by John Maynard Keynes (b. 1883 in Cambridgeshire, England d. 1946 in Sussex, England). He 
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argues for a managed economy, meaning a less ‘pure’ capitalism, with greater regulation and protectionism of 
particular businesses. He supports an economic policy of tax and spend, as a key feature of what is known as 
‘Keynesian economics’. This style of economic organisation differs from a more free market economy, in that 
states are encouraged to spend their funds on projects that they think will stimulate the economy, particularly 
when they are hit by periods of recession. For example, building new schools, factories or hospitals, which will 
provide employment for citizens, enabling them to start spending their earnings, is argued to help ‘reflate’ the 
economy in times of poor economic growth. At the same time as this, states should cut taxation, with the 
intention that it will encourage investment and entrepreneurial activity, again with the goal of stimulating the 
economy.  
 
John Rawls (b. 1921 in Maryland, USA d. 2002 in Massachusetts, USA)  makes similar arguments, stating that 
the distribution of wealth in a state should be organised so that those at the lowest level are in the best 
possible situation. Like other modern liberals, Rawls believes some disparity in levels of wealth is unavoidable, 
and to an extent desirable, given how it provides people with a material incentive to work harder. However, he 
thinks it is wrong for the state to sit back and allow those at the bottom to suffer unnecessarily. The welfare 
state should protect them against the harshest consequences of the capitalist system. 
 
Modern liberals have often been keen on equality of opportunity, meaning everyone has the same chance to 
succeed or fail in a meritocratic system. How this works in practice involves smaller-scale activity like providing 
wheelchair access to buildings to ensure that being a wheelchair user does not impair a person’s ability to gain 
entry to it, or legislating that employers cannot base their decision to hire an individual on factors such as 
disability, race or age. The motivation of such measures is to ‘open the doors’ to all, so the only reason 
someone might fail to achieve a particular goal is if they haven’t worked hard enough to do so. Modern liberals 
feel a less interventionist approach by the state results in people not being truly free to better themselves. 
 
Between the end of WWII and the early 1970s, Keynesian economics became very popular among Western 
industrialised states, largely replacing the earlier commitments shown to a more classical liberal approach. 
Many of the states took on what has been referred to as a mixed economy, referring to a conglomeration of 
nationalised and privatised industries. However, this was all to end when further recessions hit, with increased 
inflation and unemployment affecting many nations. As it had done once before, liberalism considered what to 
do to address these returned problems. This resulted in a further change – neo-liberalism. 
 
 

Neo-liberalism 

 

Historically, neo-liberalism follows modern liberalism, but is in many ways a return to 
the values of classical liberalism. It has vied with modern liberalism as being the 
dominant liberal position since the 1970s. In recognition of this return to many of 
liberalism’s original values, reference is sometimes made to ‘neoclassical liberalism’. 

Some neo-liberals 
Milton Friedman 
Friedrich Hayek 
Robert Nozick 

 
Neo-liberals argued that the recessions in the 1970 indicated the managed/mixed economy approach of 
modern liberalism had been a failure. They hold a view that has sometimes been described as market 
fundamentalism, stating free trade is the only economic system that can produce benefits for all. Although 
support for capitalism can be clearly seen in classical liberalism, it is arguably even more pronounced among 
neo-liberals, who are often more keen to argue the best way of providing services and products is through a 
society organised on free trade principles. In making these arguments, renewed support for a minimal state 
position can be seen. They argue governments’ attempts to intervene with capitalism were the cause of any 
problems, not capitalism itself. Smith’s idea of the ‘invisible hand’ was invoked once again, marking a 
commitment to pure, laissez-faire capitalism. Neo-liberals argue for a ‘rolling back’ of the state, encouraging 
the (re)privatisation of many industries, and the deregulation of business. 
 
The influence of this thinking on government policies can be seen in a great number of nations during this 
period. For example, Milton Friedman (b. 1912 in Brooklyn, USA d. 2006 in San Francisco, USA), along with his 
economics associates at the University of Chicago, greatly encouraged and supported countries around the 
world to embrace neo-liberal economics, taking highly influential roles in advising a number of governments. 
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Friedrich Hayek (b. 1899 in Vienna, Austria-Hungary d. 1992 in Freiburg, Germany) argues any governmental 
planning is going to be inefficient, as state workers are simply faced with too much information to make 
informed decisions. Consequently, private businesses, motivated by profit, and therefore a concern in 
providing the best, most efficient and affordable products and services, will deliver the goods much better 
than unwieldy and cumbersome government departments. 
 
Neo-liberals are often keen to point out that while the aims of modern liberalism may have been good, their 
economically interventionist methods are not the way to achieve them. Only a truly free trade system, on a 
global level, can produce the benefits that capitalism has always promised. Thanks to governments getting in 
the way of this with their regulations, protectionism and being influenced by the demands of trade unions, 
capitalism has so far been unable to deliver on this promise. 
 
Furthermore, Hayek regards the state’s intervention in economic matters as an attack on individuals’ freedom, 
and also likely to be followed by further interventionist measures. In other words, governments tampering 
with the free market are likely to start tampering elsewhere. The reason for this is because human nature is 
self-interested, so government officials are likely to abuse their position by increasing their powers further. 
Serious concerns are raised by Hayek, Friedman and other neo-liberals that there is a slippery slope from 
governments intervening on an economic level to their ultimately becoming tyrannical, oppressive states. 
 
Friedman provides an argument against minimum wage laws, in which he claims that by states setting a 
minimum wage they are contributing to unemployment. This is because it prevents those with low skills – 
worth less than whatever the minimum wage is – from gaining employment, as businesses can no longer hire 
them for what they are worth. 
 
Robert Nozick (b. 1938 in New York, USA d. 2002 in Massachusetts, USA) argues property rights are inviolable, 
meaning taxation for welfare purposes is unjustifiable. He believes states can rightly demand taxation in order 
to fund the services required to protect our freedoms – namely, defence against internal and external attacks 
that is provided by the judiciary, army and police force – but no more than this. Economic transactions are only 
just if they are agreed to by both parties without coercion, making taxation nothing less than theft. The 
disadvantaged must either find a way to exploit the skills they do have, or rely on charitable donations. 
 
 

Conservatism 

 

Traditional conservatism 

 
Conservatism is one of the more difficult ideologies to define. Firstly, because it can be argued conservatism is 
largely a reactionary criticism of other ideologies rather than an ideology in itself. For example, in the 1800s, 
conservatives reacted against liberalism and its push towards individualism. In the 1900s, conservatives 
reacted against Marxism, other forms of socialism, and also modern liberalism, and their push towards 
collectivism. Secondly, because of some resistance within conservatism to think of itself as an ideology at all. A 
number of conservatives have felt the term ‘ideology’ has a pejorative connotation,  and have therefore been 
keen to label other bodies of political thought as being ‘ideological’, while conservatism itself has not been 
described in this way. For example, there has been a trend in conservatism to describe their own beliefs as 
simply ‘common sense’, in contrast to the ‘ideological’ thinking of others. 
 
Despite these points, we can see within traditional conservatism a number of dominant trends and ideas. 
Firstly, traditional conservatism holds a particular view about humanity, typically arguing people are by nature 
irrational and self-interested. Furthermore, we are not improvable – these aspects of human nature are 
unavoidably, regrettably, fixed, and there is simply nothing that can be done about that. Further 
characteristics of human nature, as argued by traditional conservatism, include the view that we are controlled 
more by our instincts and appetites than reason, we desire power and property, and we wish to stay away 
from poverty. By nature, we are more concerned with ourselves than society as a whole. 
 
Traditional conservatives often argue that humans naturally fear isolation, instability and the unfamiliar, and 
find comfort in a cohesive community that provides stability, familiarity, dependability and predictability. 
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Security can be found in ‘knowing your place’ in society. The state should play a key role in helping with this, 
through a focus on social order. Therefore, traditional conservative thought can often be seen to have a strong 
emphasis on the importance of law and order. It is not the role of the state to be overly concerned with 
increasing our social freedoms, as it is better to exchange greater security and safety for less liberty.  
 

On this particular point, with regard to criminals, traditional conservatives often take the 
view that the cause of criminal activity is a personal moral failing in the criminal 
themselves, as opposed to other factors such as economic deprivation. Therefore, they 
lean more towards harsher punishments for wrong-doers, so that order in society is 
preserved. This is in contrast to more libertarian political ideologies, who are often 
inclined to argue that the inequalities found in some sectors of society are a key 
contributing factor to people’s criminal behaviour. 

Some traditional 
conservatives 
Edmund Burke 
G K Chesterton 

Michael Oakeshott 
Roger Scruton 

 
Edmund Burke (b. 1729 in Dublin, Ireland d. 1797 in Beaconsfield, England), an influential figure in traditional 
conservatism, argues the role of the state should be a paternalist one, with the relationship between rulers 
and ruled similar to that between parent and child. That people are naturally irrational justifies this approach. 
Ruling is an art, which most do not understand and only a few can acquire the knowledge and expertise. 
 
Despite their authoritarian leanings, the majority of traditional conservatives have been against dictatorships, 
as they have great concerns about giving individuals, who will invariably be irrational and self-interested, that 
much power, as it will surely be abused. 
 
Secondly, and because of this view of human nature, traditional conservatism is sometimes described as 
supporting a kind of political scepticism, meaning it is critical of the use of theory and ‘rationally’ argued 
positions found in other ideologies. Traditional conservatives have strong doubts that the – admittedly often 
well-meaning – views held by competing ideologies can ever be fully realised, given what human nature is like, 
and also given that political realities rarely match up to the academic arguments and naively simplistic 
principles others commonly put forward. It is preferable to give political power to those with extensive and 
direct political experience, rather than to people inspired by ideologies with more abstract and theoretical 
systems of organisation. 
 
Thirdly, another dominant trend within traditional conservatism is its focus on the importance of traditional 
customs, practices and values. It argues in favour of keeping what are considered to be the best elements of 
society, by being resistant to radical social and economic changes. Conservatives, as the name suggests, wish 
to conserve. The motivation for this tends to be either a wish to return to a way of life that is considered to 
now be gone, or to halt or slow down what is felt to be unnecessary change in society. Traditional institutions, 
practices and values (e.g. moral, religious, aesthetic), should therefore be upheld. Part of the role of the state 
is to ensure that traditional ways of life are protected. This may involve a limitation of people’s liberty, but this 
is considered a fair price to pay. Part of the objection that traditional conservatives have to other ideologies is 
with their greater willingness to abandon established practices and values.  
 
Traditional conservatives argue that we naturally find change generally upsetting or distressing, all the more so 
if it is large and sudden. Change can lead to unintended and unforeseen consequences. Large political changes 
not only have this problem, but often fail to meet their intended goals as well. However, it is better to 
characterise traditional conservatives as being suspicious of change, rather than rigidly opposed to it. But if 
change is to occur, they argue it should be gradual, with each step carefully considered. Cautious reform is 
acceptable, but rapid alterations to society and the state are unwise. Part of the reason why this view on 
change is supported can be linked to traditional conservatism’s conception of the state as an ‘organic’ entity 
(see below). 
 
Examples of customs conservatives have been in favour of maintaining include the monarchy, the church, the 
nuclear family, traditional moral values and state identity. However, a ‘complete list of conservative values’ 
could not be written up, as the customs conservatives wish to preserve differ in place and time. 
 
Fourthly, a further dominant trend within traditional conservatism is their ‘organic’ conception of the state. 
Traditional conservatives hold that humans are dependent on each other, and seek to feel belonging in a 
society. Individuals feel strong ties to social groups that support them, providing them with security and 
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meaning. Furthermore, people need to know their place in society, which is one of the benefits of having 
hierarchical systems, such as there being those who rule and those who are ruled. People have clear 
connections with others, through things such as language and national character. This all shows a combination 
of both collectivist and authoritarian attitudes to human nature. 
 
