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Foreword: Are Ideas Enough?

This startling and opportune volume shines a vivid light on a little-studied or understood aspect of modern Britain.

Ideas.

Without ideas, no progress can be made.

With the wrong ideas, no progress can be made.

But with the right ideas, at the right time, anything is possible.

Ideas can be portmanteau, like capitalism or communism, feminism or wokeism. Or they can be micro, as with ideas which affect just a particular area, like the idea of creating vaccines to combat coronavirus, or a new style in architecture, like art deco. Many Prime Ministers try to define their premierships by having big ideas, like ‘Thatcherism’. But most