Organicism argues society is like an organic entity, with all the parts of it needing to work well together in 
order for it to function well as a whole. Society is not just a collection of individuals – everyone has ties to each 
other. The way things are has come about gradually over time, so it is therefore dangerous to tamper with this. 
If you damage part of an organic entity – e.g. wounding or mangling a limb – this will have negative effects on 
the entity as a whole, with it no longer being able to function properly. The same is true of a state, in that if 
you damage one part of it – e.g. removing the ruling classes, or radically altering traditional practices – there 
are undesirable repercussions for everyone. Examples of popular organicist thinking among conservatives 
come on the topics of the family, traditional values, and the nation itself. In families, people learn about duties 
and respect for others, and what their role in society is. The family is socially stabilising, providing a sense of 
community. Therefore, the family unit is something to be maintained.  
 
Traditional values provide similar security and cohesion among people, as there are orderly expectations of 
how we should behave – for instance, within the expectations/nature of our class or gender. The nation as a 
whole provides its citizens with a common identity and sense of communal belonging, which helps to explain 
why traditional conservatives are frequently strong supporters of patriotism and nationalism. However, with 
any of these examples, it is worth remembering that, as noted above, there is no ‘complete list of conservative 
values’ – for instance, some may place importance on the role of the family, while others might not.  
 
Traditional conservatives are often opposed to a pluralism of values in a society, something which liberals 
commonly have less of a problem with. Traditional conservatives argue there should be a common culture of 
shared values, favouring monoculturalism over multiculturalism. If there isn’t a common culture, the organism 
of society can be damaged, because of the conflicts that will inevitably result from a mixture of practices and 
values sharing the same space. 
 
Fifthly, traditional conservatism can be seen to have particular values regarding private property. As indicated 
above, liberals often argue one of the roles of the state is the protection of individuals’ property. Traditional 
conservatives would agree with this, but they often place a further emphasis on the importance of property 
and its place in our lives. Property provides security and protection, being a good investment for the future, 
and something to bequeath to the next generation. Because of this, they have often placed value on 
ownership, particularly of houses and land, savings and investments. Furthermore, property also encourages a 
range of social values in those who have it. For example, people who own property are more likely to respect 
the property of others, and are more likely to be concerned with law and order, which protects this property.  
 
Also, property can be thought of as an extension of our personality – particularly our homes. For this reason, 
traditional conservatives often feel burglary and vandalism are particularly unpleasant crimes, as they don’t 
just remove and damage items that we have bought, but can be seen as a personal violation. The socialist idea 
that property should be commonly owned by everyone is something conservatives are opposed to as they fear 
it would create a soulless and depersonalised society. 
 
Sixthly, following on from related points that have already been raised, traditional conservatives place high 
importance on concerns of law and order. An emphasis on these matters helps to secure a well-structured, 
organic society, with clear legal expectations of everyone, and clear consequences if these expectations are 
not met.  
 
It can be argued the law is a set of customs with firm political authorisation, which as an historical 
accumulation deserves respect. New legislations should not overwhelm the law as it is currently established. 
The constitution, if there is one, determines what laws are made, and so should be changed the least. British 
conservatives, because there is no written British constitution, tend to oppose setting one up, whereas 
American conservatives, who live in a country founded on one, hold the constitution in very high regard.  
 
Seventhly, traditional conservatism can also be seen to have particularly positive attitudes to the institution of 
the state, and to patriotic and nationalistic values.  
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Traditional conservatives, particularly before the latter half of the 20

th
 century, have often argued that 

although different classes have different levels of economic wealth, this is justified because of their differing 
responsibilities. Simply put, although the working class don’t have much money, nor do they have much 
responsibility to other people, which is the opposite state of affairs for the ruling class. In connection with this 
view, Burke argues that as the upper classes have ruled for centuries, they have built up the accumulated 
wisdom of how to do so. Therefore, this social arrangement is justified. 
 
Liberals argue the authority the state has is something granted to it by its citizens, with the state being 
answerable to the people. In opposition to this, traditional conservatives argue authority is something that 
develops naturally, out of necessity. This is true of the relationship between ruled and ruler, and is also the 
case with other forms of relationship, such as that between parent and child, employer and employee. 
Everyone needs and benefits from such authority, as it provides guidance and stability. However, it should be 
noted that conservatives do not typically argue that someone with authority should use it however they wish – 
they have specific natural responsibilities, and so should act accordingly. Compared to liberalism, it can be 
said, traditional conservatism argues the government has more of a role in preserving national identity and 
some form of moral consensus. A further key role of the government is to pursue the national interest, 
defending it from external and internal threats. 
 
 

Paternalist conservatism 

 
A variety of this ideology known as paternalist conservatism shares many of the core values of traditional 
conservatism, but has a stronger concern for the poorer and disadvantaged in society, arguing steps should be 
taken to improve their position. Such attitudes put paternalist conservatism to the left of the traditional 
variety. However, as its attitude towards capitalism is one of carefully considered reform, its overall economic 
beliefs still place it right-of-centre. 
 
During his role as British prime minister (twice), the paternalist conservative Benjamin Disraeli (b. 1804 d. 1881 
in London, England) felt the poor would be unlikely to accept their continued misery for much longer. It was in 
the interests of the rich if something were done about it, as this would prevent uprising. However, he also felt 
that being wealthy and privileged brought with it the obligation of being responsible for those who were less 
well-off. Therefore, reforms should be carried out to assist the poor. This particular movement of paternalistic 
conservatism became known as ‘One Nation conservatism’, as it stressed how everyone in the nation was 
connected, with those in positions of advantage having responsibilities towards the less fortunate. 
 
 

Authoritarian conservatism 

 

Authoritarian conservatism can be seen to have a more negative view of human 
nature than traditional conservatism, typically stating people are particularly 
irrational and self-interested, meaning a state of nature, without a strong state to 
exert its ordering influence over us, is extremely undesirable. Unsurprisingly, 
authoritarianism is like traditional conservatism, but it’s more authoritarian. 

Some authoritarian 
conservatives 

Thomas Hobbes 
Joseph de Maistre 

Plato 

 
Such arguments can be seen in the writings of Thomas Hobbes (b. 1588 in Wiltshire, England d. 1679 in 
Derbyshire, England), who claims individuals’ natural concerns for self-interest and power will result in the 
state of nature being a war of all against all. Because of this, the Leviathan – an all-powerful leader – is needed 
to ensure the state of nature does not return.  
 
Joseph de Maistre (b. 1753 in Chambery, Kingdom of Sardinia d. Turin, Kingdom of Sardinia) states absolute 
rule should be given to an hereditary monarchy. Above the monarchies should be the supreme rule of the 
Pope. He argues society would collapse if not governed by ‘throne and altar’. The preservation of order is all-
important. Even cruel rulers should be obeyed, because if authority is opposed, greater suffering would result. 
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Plato (b. 428 BCE d. 347 BCE in Athens, Greece) can also be argued to fit in with authoritarian conservatism. He 
calls for a small class of absolute rulers, qualified for the position because of their ability to rule justly. These 
rulers will have been carefully bred, trained and selected following many years of training, and so can be 
trusted to exert their will in a way that most benefits the state. It is the duty of all others to obey their rule, 
there being a rigid class system, with everyone having a clearly defined role in society. 
 
More recently, some modern conservatives can be seen as having tendencies of authoritarian conservatism. It 
generally manifests as a strong nationalist viewpoint, putting what is in the ‘national interest’ above other 
concerns. One way this view often manifests itself is in very firm opposition to immigration into their 
countries, as they worry multiculturalism creates problems of disorder, breaks with tradition, and brings with it 
too many radical changes. However, this does not necessarily involve racist or fascist beliefs. While modern 
authoritarian conservatives favour a strong state, and place a high emphasis on national identity and law and 
order, the majority still favour democracy, and are open to pluralism to the extent that it does not upset the 
traditions of their society. 
 
 

The New Right 

 

In recent decades in European and North American politics, many conservative 
politicians and parties have departed from a number of values and beliefs held 
by traditional conservatives, supporting what has come to be known as The 
New Right, or ‘neo-conservatism’. This variety of conservatism found particular 
popularity in the governance of Ronald Reagan in the US, and Margaret 
Thatcher in the UK. The New Right can be seen as a combination of the social 
values of traditional conservatism with the economic values of neo-liberalism.  

Some neo-conservatives 
George Bush 

David Cameron 
Dick Cheney 

Ronald Reagan 
Donald Rumsfeld 

Margaret Thatcher 

 
The economic attitudes of the New Right are inspired by neo-liberal arguments, made by such figures as 
Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman and Robert Nozick (see above). In practice, this has often meant 
deregulation and privatisation of business, tax cuts (particularly for the wealthy), demolition of welfare 
programmes for the poor, and hostility towards trade unions. 
 
The social attitudes of the New Right are inspired by a more ‘back to basics’ conservatism. A strong focus has 
been placed on law and order, discipline, traditional moral values, and the importance of a strong national 
identity for the state. In practice, this has often meant a greater emphasis on harsher punishment of criminals, 
increased police and surveillance powers, a more aggressive foreign policy, and a strong concern that 
increased immigration has led to an unstable and conflict-ridden multicultural society. Arguably, in a similar 
way to how neo-liberals were even keener than the earlier classical liberals on free market economics, neo-
conservatives can be said to have returned to authoritarian social policies with renewed vigour. 
 
A key point here is that, in line with its far-right economic views, the New Right takes a more individualist view 
of human nature and society, compared to the more collectivist attitudes of traditional and paternalist 
conservatism. In a number of ways, it can be seen to place far less emphasis on an organicist view of society. 
Where there is retention of these values, it can be seen in such things as emphasising the importance of the 
family unit, the national character and traditions, and ‘the big society’. 
 
 

Socialism 

 
Very broadly speaking, socialism can be used to label any political ideology which sits left-of-centre on the 
spectrum. Those who have labelled themselves as socialist can be seen to exhibit a variety of attitudes on the 
libertarian-authoritarian scale. But if one thing unites socialists and socialisms, it is their economic values, 
which are certainly diverse, but find common ground in their opposition to capitalism – an opposition which 
runs from the reformist to the revolutionary.  
 
Socialists have frequently claimed economic inequality is not simply a reflection of inequalities of skill or effort 
in individuals, but also (and more importantly) a reflection of the unequal treatment carried out by the 
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capitalist state. In a capitalist state, poor people are extremely likely to stay poor, and rich people are 
extremely likely to stay rich. For socialists, distributive justice requires greater levels of economic equality. 
 
Socialist theories of all types also emphasise a view of human nature that is collectivist, and that we can be 
motivated by altruistic concerns rather than purely self-interested ones. They argue our skills are learned from 
society – our achievements come about from the support of others, not solely through our own efforts. In 
other words, people are not entirely self-sufficient and self-contained. Instead, we all rely on each other. The 
society we live in and the values it promotes should reflect this.  
 
Socialists argue people can be motivated by things other than material incentives. For example, moral 
incentives. If we view people as naturally self-interested, we will think that appealing to their moral nature is a 
waste of time. A society that places a true emphasis on the moral obligations we owe to others and our 
communal nature will see that people can be motivated by things other than material wealth. Socialists argue 
that capitalism expects and encourages individualistic, self-interested behaviour, so we shouldn’t be surprised 
to see people acting like this within capitalist societies. In connection with this, many socialists argue human 
nature is plastic rather than fixed, as the society we live in can affect what we are like. 
 
An immediate objection to this view of human nature could be that if you look around society, you will see a 
lot of activity that appears to be very self-interested indeed. This suggests people are by nature egoists. 
However, one point socialists can make in response is that we are more inclined to focus on the negative, and 
simply overlook the enormous number of instances of people acting in a cooperative or altruistic manner. 
 
Another argument socialists can make is that the great majority of people have a decidedly negative reaction 
to self-interested behaviour. Those who focus on themselves and their own interests over the concerns of 
others are often criticised and thought morally objectionable for acting in this way. This suggests, socialists can 
claim, that egoism is not such a dominant value in human nature after all. 
 
Writing about the socialist Karl Marx (b. 1818 in Trier, Germany d. 1883 in London, England), Andrew Collier 
states that: 
 
Those who say that Marx ignores human nature usually mean by ‘human nature’ egoism, selfishness. Marx 
does not deny that in existing capitalist society people tend to be narrowly egoistic. Since they must compete 
and do their neighbours down in order to survive, they have to be. To look at people in capitalist society and 
conclude that human nature is egoism is like looking at people in a factory where the pollution is destroying 
their lungs and saying that it is human nature to cough. 
 
 

Marxism 

 

Marxism views the state as an oppressive institution. Specifically, Marxists place their 
primary focus here on why the capitalist state is oppressive. In order to explain this 
view, it is necessary to see what particular objections Marxism has against capitalism. 
 
As well as being socialist, Marxism can also be described as a type of communism. 
Communist theories sit anywhere on the far left of the spectrum, and are firmly anti-
capitalist. Reforming capitalism will not do – it must be replaced. To sum up, Marxism 
can be said to be a type of communism, and communism can be said to be a type of 
socialism. 

Some Marxists 
Louis Althusser 

Jürgen Habermas 
Eric Hobsbawn 
Vladimir Lenin 

Rosa Luxemburg 
Herbert Marcuse 
Karl Marx (obvs) 

Leon Trotsky 

 
Marxism places great importance on economic matters and class. When Marxists speak of the class someone 
is in, it is important to note that this is defined in economic terms i.e. your access to and control of material 
wealth. Another way of looking at class would be to regard it as cultural rather than economic – for instance, 
to define your class by such things as the type of people you mix with, your social interests, post code, or 
things like that. But Marxism defines class in economic rather than cultural terms. Furthermore, a person’s 
class membership is objectively defined, in that they do not have to possess a conscious awareness of the class 
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they are in, or have any level of economic understanding themselves. In other words, the class you are part of 
is not determined by your subjective and personal feelings of association towards a particular group of people. 
 
Simply put, in a capitalist state there is the ruling class, and there is the working class. The ruling class, 
otherwise known as the capitalist class or the bourgeoisie, are those who own the means of labour (e.g. land, 
tools, raw materials, workplaces). The working class, otherwise known as the proletariat, sell their labour 
power to the capitalists in order to gain access to goods. The majority of people are in the working class.

2
 As 

Andrew Collier notes: 
 
A proletarian with a degree, a mortgage and a car is still a proletarian. A secretary or a shopworker or a lorry 
driver is as much a proletarian as a miner or a steelworker. The shift from industrial to service employment [in 
modern Britain] in no way affects the class structure. 
 
Marxism is predominantly concerned with the proletariat, arguing their situation cannot be satisfactorily 
improved without changing the whole of society – i.e. overthrowing the oppression of the capitalist state. 
 
Marxism claims the economic system a society uses has many effects beyond just the simple distribution of 
resources. Marx argues in favour of a materialist conception of society, meaning the kinds of social structures 
a society has are determined by what its economic structures are. Marx refers to the base of a society, 
meaning the type of economic system it is – e.g. slavery, feudalism, capitalism, communism – and the 
superstructure of a society, meaning the institutions, values and way of life that exists within it e.g. politics, 
religion, art, culture. Marx argues the nature of the superstructure can be explained by the nature of the base. 
In other words, the economic system a society uses has enormous influence on the kind of moral values and 
culture it has. Much about any society can be explained and understood by reference to its economic base. 
 
One key reason for this is that, according to Marxism, the ideology of a society is the ideology of its ruling class. 
As economic systems such as slavery, feudalism and capitalism allow a particular minority class of individuals 
to flourish by exploiting the majority, they are able to exert a great degree of control over all areas of society. 
In other words, the ruling classes don’t just have a disproportionately high level of control over the wealth, 
they also have a disproportionately high level of control over society, culture and morality as well. The 
economic advantages of the ruling class provide them with significant social advantages of power and control. 
 
For example, one aspect of capitalist societies Marxism criticises is their focus on how it is moral to uphold 
people’s ‘rights to property’, something which both liberals and conservatives argue is a worthwhile position 
to hold. He feels this value has been able to gain widespread acceptance and enforcement because it is in the 
interests of the rulers. The ruling class benefit much more from there being property rights than the working 
class, as they have more to lose. It is therefore unsurprising that in capitalist societies it is considered a terrible 
injustice to have ‘your’ property taken from you, whether through theft or taxation. This kind of thinking 
would be described by Marxism as an example of false consciousness, where individuals support practices and 
values that are in opposition to their real interests.  
 
We will now look further at specific complaints made by Marxists against the capitalist state – why it 
oppresses, why it should be removed, and why revolution is the necessary means for achieving this goal. 
 
Firstly, capitalist societies are distinguished by significant gaps between the rich and the poor. The more 
capitalist a society is, the more pronounced the gap. Although capitalism is very successful at creating great 
wealth for a small minority, its other legacy has been creating great poverty for the majority. 
 
Secondly, one of Marx’s concerns about the effect of capitalism on the working classes is alienation, a term 
used to criticise the kind of working life they have. Marx refers to a number of negative features of work that 
lead to this alienation, such as: 
 

 Although the worker is creating goods, they do not own the products of their labours. What they produce 
belongs to their employer. In this way, Marx argues the worker is being exploited. 

                                                 
2
 Marx also makes reference to the petty bourgeoisie, who own some means of labour themselves, and work on 

them through self-employment. For example, artisans and small shopkeepers. 
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 If they work well, the profits created for the employer can have negative effects for the worker. For 
instance, the employer might invest in more labour-efficient ways of producing the same goods, rendering 
the worker redundant. 

 

 Capitalist work often involves the division of labour, meaning the production of goods is divided up 
between different workers. When this occurs, a worker is only responsible for a small part of the 
production process, which lessens how rewarding their labour can be, and also makes it more narrow, 
specialised and repetitive. It is part of human nature to find productive work fulfilling. But in capitalism, 
work is typically unrewarding and repetitive, with the worker having little connection to whatever it is 
they are producing.  

 

 A worker’s time at work is not their own, it is their employer’s. Given the amount of time it is necessary to 
stay in work to survive in a capitalist society, this means that much of a worker’s life is spent focused on 
serving the interests of the capitalist class, and not their own interests. To spend a life devoted to 
unrewarding labour, while someone else reaps the benefits of that labour, is the typical fate of those who 
are employed under capitalism. And this is the existence of those lucky enough to have a job! 

 

 Workers become more individualistic, in that they set themselves against other workers in competition for 
the more desirable jobs and conditions. This is encouraged by capitalism from an early age, through the 
schooling system and other propaganda. 

 
Thirdly, workplaces are not democratic institutions. Power and control is very much exerted top-down, and in 
the rare cases where there is a concern among the employers about such things as staff morale, satisfaction 
and ‘work-life balance’, this all depends very much on there existing (1) favourable economic conditions, which 
at times of recession and lack of demand for the goods being produced by the workplace cannot be 
guaranteed, and (2) the will of the ‘benevolent’ employer, who could just as easily decide not to be so 
amenable to their employees. 
 
Although in the West significant changes have emerged with regard to governments becoming more 
democratic, Marxists have sometimes argued this doesn’t count for much, given that the conditions of working 
life do not have such democratic structures. 
 
Fourthly, capitalism is also argued to encourage materialistic and consumerist attitudes in people. These false 
needs present people with an unhealthy value system, focusing on the pursuit of consumer goods as a way of 
achieving happiness and fulfilment. Such individualistic, commodity-focused attitudes are ultimately 
unrewarding, and can never be satisfied. 
 
Andrew Collier writes: 
 
[I]n most historical human societies… unlimited desire for wealth is regarded as a vice, indeed an unnatural 
perversion of human nature… But in the capitalist world, it is regarded as a virtue. When villagers in a 
‘primitive’, self-sufficient community are taught a more efficient way of producing their staple goods so they 
can do so in half the time, they may tend to work half as long and spend the rest of the time talking to their 
friends and neighbours. Western economists tend to regard this as ‘irrational’. If they were ‘rational’ (read: 
covetous) they would spend all their spare time producing surplus goods and selling them. 
 
Fifthly, capitalism has a bad history (and present) of treating particular groups of people in a discriminatory 
and exploitative manner, aside from the working class in general. For example, Marxists have sometimes 
claimed that the root cause of attitudes such as racism can, at least in part, be attributable to capitalism. For 
example, in capitalist societies, the working classes are often in competition with each other, because this 
system of economic organisation by no means guarantees there is decent work available for all. Indigenous 
residents of states will then often place the blame for this situation on the presence of immigrant 
communities, who are felt to be taking jobs that are rightfully ‘theirs’. In response to this, Marxists have 
argued, firstly, those in control of the capitalist state do little to discourage workers from having this hostile 
view of other workers, and, secondly, the working classes wrongly view their oppressors as being other 
workers, rather than the capitalist ruling classes who perpetuate such a system.  
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A similar dynamic can be argued to be encouraged whenever one group of workers engages in industrial action 
such as strikes, in that the ruling classes are all too keen to present those carrying out such activities as being 
the source of the problem. In cases such as this, Marxists are keener to suggest that the capitalist conditions 
which encourage industrial action should be the focus of all workers’ discontent. The ruling class, Marxists 
claim, find it far more in their interests that everyone views groups such as trade unions as troublemakers, 
rather than thinking of the employers in this way, or at least the capitalist-friendly laws which allow employers 
to treat their employees in exploitative ways. 
 
Sixthly, capitalism’s commitments to continual economic growth and profitability have been criticised by 
Marxists. These values encourage the ruling classes to get more and more profitable labour out of the working 
class, which provides incentives to do such things as (1) lower wages, (2) avoid costly regulations that may 
have been set up – e.g. safer working conditions, paid and/or voluntary overtime, and (3) look for cheaper 
employment options in countries which do not have such regulations in the first place, leading to 
unemployment and an overall driving down of wages. No matter how much profit is made, it is never enough, 
and in the quest to be more ‘efficient’, there are often negative effects on the workers. 
 
Seventhly, and in connection with this, Marxists argue that states run on capitalist principles are very likely, if 
they are powerful enough, to seek out the resources and goods of other states, so that they can be turned to 
their own profits. Many businesses are now globalised, and Marxists have raised concerns that this has led to 
ever widespread exploitation of the international workforce. Also, a common Marxist analysis of the reasons 
behind war is that they are the result of capitalist states wishing to secure valuable commodities around the 
world. Therefore, capitalism has an imperialist aspect to it as well. 
 
Eighthly, class conflict occurs because of the differing interests of the two classes, also known as their class 
consciousness. The ruling class feel they have a strong common need to protect private property interests, to 
promote and protect businesses, and to keep taxes as low as possible. The working class are more concerned 
with welfare issues, higher wages, good working conditions, and policies that promote greater material 
equality. It is impossible for both sides to achieve these goals at the same time, thereby leading to class 
conflict, one of the defining features of capitalism. 
 
A further key concern for Marxists can be found in their attitudes to private property. In opposition to liberals 
and conservatives, Marxists have argued private property is not a ‘natural’ phenomenon. In keeping with their 
collectivist stance, Marxists argue wealth is produced by collective effort, so it is wrong that property should 
be owned by individuals rather than communities. Economic inequalities cause a divide between the classes 
that limits cooperation, because it is harder to associate and identify with those from a substantially different 
economic background to you. 
 
As noted above, the existence of private property also encourages materialism and consumerism, making us 
think that happiness and fulfilment is to be found in the pursuit of financial wealth, possessions, designer 
brands and shopping. These values are further reinforced through such things as the mainstream media and 
advertising. Were people to overcome their condition of false consciousness and recognise that a more 
satisfying life can be found in collectivism rather than individualism, greater happiness would be the result. 
 
Marx writes: 
 
Communism deprives no man of the power to appropriate the products of society; all that it does is deprive him 
of the power to subjugate the labour of others by means of such appropriation. 
 
It has been objected that upon the abolition of private property all work will cease, and universal laziness will 
overtake us. 
 
According to this, bourgeois society ought long ago to have gone to the dogs through sheer idleness; for those 
of its members who work, acquire nothing, and those who acquire anything, do not work. 
 
Andrew Collier adds: 
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Both the invisibility of class exploitation and complacency [in the modern West] about the rich-poor divide 
between countries may stem from the fact that, in capitalist societies, people think oppression means what it 
meant in pre-capitalist societies, that is, personal relations of mastery and servitude; where this does not exist, 
people do not believe that there can be oppression. But in capitalist societies, such personal relations are not 
the main form that oppression takes. Marx has shown that inequality in ownership of the sorts of things that 
everyone depends on is the basis of all oppression. The worker who has a job also has ‘master-slave’ relations 
with his or her boss. But the unemployed worker, who has not, is the more oppressed. 
 
…Ownership of what others lack is both what enables the owner to benefit at the expense of the non-owner, 
and is also what deprives the non-owner of basic freedoms… [W]hat is property, if not the power to block other 
people’s access to something? The illusion that keeps people’s consciences clear in capitalist society is the 
illusion that property is a relation between the owner and the owned, and does not affect anyone else. Marx 
shows that… [y]ou can be an oppressor simply by owning what other people need and lack. 
 
Another label which can be applied to Marxism is that of revolutionary socialism, given its belief that the only 
way to remove the oppressive nature of the capitalist state is to overthrow it. Revolution is regarded as 
necessary as it is not felt that the abolition of the capitalist state can be achieved through reformist means 
alone. The reason for this is that those in a position of power and wealth will not give up their privileges 
without a fight. Unfortunately for the working class, forcefully defending their economic interests is something 
the ruling class is always very good at doing. Consequently, Marxists often speak of there being a ‘class war’ 
between the classes. 
 
Marx argues human history has been a history of conflict between oppressor and oppressed, exploiter and 
exploited. Societies can be seen to have progressed through several historical stages: 
 
1. Primitive communism, tribal  society – material scarcity provides the main source of conflict 
2. Slavery – conflict between masters and slaves 
3. Feudalism – conflict between land owners and serfs 
4. Capitalism – conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat  
 
Movement from one type of society to another involves significant conflict and the alteration of circumstances 
of power and control. Moving away from capitalism will necessarily require the proletarian revolt against the 
bourgeoisie, in opposition to the oppression that class conflict has created. Although the ruling class has more 
resources (e.g. police, army) and is more organised and accustomed to defending its interests than the 
workers typically are, the workers have the advantage of numbers, and the ability to withdraw their labour – 
which is what allows the capitalists to maintain their social position in the first place. 
 
Marx cautions that the bourgeoisie will not give up their privileges without a fight, and those who are not 
convinced by the morality of socialist arguments will have to be dealt with, their bourgeois ‘counter-
revolutions’ defeated, for the greater good of everyone. To help organise against these counter-revolutions, a 
revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat needs to be formed – a state run by the workers, for the workers, 
on democratic principles. Once the bourgeois threat has disappeared, the state can ‘wither away’, to be 
replaced with a stateless, classless society with common ownership of wealth. Capitalism would then be 
replaced with communism. 
  
Because of these arguments, it is somewhat controversial to place Marx at the libertarian end of the social 
spectrum, as he does argue for the necessity of a dictatorial regime. However, as the end goal is of a free 
society, the case for his libertarianism can also be made. Also, as mentioned earlier, placing Marxism on the 
social scale is further made challenging by the number of groups who firmly argue they are Marxist in their 
philosophies, who occupy all positions from authoritarianism to libertarianism. 
 
It can be said that Marx did not know – and could not have known – how resilient capitalism would prove to 
be. For example, workers have in many countries become increasingly less revolutionary, largely because of 
things like the welfare state and the development of the middle classes, who Marxists typically regard as being 
simply better-off members of the working class, are in effect dissuaded from revolutionary activity by being 
passed down a few more privileges from the ruling class in order to keep them complacently satisfied. Such 
‘divide and rule’ tactics lead further to the workers placing undue focus on perceived conflicts and disputes 
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between themselves – for example, with privileged workers turning on the less privileged (accusations of 
‘welfare scrounging’, ‘laziness’, the view that there is the ‘deserving’ poor and the ‘undeserving’ poor, public 
sector workers vs. private sector workers). 
 
One response to this resilience of capitalism that Marxists have made is to view the economic situation on a 
global rather than national level. Although in industrialised states there exists for many a far greater quality of 
life than existed a few decades ago (although there is still crippling poverty even in these places), the division 
between rich and poor has grown even further, with whole states oppressed by others in the pursuit of profit. 
However, this presents further difficulties for the possibility of Marxist revolution, as it would need to be on an 
international scale to be truly effective. 
 
Marx himself writes very little about the details of what a post-capitalist society would be like. He is more 
focused on presenting arguments that capitalism states are oppressive, and need to be done away with. 
However, a communist society would be stateless, classless, and with an emphasis on collectivism and 
common ownership of goods. The finer details would have to be something which are worked out later on. 
Perhaps in the same way that somebody critical of feudalism could not have envisaged capitalism, it is 
extremely difficult to speculate from our current position as to what a post-capitalist world would be like.  
 
 

Social democracy 

 
Other variants of socialism have not been so hostile to the capitalist state, and are consequently less likely to 
paint it in such oppressive shades. The ideology of social democracy agrees with Marxism (to an extent) that 
capitalism states have an undesirably inegalitarian distribution of wealth, and have also exploited those lower 
on the economic scale. However, the social democratic solution to this is not a revolutionary overthrow of the 
state, as they believe capitalism can be regulated and reorganised to work better for everyone. Through such 
state interventionist methods, the relationship between the classes can become more peaceful and beneficial, 
rather than one of conflict. In addition to this, social democrats often have the view that capitalism is a very 
effective method of generating wealth and encouraging innovation. While ‘pure’ capitalism is extremely 
undesirable, a strongly regulated variety of it is not. 
 
Social democrats argue the state should ensure everyone has equality of opportunity, so that all have the 
chance to succeed, or fail, depending on their individual efforts. The state must also provide welfare 
programmes to assist the disadvantaged, redistributing resources and funding nationalised public services 
through means of progressive taxation. Social democrats argue the state is a very useful tool for ensuring such 
an enormous task gets done – therefore, states should not be abolished. Furthermore, as the primary political 
concern in social democracy is that of meeting the needs of the people, this is a task that is best given to the 
state rather than private businesses, because as a result of their focus on attaining a profit, they may be 
tempted to cut corners and exploit individuals in order to get the job done. 
 

Along with a more extensive support of welfare and economic regulation, 
what distinguishes social democracy from modern liberalism is a greater 
emphasis on class consciousness and conflict. As a guiding political 
principle, modern liberalism’s focus is on increasing freedom, while social 
democracy’s focus is on decreasing economic inequality. 

Some social democrats 
Eduard Bernstein 
Dennis Kucinich 
Rudolf Meidner 

David Owen 

 
 

Fascism 

 
From ‘A Companion to Contemporary Political Philosophy’, going into differences between fascism and more 
general authoritarianism, as in Hobbes: 
 
Fascism is the youngest of ideologies and… combines an intense nationalism, which is both militarily aggressive 
and resolved to subdue all aspects of public and private life, to the pursuit of national greatness. It asserts that 
a supreme leader is indispensable, a heroic figure in whom the national spirit is incarnated. It seeks to organise 
society along military lines, conceiving war as the fullest expression of the national will as brought to 
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consciousness in the leader. It sees the nation not primarily as a cultural entity, defined by a common language, 
traditional customs, perhaps a shared religion, a history of heroes and great events, but also in questionably 
biological terms. 
 
Where authoritarianism is primarily defensive [against perceived threats], fascism is aggressive and militant. 
Authoritarianism does not seek to mobilise the community and to exercise total control over every aspect of 
human life; fascism is totalitarian without qualification. Both see the mass of the population as incapable of 
contributing to the state except through obedience, and fascism calls for active, self-sacrificing obedience. 
 
…In less ferocious hands than Hitler’s, such as those of [Oswald] Mosley, it is a kind of elitism of the resolute, 
taken to be made necessary by the weakness of will in the public in general, including democratic politicians. It 
makes little appeal to personal self-interest, except to the extent that the political strength of the nation 
enhances its economic vigour… The organicist doctrine can be called on to justify [submersion of individuality]… 
to imply that the whole raison d’être of the individual is the service of the state, in the way that the function of 
a particular organ is to contribute to the well-being of the body of which it is a part. 
 
From the same text, comparing fascism and conservatism: 
 
Fascism is… non-conservative in a number of respects. It is radical, and even revolutionary, to start with, calling 
for a wholesale replacement of existing institutions and an immense enlargement of the functions of 
government. It has no respect whatever for customary law, for constitutions and, indeed, for the rule of law in 
general. The inspired leaders it calls for are self-taught political virtuosi, from the remote margins of the 
ordinary political life. In [Max] Weber’s terms, the fascist leader claims charismatic authority, where the 
authority of the conservative ruler is traditional. 
 
…Elitism, with its Platonic ancestry, is perhaps the oldest political ideology. It is non-conservative in respect of 
all three of conservatism’s central doctrines. It does not take human beings and the societies they compose to 
be theoretically impenetrable. It contends that the best elite is an intellectual one, composed of those who are 
particularly qualified by abilities and training to understand the workings of society. It can accord respect to 
tradition, but not reverence, seeing tradition as the surviving residue of the work of past elites. Unlike most 
conservatives, the elitist attaches little importance to people’s inherited position. 
 
 

Anarchism 

 
Anarchism is perhaps an even more misused word than other political terms we have encountered so far. It is 
often used to refer to a situation of chaos, violence, conflict and disorder. Anarchists have frequently argued 
this is not the case (although some have been in favour of insurrectionary activity against the state), but the 
word still has a commonly pejorative connotation. Being an anarchist can involve a wide range of economic 
views, but on the social scale, all types of anarchism are united in their rejection of the state. Consequently, a 
defining feature of anarchism is its wish for a society without centralised government. 
 
It is important to understand what anarchists mean by this, and why they argue for it. Anarchism is deeply 
suspicious of any system that involves people having power over others. Although any ideology could claim to 
be opposed to unjustified power, anarchists have a broader definition of what this involves.  
 
As with socialism, anarchism views human nature as both rational and plastic. It places a great emphasis on 
how much we value and benefit from our freedom and autonomy. Therefore, any political system which 
threatens these desires is looked at very critically by anarchists. 
 
Further anarchist conceptions of human nature depend on the type of anarchism. Collectivist/left-wing 
anarchists argue human nature is collectivist, while individualist/right-wing anarchists argue human nature is 
atomist. But regardless of the type of anarchism, the ideology can be said to have the most positive and 
optimist conception of human nature. Collectivist anarchists feel people are fundamentally sociable and 
cooperative, and individualists argue people are by nature egoist and self-sufficient. Both wings agree that 



[26] 

 

states have a corrupting, oppressive influence which results in humanity going against these natural 
tendencies. 

 
States receive particular critical focus by anarchists, as they have the most power, but anarchism is hostile to 
all forms of coercion. States exert this power over everyone who lives within them, requiring compulsory 
obedience to their laws, and punishing those who oppose them with oppression and violence. Because of this 
attitude, anarchism can be described as an anti-statist ideology, meaning they are opposed to the institution 
of the state. (Other ideologies, which argue that the state is necessary, are described as statist.) Like Marxists, 
they regard the state as an oppressor which should be abolished. However, the reasons anarchists provide for 
this view are more varied than those found within Marxism, as we will see below.  
 
Anarchists argue the state provides a minority of individuals with an unjustifiable and unequal amount of 
power. Those who have this power invariably oppress others – and this happens even in the most libertarian 
of states, with those who have power gaining a desire for more of it, which they then make use of against 
other people. We are all born naturally free, and the state unjustly places limits on this freedom. States and 
governments may claim to operate in the interests of, for example, ‘the people’, or ‘the workers’, but 
anarchists note that even in such situations, a power relation exists, favouring those who have it over those 
who don’t. 
 
Anarchists oppose the state and other oppresively hierarchical institutions because they claim they are 
without satisfactory justification, are not required for organisational purposes, and have undesirable 
consequences. For example, they channel privilege and wealth to particular groups e.g. the ruling classes, one 
gender more than another, one ethnic group more than another etc. States are typically corrupt, maintaining 
and entrenching inequalities, domination and exploitation. They are an incredibly expensive drain on 
resources. They are major source of war, and a major source of major war.  
 
Arguments for a minimal state, such as put forward by classical liberals, do not go far enough for anarchists. 
While liberals often think of the state as a ‘necessary evil’, anarchists argue it is an unnecessary one. All statist 
ideologies claim we have political obligation, a duty to obey the law of the state, but anarchists do not see 
there being good justification for this claim. Anarchists find unconvincing retro-justification attempts to 
suggest that a (minimal) state evolved out of state-like security agencies into its modern form. Instead, 
anarchists are keen to note that states are often existent through conquest and colonisation, largely using 
military means rather than justifiable arguments in order to secure their power. 
 
Statists can argue that states provide optimal public services and the preservation of public order. However, 
many states do a terrible job at this, so anarchism could claim it only needs to show its alternatives are only 
better than the worst state in order to come across as a more appealing alternative. Nonetheless, most 
anarchists make more positive claims about their own theories than this. 
 
Anarchists argue there is no reason why societies should not institute and regulate specialised bodies 
coordinated among themselves to ensure the adequate maintenance or production of various types of public 
goods. This includes the control of damaging anti-social behaviour e.g. activities which within the legal system 
of a state would be known as ‘crimes’. Real examples include postal and communication arrangements, and 
international regulatory bodies in sport. What is important is that these bodies are fully democrat, voluntary 
and non-coercive, and that anyone who is part of them is instantly recallable by the people they might be 
representing. 
 
Anarchists claim that people who live in states come more and more to expect the government to do what 
they might do themselves, or organise together to do. The state establishes conditions for its own survival, and 
one of these conditions is to become needed.  
 
Discussing the key positions of anarchism, Andrew Heywood writes: 
 
[T]he state is a coercive body whose laws must be obeyed because they are backed up by the threat of 
punishment… The state can deprive individuals of their property, their liberty and ultimately, through capital 
punishment, their life. The state is also exploitative in that it robs individuals of their property through a system 
of taxation, once again backed up by the force of law and the possibility of punishment… [T]he state is 
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destructive… Individuals are required to fight, kill and die in wars that are invariably precipitated by a quest for 
territorial expansion, plunder or national glory by one state at the expense of others. 
 
The basis of this critique of the state lies in the anarchist view of human nature. Although anarchists subscribe 
to a highly optimistic if not utopian view of human potential, they are also deeply pessimistic about the 
corrupting influence of political authority and economic inequality. Human beings can be either ‘good’ or ‘evil’ 
depending on the political and social circumstances in which they live. People who would otherwise be 
cooperative, sympathetic and sociable, become nothing less than oppressive tyrants when raised up above 
others by power, privilege or wealth. 
 
…However, anarchism is not simply based upon a belief in human ‘goodness’… Although the human ‘core’ may 
be morally and intellectually enlightened, a capacity for corruption lurks within each and every human being… 
[Anarchists] regard human nature as ‘plastic’, in the sense that it is shaped by the social, political and economic 
circumstances within which people live. 
 
The anarchist Errico Malatesta (b. 1853 in Santa Maria Capua Vetere, Kingdom of the Two Sicilies d. 1932 in 
the Kingdom of Italy) argues the following: 
 
The basic function of government everywhere in all time, whatever title it adopts and whatever its origin and 
organisation may be, is always that of oppressing and exploiting the masses, of defending the oppressors and 
exploiters; and its principal, characteristic and indispensable, instruments are the police agent, the tax 
collector, the soldier and the gaoler. 
 
The anarchist Noam Chomsky (b. 1929 in Pennsylvania, USA) says: 
 
I think it only makes sense to seek out and identify structures of authority, hierarchy, and domination in every 
aspect of life, and to challenge them; unless a justification for them can be given, they are illegitimate, and 
should be dismantled, to increase the scope of human freedom. 
 
An example of an exertion of power which Chomsky thinks is legitimate is when a parent prevents their child 
from blindly running out into the road. He claims it is not difficult to justify why restraining the child in such a 
situation is justifiable. However, he does not believe it is so easy to justify the levels of power and coercion 
which states possess. 
 
The anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (b. 1809 in Bescancon, France d. 1865 in Paris, France) claims: 
 
To be governed is to be watched, inspected, spied upon, directed, law-driven, numbered, regulated, enrolled, 
indoctrinated, preached at, controlled, checked, estimated, valued, censured, commanded, by creatures who 
have neither the right nor the wisdom nor the virtue to do so.  To be governed is to be at every operation, at 
every transaction noted, registered, counted, taxed, stamped, measured, numbered, assessed, licensed, 
authorized, admonished, prevented, forbidden, reformed, corrected, punished.  It is, under pretext of public 
utility, and in the name of the general interest, to be placed under contribution, drilled, fleeced, exploited, 
monopolized, extorted from, squeezed, hoaxed, robbed;  then at the slightest resistance, the first word of 
complaint, to be repressed, fined, vilified, harassed, hunted down, abused, clubbed, disarmed, bound, choked, 
imprisoned, judged, condemned, shot, deported, sacrificed, sold, betrayed, and to crown all, mocked, ridiculed, 
derided, outraged, dishonored.  That is government; that is its justice; that is its morality. 
 
The anarchist Mikhail Bakunin (b. 1814 in Pryamukhino, Russian Empire d. 1876 in Bern, Switzerland) says: 
 
Nothing is as dangerous for man’s morality as the habit of commanding. The best of men, the most intelligent, 
unselfish, generous and pure, will always and inevitably be corrupted in this pursuit. Two failings inherent in the 
exercise of power never fail to produce this demoralisation: contempt for the masses, and, for the man in 
power, an exaggerated sense of his own worth. 
 
And he also says: 
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Does it follow that I reject all authority? Far from my mind is such a thought. In the matter of boots, I refer to 
the authority of the bootmaker; concerning houses, canals, or railroads, I consult that of the architect or 
engineer. For such and such knowledge I apply to such and such a specialist. But I allow neither the bootmaker 
nor the architect nor the specialist to impose his authority on me. I listen to them freely and with all the respect 
merited by their intelligence, their character, and their knowledge, though reserving always my incontestable 
right of criticism and censure. 
 
This last point makes a clear distinction between those who are ‘an authority’ on something, and those who 
are ‘in authority’. Authority figures, in the sense of those with knowledge and expertise, are by no means 
rejected by anarchists, but their skills do not mean it is justified for them to exert power over others.  
 
All states exhibit a concern with some form of ‘national identity’, which anarchists argue results in undesirable 
consequences for minority groups and anyone perceived to be opposed to ‘national interests’. States claim 
complete authority over their subjects, and are compulsory, in that everyone born into the society is forced to 
recognise certain obligations to the state which governs that society. States claim a monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force within their territorial area. It is essentially inevitable that states are therefore 
centralised, authoritarian and coercive. Because of these features, anarchists oppose them.  
 
States have a centre of power, the government, which anarchism removes. Anarchism thus implies 
decentralisation, but in a precise sense. Eliminating the centre does not mean removing all structures. It leaves 
available the possibility of a rich variety of structures, including network arrangements with no centres or with 
multiple ‘centres’, such as federal structures, syndicates, and (in anarcho-capitalism) free market structures. 
 
With no centralised power system, anarchist theories of all kinds present different arguments on how society 
should be run. There should be organisation, but that organisation should be by acceptable means. This entails 
non-coercive, non-authoritarian organisation. 
 
Anarchism has been criticised, even more so than socialism, for utopianism – i.e. putting forward arguments 
on how society should be that are unattainable and unnecessarily optimistic. Arguments made against it 
include the view that human nature does not lend itself to self-organisation without a state, and that dealing 
with internal and external violence would be too problematic without states. 
 
Anarchists argue states are major sources of corruption and crime, inducing much of the evil it is supposed to 
remove. Firstly, it prosecutes for many victimless crimes that go against its morality. Secondly, it acts to 
preserve its questionable monopolies, such as banking and policing. Thirdly, states support social outcomes 
involving gross inequalities and privatisation of wealth and resources, which results in property crime. The 
anarchist Emma Goldman (b. 1869 in Kovno, Russian Empire d. 1940 in Ontario, Canada) claims that: 
 
Crime is naught but misdirected energy. So long as every institution of today… economic,  political, social, and 
moral… conspires to misdirect human energy into wrong channels; so long as most people are out of place 
doing the things they hate to do, living a life they loathe to live, crime will be inevitable, and all the laws on the 
statutes can only increase, but never do away with, crime. 
 
The anarchist Alexander Berkman (b. 1870 in Vilnius, Russian Empire d. 1936 in Nice, France) writes: 
 
‘But who will protect us against crime and criminals?’ you demand. 
 
Rather ask yourself whether government really protects us against them. Does not government itself create 
and uphold conditions which make for crime? Does not the invasion and violence upon which all governments 
rest cultivate the spirit of intolerance and persecution, of hatred and more violence? Does not crime increase 
with the growth of poverty and injustice fostered by the government? Is not government itself the greatest 
injustice and crime? 
 
Crime is the result of economic conditions, of social inequality, of wrongs and evils of which government and 
monopoly are the parents. Government and law can only punish the criminal. They neither cure nor prevent 
crime. The only real cure for crime is to abolish its causes, and this the government can never do because it is 
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there to preserve those very causes. Crime can be eliminated only by doing away with the conditions that 
create it. Government cannot do it. 
 
 

Left-wing anarchism 

 
Collectivist anarchism, or ‘left-wing anarchism’, is a term used to describe theories that can be considered a 
form of ‘ultrasocialism’. The collectivist aspect of socialism – arguing we are social animals who operate best in 
communities, focusing on the common good rather than their individual self-interest – is taken to its limits, 
stating the proper, natural kind of relationship between people is one of sympathy, cooperation and 
sociability. The state is seen as unnecessary and oppressive, greatly impeding any hope of social solidarity. 
 
Collectivist anarchists share many of the same economic arguments made by Marxists (see above), arguing for 
a complete rejection of capitalism, on the grounds it leads to exploitation and class conflict. Collectivists have 
argued that the state intervening in capitalism merely allows capitalism, and the class exploitation that goes 
along with it, to continue. In other words, the only way to get rid of the negative results of capitalism is to get 
rid of capitalism. Reform is not enough. 
 

One area in which Marxists and collectivist anarchists can disagree is with regard 
to how we should carry out the transition from capitalism to a stateless society. 
Marxists, as we saw above, call for a dictatorship of the proletariat, but collectivist 
anarchists regard any state as evil and corrupting, and must be done away with 
entirely. Strengthening state power, even if the intention is that it is done so 
temporarily and in the interests of the working class, is a spectacularly bad idea. 
The state must not ‘wither away’, as Marx suggested, it must be abolished. 
Collectivist anarchists question how and why this workers’ state will ever cease to 
exist, given that a key feature of states is their perpetuating their own existence. 
Whether we are governed by workers or capitalists, we are still being governed, 
and states are pretty ‘wither-proof’. 

Some collectivist 
anarchists 

Mikhail Bakunin 
Alexander Berkman 

Murray Bookchin 
Noam Chomsky 
Emma Goldman 
Peter Kropotkin 
Errico Malatesta 

Georges Sorel 
Nicolas Walter 

 
The anarchist Murray Bookchin (b. 1921 in New York, USA d. 2006 in Vermont, USA) argues another key 
difference between collectivist anarchism and Marxism is that while Marxism places its emphasis on the role 
of economics and the hierarchies between the classes, the concerns of collectivist anarchism are more broadly 
focused on hierarchies of all kinds. So, while collectivist anarchists do not deny the oppressive nature of the 
economic hierarchy of class, Bookchin emphasises it should equally be recognised that other oppressive 
hierarchies (can) also exist. For example, between genders, races, parents and children, teachers and pupils, 
religious leaders and their followers. Marxists are by no means supportive or ignorant of such hierarchies, but 
Bookchin’s claim is that Marxism looks at all issues through the filter of economics, as seen in the arguments 
relating to base and superstructure (see above), whereas anarchism does not necessarily do this. 
 
To illustrate this point further, a comparison can be drawn between Marxist and collectivist anarchist 
variations of feminism. There is a tendency within Marxist feminism to focus on a capitalist root of sexism. In a 
capitalist system, it can be argued, gender inequalities are perpetuated as they serve the interests of capital. 
For instance, the ‘traditional’ work of women – i.e. domestic work – is devalued under capitalism, it not being 
considered ‘proper’ labour, at least not in the sense it should be financially remunerated for. This free labour – 
at least from the perspective of those who exploit it – remains free and considered a less valuable type of 
labour under capitalism, with correspondingly low opinions of those who carry it out. In other words, the 
structures of capitalism position, reinforce and maintain ‘women’s work’, and by association women 
themselves, in an inferior relationship to ‘men’s work’ and men as a group. The economic conditions of 
capitalism are argued to have the social consequence of sexism. Because of this, Marxist feminists can 
conclude, if we wish to abolish sexism, we must abolish capitalism – and if we wish to abolish capitalism, we 
will abolish sexism. 
 
On this issue, while feminist collectivist anarchists may agree that capitalism helps to continue gender 
inequalities in this way, they are less likely to agree that capitalism and sexism necessarily go hand in hand. 
Capitalism as a system is unavoidably exploitative, and took advantage of pre-existing gender inequalities 
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when it was established. A non-sexist capitalism can be envisioned with greater ease by collectivist anarchists, 
as can a sexist post-capitalism. The abolition of capitalism will not necessarily abolish all exploitative 
hierarchies – only those necessarily tied to economics, such as the relation between capitalists and workers. 
 
The collectivist anarchist Nicolas Walter (b. 1934 in London, England d. 2000) says this: 
 
[T]he main function of the state is in fact to hold down the people, to limit freedom… [A]ll the benevolent 
functions of the state can be exercised and often have been exercised by voluntary organisations. Here the 
modern state resembles the medieval church. In the Middle Ages the church was involved in all essential social 
activities, and it was difficult to believe that the activities were possible without it. Only the church could 
baptise, marry and bury people, and they had to learn that it did not actually control birth, love and death. 
Every public act needed an official religious blessing… and people had to learn that the act was just as effective 
without the blessing. The church interfered in and often controlled those aspects of communal life which are 
now dominated by the state. People have learnt to realise that the participation of the church is unnecessary 
and even harmful; what they now have to learn is that the domination of the state is equally pernicious and 
superfluous. We need the state just as long as we think we do, and everything it does can be done just as well 
or even better without the sanction of authority. 
 
…[Most anarchists believe the state] is the representative of the people who own or control the wealth of the 
community and the oppressor of the people who do the work which creates that wealth. The state cannot 
redistribute wealth fairly because it is the main agency of the unfair distribution... The state will not wither 
away – it must be deliberately abolished by people taking power away from the rulers and wealth away from 
the rich; these two actions are linked, and one without the other will always be futile. Anarchy in its truest 
sense means a society without either powerful or wealthy people. 
 
This does not mean that anarchists reject organisation, though here is one of the strongest prejudices about 
anarchism… Anarchists actually want much more organisation, though organisation without authority. The 
prejudice about anarchism derives from a prejudice about organisation; people cannot see that organisation 
does not depend on authority, that it actually works best without authority. 
 
A moment’s thought will show that when compulsion is replaced by consent there will have to be more 
discussion and planning, not less. Everyone who is involved in a decision will be able to take part in making it, 
and no one will be able to leave the work to paid officials or elected representatives. Without rules to observe 
or precedent to follow, every decision will have to be made afresh. Without rulers to obey or leaders to follow, 
we shall all have to make up our own minds. To keep all this going, the multiplicity and complexity of links 
between individuals will be increased, not reduced. Such organisation may be untidy and inefficient, but it will 
be much closer to the needs and feelings of the people concerned. If something cannot be done without the old 
kind of organisation, without authority and compulsion, it probably isn’t worth doing and would be better left 
undone. 
 
What anarchists do reject is the institutionalisation of organisation, the establishment of a special group of 
people whose function is to organise other people. Anarchist organisation would be fluid and open; as soon as 
organisation becomes hardened and closed, it falls into the hands of a bureaucracy, becomes the instrument of 
a particular class, and reverts to the expression of authority instead of the co-ordination of society. 
 
Noam Chomsky says: 
 
Candidates say ‘Vote for me, and I will do so-and-so for you’. Few believe them, but more important, a different 
process is unthinkable: that in their unions, political clubs, and other popular organizations people should 
formulate their own plans and projects and put forth candidates to represent them. Even more unthinkable is 
that the general public should have a voice in decisions about investment, production, the character of work, 
and other basic aspects of life. The minimal conditions for functioning democracy have been removed far 
beyond thought, a remarkable victory of the doctrinal system. 
 
And he also says: 
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Modern industrial civilisation has developed within a certain system of convenient myths. The driving force of 
modern industrial civilisation has been individual material gain, which is accepted as legitimate, even 
praiseworthy, on the grounds that private vices yield public benefits, in the classic formulation. Now, it’s long 
been understood – very well – that a society that is based on this principle will destroy itself in time. It can only 
persist with whatever suffering and injustice it entails as long as it’s possible to pretend that the destructive 
forces that humans create are limited, that the world is an infinite resource, and that the world is an infinite 
garbage can. 
 
At this stage of history, either one of two things is possible. Either the general population will take control of its 
own destiny and will concern itself with community interests, guided by values of solidarity, and sympathy, and 
concern for others, or, alternatively, there will be no destiny for anyone to control. 
 
As long as some specialised class is in a position of authority, it is going to set policy in the special interests that 
it serves. But the conditions of survival, let alone justice, require rational social planning in the interests of the 
community as a whole, and by now that means the global community. 
 
…The question, in brief, is whether democracy and freedom are values to be preserved, or threats to be 
avoided. In this possibly terminal phase of human existence, democracy and freedom are more than values to 
be treasured – they may well be essential to survival. 
 
Anarcho-communism is a variety of collectivist anarchism, which focuses on communities working together in 
a shared existence. Work can and should be a social experience, with everyone concentrating on producing 
what is good for the community, rather than what is financially profitable. Furthermore, what is made by the 
community should be owned by the community rather than single individuals. Therefore, anarcho-communists 
have argued for common ownership of property and an end of such things as private property and money. 
Material goods would be allocated by need, with communities pooling together to work out what they require 
and then, perhaps through cooperation with other communities, working together to produce it. 
 
Capitalists are likely to argue that such an economic system is bound to be terribly inefficient, demanding a 
great deal of time from all members of the community, which they would be unable and/or unwilling to give. 
Anarcho-communists can respond that even if capitalism is more efficient than communism, it is preferable for 
other reasons – namely, greater freedom, autonomy and involvement for all concerned rather than the 
privileged few. However, the assumption that communist economics is inefficient can also be questioned, as it 
can be pointed out that a lot of time is spent in capitalist economies on producing goods and services that are 
surplus to our needs. 
 
Like Marxists, anarcho-communists argue private property encourages materialism and acquisitiveness, and 
leads to social inequality and conflict, a principal cause of crime and social disorder. 
 
Of all ideologies, anarcho-communism is perhaps the most optimistic about the capacity of people to 
cooperate together. A major theory associated with anarcho-communism is Pyotr Kropotkin’s (b. 1842 in 
Moscow, Russian Empire d. 1921 in Dmitrov, Russian SFSR) idea of mutual aid. In opposition to the social 
Darwinist theories supported by the right-wing, Kropotkin states that species are not successful because they 
are competitive and aggressive, but because they are able to focus their energies cooperatively on achieving 
what they want. In evolutionary terms, cooperation in species leads to far greater things than conflict does, so 
Herbert Spencer’s view of ‘survival of the fittest’ is flawed. Kropotkin argues capitalism turns people’s focus 
away from mutual aid and more to selfish individualism. 
 
A number of anarcho-communists have expressed admiration for small communities, along the lines of city-
states or communes. This focus is sometimes described as localism. Advantages of this way of living are argued 
to include:  
 

 Strengthening compassion and solidarity, lowering selfishness and greed. 

 Decisions are made through direct democracy, guaranteeing a high level of participation and equality. 

 Communes are small-scale/human-scale, meaning people manage their affairs through face-to-face 
interaction. 
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 Communities would be voluntary – anyone could leave or join. 

 Self-sustaining, providing what they need, with little of the waste and unnecessary products that 
capitalism creates. Also, this would limit competition with other communities. If communities have 
something another wants, they can work out methods of exchange that are mutually beneficial. 

 Voluntary links can be made with other communities, forming federations between groups to help provide 
for any wants that cannot be met on a local level – e.g. access to resources that are not found in the area. 
With modern technologies, there is no reason to imagine the communication between and within 
different communities would not be strong and well-connected. 

 
A major criticism made against anarcho-communists is the question of how minority views in communities will 
be treated, along with the presence of individuals who cause harm to others. With regard to minority views, a 
typical response to these problems is to argue that anyone can choose to leave and form their own 
communities, so their freedom is not greatly affected. Perhaps more importantly than this, it can be argued 
that hierarchical power structures have been a major force behind particular groups receiving discrimination. 
Therefore, a society run on anarcho-communist lines would not be so oppressive and divisive. 
 
With regard to the treatment of harm-causing individuals (they cannot truly be called criminals, as without a 
state there is by definition no law-breaking), anarcho-communists often argue, firstly, such behaviour would 
be greatly minimised due to the effect of communal living on human nature, secondly, rehabilitation would 
take precedence over retribution in dealing with wrong-doers, and thirdly, such individuals would find 
themselves excluded from communities who would simply not tolerate their behaviour. Without a formal 
police force, the community would take on this role, as they recognise this is no longer a task they can 
delegate to the state. 
 
Anarcho-syndicalism is a further variety of collectivist anarchism, sharing many of the critiques of states, 
hierarchies and capitalism which anarcho-communism subscribes to. A key difference between the two 
approaches lies in their attitudes with regard to how anarchist societies should be organised. Anarcho-
syndicalism can be described as revolutionary trade unionism. Unions of workers, which can be structured 
either around different industries, and/or as unions of anarchist revolutionaries irrespective of their industries, 
are to act as ordinary, albeit especially militant, unions – e.g. bettering the position and conditions of their 
members through strikes, direct action, workplace sabotage etc. – but to have an additional concern with 
abolishing the capitalist state and redistributing the power to those previously exploited. Syndicalist unions are 
to be structured in ways which foreshadow the intended structures of the post-state society e.g. non-
hierarchical, decentralised, democratic, safe spaces for all involved. By forming federations with other 
syndicalist unions, they can further their mutual causes all the more effectively.  
 
 

Right-wing anarchism 

 
Individualist anarchism, or ‘right-wing anarchism’, is a term used to describe theories that can be considered a 
form of ‘ultraliberalism’. The atomist aspect of liberalism – arguing we are rational, egoist, self-reliant 
individuals – is taken to its limits, with the most important political value being that of freedom of interference 
from all other individuals and institutions. We are well able to make and act on our choices that serve our own 
interests, and should be permitted to do so. Furthermore, being reasonable by nature, we will recognise that 
conflicts are better resolved through non-violent means. The state is seen unnecessary and oppressive, as 
through its invariably interventionist and paternalist policies, by its very nature is the biggest threat to human 
freedom ever invented. 
 

Anarcho-capitalism is a variety of individualist anarchism, which argues that states 
intervening in the capitalist economy in any way takes it away from ‘pure’ 
capitalism, which needs to be left unrestricted in order to work most effectively. In 
this respect, they share a common economic ground with classical and neo-liberals, 
agreeing an economically laissez-faire approach is required. 

Some anarcho-
capitalists 

David Friedman 
Peter Leeson 

Murray Rothbard 

 
Anarcho-capitalists argue government should be abolished and replaced with unregulated capitalism – a 
genuinely free market system. Property should be owned by individuals, who are to voluntarily engage in 
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market transactions with others for any services they require. Consequently, the individual is completely free 
from economic interventionism, and the market organises everything. It can be said the arguments made in 
favour of the laissez-faire approach are most firmly held by anarcho-capitalists, who see no useful role for the 
state whatsoever. 
 
States impede capitalism, through restricting trade and creating monopolies through protectionist policies. 
Furthermore, any services provided by states will be inefficient, as they are not encouraged by competition 
with other industries to offer better services. Therefore, all goods and industries should be in private hands, so 
they more effectively serve our needs. 
 
Whereas neo-liberals felt the state should have a role in providing such minimal services as the judiciary, police 
forces and armed services, anarcho-capitalists argue that these can all be provided by the market. Privately-
owned protection services and courts can be contracted to solve any disputes that might arise. Such 
organisations would offer a better service than publicly-owned ones, as they would be forced to compete with 
other businesses, and so be compelled to offer the best, most affordable service they can. Murray Rothbard (b. 
1926 d. 1995 in New York, USA) argues that if such services were able to guarantee justice, then rational, 
enlightened individuals would voluntarily go along with what they did. This would mean, for example, a 
privately run court would have to develop a reputation for fairness and appropriate sentencing in order to 
attract custom. A state-run, monopolistic court system does not have this concern, because there is no 
competition, so is likely to be more inefficient and corrupt. In every area of life, anarcho-capitalists argue 
private-run initiatives are preferable to those organised by collectives or the state. 
 
 

States and nations  

 

states 

 
A state has the necessary property of being a particular territory or section of land. In other words, it will have 
physical borders. However, not any piece of land can be called a state, so this cannot be a sufficient property 
of states. 
 
Building further on this definition, it can be said that another necessary property of states is that they are a 
politically organised society. Specifically, states are an institution which has a centralised body that makes, 
executes and interprets laws across a particular territory. This governmental body could take a number of 
forms. For example, a monarchy, dictatorship, tribal elder, or representative democracy. 
 
Another definition of the state is that it has sovereignty, meaning it is the only institution to have supreme 
power over all other institutions within a particular territory.  
 
Max Weber (b. 1864 in Erfurt, Prussia d. 1920 in Munich, Bavaria) defines the state as ‘a human community 
that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory’. 
Therefore, the only use of physical force which a state accepts is the physical force which it carries out itself. 
 
States could be argued to use physical force in a number of ways. Most obviously, through the directly 
assaultive actions of their armed forces and law enforcement services. However, other examples could include 
the carrying out of punishments, from extreme cases like execution, through imprisonment, deportation, 
extradition, house arrest, and enforced community service. Therefore, it can be said that Weber’s use of the 
term ‘physical force’ refers to any case where the state is exerting its will on others, forcing them to do 
something they would otherwise not do, be that get killed, be removed from the country, incarcerated, or be 
placed in unacceptable living conditions.  
 
In any case, the state does not accept the legitimacy of any groups or individuals not attached to it carrying out 
such actions. For instance, those who do not work for the armed services or police force are not permitted to 
invade other countries or arrest people, while individuals not attached to the judiciary of prison services are 
not permitted the right to imprison others. Equally, other states are not permitted to carry out similar actions 
within their territory, unless express permission is given. 
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Another key feature of states that has been argued for is that, within their territory, any individual who lives 
there should submit to their rule. They have political obligation to obey the state’s laws, and it is not permitted 
for them to simply ‘opt out’.  
 
Finally, it can be said that the properties which states are composed of – e.g. borders, institutions which have 
authority over people – only exist because we have decided they exist. In other words, if there were no 
people, there would be no states.  
 
 

nations 

 
A more difficult term to define is ‘nation’. Whereas ‘state’ refers to an area of land with a particular political 
system, nation is a term that refers more to a group of people.  
 
To start with, one commonly argued necessary property of nations is that they are a people who have a shared 
identity, which might be called a national sentiment or ‘patriotism’. People who are united by patriotic 
feelings of national sentiment have positive feelings towards their nation, and regard their nationality as an 
important part of their (shared) identity. 
 
Adding further detail to this definition of ‘nation’, there is some disagreement over to what extent we are able 
to choose our nationality. Some of the different conceptions of what a nation is include: 
 
(1), it can be argued that someone’s nationality is voluntary. For example, Weber claims a nation is nothing 
more than a group of people who support or aspire to have a shared state-like organisation with each other. 
Because of this, the nationality a person has is down to their individually chosen bonds with others, and they 
have the liberty to choose which nation they are a part of. 
 
For example, if there is a group of people who are united in the view that having their own state is a good 
thing, and Heathcliff shares this sentiment with them and wants to be a member of that state, this definition 
would argue that Heathcliff can now be said to be part of this nation of people.  
 
This definition could further be used to argue that if at a later time Heathcliff no longer feels such connections, 
he could legitimately switch his national identity to a different group. 
 
(2), it can alternatively be argued that our nationality is not so voluntary. Arguments of this type frequently 
claim that we are effectively ‘born into’ our national group. Because we have a shared identity with others in 
our culture – which could include such things as commonly held values and practices, membership of a 
particular ethnic group, use of the same language(s), common religious beliefs etc. – this similar experience we 
have determines what nation we are members of. 
 
This definition is not necessarily against the view that we can choose or change our nationality, but to do so 
legitimately requires a change in our shared cultural life, rather than our simply deciding to associate with one 
nation over another.  
 
For example, if a group of people exists which has its own cultural identity, and Veronika lives within this 
culture, this definition would argue she is part of this nation of people. This can still be the case even if 
Veronika herself does not feel any particular national sentiments herself – she is still part of the nation through 
merit of being immersed in its culture. In other words, because she is embedded in the nation’s cultural life, 
she is a part of that nation. 
 
It could further be said that if Veronika were to fully enter into the culture of another nation, then she could 
legitimately change her nationality. However, her nationality cannot change simply based on her feelings 
alone. 
 
However we approach the definition of ‘nation’, the term raises some problems: 
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Firstly, while it is typically straightforward to determine whether or not a state exists, where it exists, and who 
is a member of it, none of these things are as simple with regard to nations. A key reason for this difficulty is 
related to there being (a) more disagreement over the meaning of ‘nation’ compared with the term ‘state’, 
and (b) problems with defining terms such as ‘culture’ and ‘cultural identity’. 
 
Secondly, we can ask whether it is possible for someone to be part of more than one nation, or even no nation 
at all. This is not such a problem for considering whether someone is the member of a state, as states will 
basically choose for you. That is, if you live within a state, because it claims a monopoly on legitimate force, 
then you are required to follow its laws. If you wish to be a member of more than one state, the final decision 
is essentially up to the states involved. And if you wish to be a member of no state, this will often receive a 
(firmly negative) response from the state whose borders you happen to be living within. 
 
But as we saw above, your membership of a nation depends more on you – your attitudes, and perhaps also 
your involvement with a particular culture. Could it be possible that someone is connected, through their 
sentiments and/or cultural connections, to more than one nation, or no nation at all? Also, could someone’s 
national identity be different to the one of the majority of people living around them? 
 
Thirdly, if we accept the definition of nation which insists that people of the same nationality have a shared 
cultural identity, it is unclear how much similarity is required for the group to be rightly considered a ‘national’ 
one, as opposed to, say, simply a bunch of people with broadly similar backgrounds or upbringing. 

 
Fourthly, and in connection with this, what is a national identity, really? What does it mean exactly to speak of 
a group of people having a ‘shared cultural heritage’? How useful is the definition given, and should it be 
further refined? 
 
To illustrate this criticism, consider the USA. It contains a great number of languages, backgrounds and cultural 
traditions. Is it right to say the USA is a nation as well being a state? What commonality is there between the 
citizens of the USA, beyond the unrevealing and tautological fact that they are all USA citizens? Looking 
elsewhere, even for a smaller country such as the UK, or a nominally more monocultural one such as North 
Korea, can it ever be said that the people possess a shared national consciousness? In the case of the UK, is it 
just one nation? Can the Scots, Welsh, English, and Northern Irish be rightly described as independent nations? 
Can it break down even further than this? For example, could any religious, migrant, political or regional 
community meet the criteria for nationhood? 
 
Elaborating further, imagine that some list of national characteristics were written up, and it was argued a 
certain number had to be fulfilled for someone to rightly claim to be part of that nation. It is difficult to think of 
any criterion which could be argued for which (a) did not appear on any other nation’s ‘list’, and (b) said 
something true of all within the group who are argued to be members of that particular nation. To take a 
simplistic example, think of tea-drinking and the ‘English’ nation. Tea-drinking is not exclusive to ‘the English’, 
and nor is it something that all ‘English’ people engage in or value. 
 
If features such as a shared language or history are argued to be defining properties of what makes a nation, 
these are both things that will have been shaped through interaction and influence with other cultures. For 
instance, consider the various sources of words in the English language, and the role that other groups and 
immigrant communities have played in shaping English history. 
 
 

Nation states 

 
We can therefore define a nation state as a combination of both of these things, whereby the population of a 
state shares the same national sentiments or consciousness. It might be said that there is one very culturally 
important thing that all people living in the same state have – i.e. that they live in the same state. This fact 
alone could be what also makes them a nation. 
 
It is worth noting that not all nations are states, and also that not all states are nations. For example, it can be 
argued that the Kurdish people are a nation, sharing a common cultural life, history, and ethnicity. However, 
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they do not have their own state, and their population, despite being centred around a particular geographic 
area, occupies several existing states, such as Turkey, Syria, Iran and Iraq. 
 
To take another example, it can be argued that the UK is a state, but not a nation. Rather, it is composed of 
several national identities, including English, Scottish and Welsh nations. 
 
A key issue for the term ‘nation state’ relates to the criticisms we saw above regarding the definition of 
‘nation’. As noted, it is difficult enough defining what a nation is, including where it can be said to begin and 
end. In attempting to combine the state with the nation, the concept of a nation state is claiming the physical 
and legal borders of the state are, or should be, equivalent to the more ‘mental’ borders of the nation. In other 
words, those who are part of the same nation are part of the same state. 
 
There are already problems in clearly defining and separating one culture or nation from another. We have an 
incredible variety of connections, backgrounds, interests, values and lifestyles. The argument that those living 
within a state share the same nationality with the other people living within that state is a problematic one to 
make.  
 
For example, those who live in England may have in common with other English people that they also live in 
England. But it can be said that ‘living in England’ does not provide an experience that is uniquely similar for all 
those who do it. As noted above, there is no one set of national characteristics that can be drawn up, 
particularly one that will be significantly different to that of other ‘nations’.  
 
In connection with this, communist arguments, particularly more libertarian ones, may be used here. As we 
saw earlier in the course, communism argues we have more in common with our class than we do other 
classes, in terms of shared experience and interests. An extremely common, perhaps inevitable, feature of 
states is that they have more than one class. This fact alone could suggest the idea of a ‘nation state’ has 
problems. Additionally, libertarian communists may claim that any state only exists in whatever form it is in as 
the result of ruling class activities – e.g. war, colonisation, expansion, conquest. Furthermore, these activities 
are spectacularly damaging for the working class. Therefore, for the working class to align themselves and their 
‘national identity’ with the products of the activities of their rulers is not in their best interests. 
 
 

Nationalism 

 
The issues raised by all of these terms ties in with nationalism. This is a type of political ideology which, 
although it comes in a number of varieties, has the following common features: 
 
Nationalists support statism – the view that states should exist. Therefore, nationalism is incompatible with 
anti-statist ideologies such as anarchism. 
 
Nationalists often support the view that each nation is entitled to the liberty of self-determination. This means 
national groups should be free to decide for themselves that they want to form a state, and, as far as possible, 
the boundaries of the nation and those of their state should coincide. 
 
Nationalists often believe someone’s nation has more importance in terms of who we have moral 
commitments to than the wider population. Nationalism frequently claims people in a nation have strong 
connections to each other, and therefore have particular obligations to those in their nation. These obligations 
are less strong compared to those we have to people outside of our nation, because of comparatively weaker 
communal ties. 
 
Nationalists often argue the nation state is the ideal environment to bring about the best kind of life for 
people, it being needed for humans to have the proper freedom to flourish. The nation we are part of will 
determine the particular nation state we require to meet our fullest potential. Typical reasons for making such 
arguments will focus on such things as social cohesion, and a shared set of cultural values and purpose binding 
a national community together.  
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Nationalists commonly argue the highest form of political organisation is the nation state – in other words, 
each nation is or should be a sovereign entity. A key reason for this is the claim that if each nation is 
represented and secured by a state, then national sentiments will be protected. 

 

Nationalists are supportive of national sentiment or patriotism, arguing it is good and right to have love and 
pride for one’s nation. It is argued that our nation significantly contributes to our identity, tying us to others in 
cultural commonality.  
 
Beyond this, there is a great variety of different attitudes in nationalist thought. For example, one way in which 
different forms of nationalist thought distinguish themselves from each other is with regard to their attitudes 
and treatment of those who are not part of their nation (state). In everyday language, it is common to 
associate nationalism with hostility towards those who are members of different nations, but it can be argued 
that such overt aggression is not a necessary feature of a nationalist perspective. 
 
Nationalism can certainly be combined with some other ideologies, such as conservatism and liberalism. As 
noted above, anarchism and nationalism do not go together well. Furthermore, socialism and communism can 
be anti-nationalist, particularly if it is felt that class membership is more politically and morally important than 
nationality. As a general tendency, it can be argued that nationalist feelings are more pronounced at the 
authoritarian end of the political spectrum, and less so at the libertarian end. 
 
In the variety of nationalist thought sometimes referred to as exclusive nationalism, we do clearly see hostility 
towards other nations. Exclusive nationalists are characterised by intolerance towards those of other national 
groups, combined with a view that their own nation is superior. Therefore, they will not necessarily argue that 
all nations should have the liberty of self-determination. What is most important is that their nation has a 
state, and that this state is strong and secure. 
 
Exclusive nationalism is usually a response to the perception that the nation is under threat internally and/or 
externally, a perception that provokes a heightened sense of unity and is often expressed in hostility and 
sometimes violence. The integrity of the nation can be challenged by a broad variety of factors, such as rapid 
socio-economic change, political instability, communal rivalry, an upsurge in immigration, or the growing 
power of neighbouring states. In such cases, nationalism offers a vision of an ordered, secure and cohesive 
community. Exclusive nationalism invariably rejects liberal-democratic principles, and is the most authoritarian 
of nationalist ideologies. Therefore, it is particularly compatible with fascism. 
 
A number of arguments can be made against nationalism. Here’s a few: 
 
Firstly, as acknowledged above, there is the difficulty in determining which groupings of people qualify as 
nations in the first place. Reasons for this include the question of how many people in a national group need to 
feel this connection, and to what degree. Given such arguments, it may be problematic to support the 
nationalist position that we should be motivated by national sentiments. 
 
Secondly, whichever definition of ‘nation’ we accept, we can criticise nationalism’s claim that we should feel 
stronger moral ties to those of our own nation rather than those from other nations. (This criticism will apply 
to an even stronger degree in cases of exclusive nationalism.) 
 
As indicated above, a possible response for the nationalist here is the argument that a nation state is required 
in order to protect the interests of the members of that nation, the state being the only environment in which 
the nation can flourish to its fullest potential. Such a claim, of course, relies on certain assumptions that other 
political viewpoints could take exception to. For example, anarchists would be quick to dismiss the view that 
living under a state is the best environment for a rich and rewarding life. If this state is a capitalist one of any 
description, Marxists would be happy to join in with this objection as well. Furthermore, libertarians of all 
varieties could argue it is better to focus on the freedom of the individual and their autonomy to find their 
own identity and values, rather than their being tied to considerations of the nation state. 
 
However, opposition to nationalism on this point does not necessarily require acceptance of anarchist, Marxist 
or libertarian principles. For instance, cosmopolitanism argues our moral obligations should be directed 
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towards all persons, regardless of geographical or cultural distance, and that political arrangements should 
reflect this universal moral obligation.  
 
Cosmopolitanism comes in statist as well as anti-statist varieties. Cosmopolitans who argue in favour of there 
being states might also support the existence of regulatory supra-national bodies, a term used to describe 
organisations that have power or influence above individual states. For example, a body that polices other 
states through an international legal system. 
 
Thirdly, in addition to providing a definition of ‘nation’, Ernest Gellner (b. 1925 in Paris, France d. 1995 in 
Prague, Czech Republic) makes the following argument which can be directed against the nationalist idea that 
nations should have their own nation states: 
 
[There are] a very large number of potential nations on earth. Our planet also contains room for a certain 
number of independent or autonomous political units. On any reasonable calculation, the former number (of 
potential nations) is probably much, much larger than that of possible viable states. If this argument or 
calculation is correct, not all nationalisms can be satisfied, at any rate not at the same time. The satisfaction of 
some spells the frustration of others. This argument is furthered and immeasurably strengthened by the fact 
that very many of the potential nations of this world live, or until recently have lived, not in compact territorial 
units but intermixed with each other in complex patterns. It follows that a territorial political unit can only 
become ethnically homogenous in such cases if it either kills, or expels, or assimilates all non-nationals. 
 

Fourthly, multiculturalism can be said to present problems for nationalism, and also the related problem of 
defining what a nation is. The reason for this relates to whether such a thing as a ‘multicultural nation’ can 
actually exist. After all, if a nation is defined by a shared culture, this makes it difficult to conceive of a 
multicultural ‘nation’. If such a thing exists, why would its cultural boundaries stop at any point short of 
everyone who is alive? It could be argued that, if nations exist, most, and possibly all of them, are 
multicultural, particularly when considered from a historical point of view. Which nations can’t claim to have 
taken on and been influenced by other nations, and/or be composed of peoples from a variety of different 
backgrounds? 
 

Fifthly, although nationalists often make the argument that nations provide unity and common purpose for 
people, at the same time this can be criticised as setting up boundaries and divisions against anyone who 
aren’t part of their nation. After all, if someone is encouraged to culturally and morally identify with a 
particular group, then they are not identifying as much (if at all) with those outside that group. Such 
sentiments can be argued to develop and strengthen other attitudes, such as xenophobic, anti-immigrant and 
racist feelings. 
 
It is not uncommon to hear left-libertarians argue that appeals to nationalism are in the interests of the ruling 
elite, and to the detriment of working class solidarity. Not only does nationalism divide workers from their 
comrades in different states – e.g. English, French, Iraqi and Afghan workers – but can also divide workers 
within states – e.g. negative attitudes to migrant workers or those perceived to be ‘other’ in terms of 
nationality. 
 
Sixthly, nationalist-approved sentiments such as patriotism and national pride or loyalty can be further 
criticised. (1), it can be argued such feelings are incoherent, as they can call on people to feel pride and 
satisfaction over activities that they did not take part in – e.g. successes in international sporting contests and 
wars fought by previous generations. (2), these feelings can further cement divisions and hostility to those of 
other nations. (3), the history of any nation is rarely, if ever, one that can be looked at without criticism. For 
example, the atrocities nations have committed against each other throughout history can be considered an 
unusual focus for positive sentiments.  
 
Nationalist responses to these criticisms are likely to focus on the argued-for positives of national sentiments. 
For instance, the camaraderie of having a common feeling with others in our nation, which does not 
necessarily have to be divisive against other nations. Furthermore, a claim that the nation has done many 
positive and impressive things throughout history, and should be celebrated accordingly.  
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Seventhly, along with support for patriotism and national pride, those in support of nationalism – particularly 
state leaders – also commonly talk of ‘the national interest’. This term, and related criticisms, will be returned 
to in the next section.  
 
Finally, another important point is how, in everyday discussion, nationalist attitudes are often described as 
right-wing. However, this labelling can be seen to have its root in the left-right linear ideological spectrum. As 
we have seen, this spectrum places conservatism and fascism on the right, which helps to explain why 
nationalism and ‘right-wing’ are thought to be connected. However, with regard to the two-dimensional 
spectrum, nationalist beliefs are found more at the authoritarian end of the scale. Left-wing nationalism is not 
an oxymoron. 
 
 

The national interest 

 
Reference can be made to the right of a nation or state to secure its national interest. This is typically 
appealed to when arguing that it is good for the state or nation that it acts a particular way, and should have a 
right to do so. 
 
Such a claim raises the question of whether or not it is meaningful to talk about what is ‘good’ for a nation or 
state. Is this any different from what is good for its individual members? One example where this is an issue is 
in the topic of war. Wars can, and often are, argued by governments to be in the national interest. However, 
they may not necessarily be in the interests of individual people – for example, because they are being killed. 
Perhaps, though, it could be argued in some cases that war is at least not in their immediate interest, but their 
sacrifice is benefiting the survivors and/or the next generation. 
 
In opposition, Noam Chomsky argues that whenever ‘the national interest’ is referred to, this means little 
more than economic and financial interest. As an anti-capitalist anarchist, Chomsky holds that states are 
unavoidably violent and unnecessary institutions, the level of violence they commit in correlation to their 
power. He argues the power a state has is related to its economic wealth. Therefore, it can be said that the 
wealthier the state, the more violent it is likely to be. (This wealth can be enhanced and/or secured by the 
support of other states.) 
 
Chomsky claims there is little distinction in modern capitalist states between the interests of the government 
leaders and the interests of the state’s business leaders. Simply put, governments serve the capitalist class far 
more than the working class. 
 
Chomsky is therefore unconvinced by the argument that a nation or state has any right to act motivated by 
this particular principle. He would claim that nation states acting in this way has caused a great deal of 
unnecessary suffering and rights violations of millions of individuals, which is far more important than the 
economic concerns of the ruling classes. The interests of government and business leaders are in no way the 
same as the interests of the general population of a state. Consequently, it is wrong to equate – as sometimes 
occurs – criticism of a state’s government with criticism of a state’s people: 
 
If you identify the country, the people, the culture with the rulers [then] it's anti-Semitic to criticize the Israeli 
policy, and anti-American to criticize the American policy, and it was anti-Soviet when the dissidents criticized 
Russian policy. You have to accept deeply totalitarian assumptions not to laugh at this. 
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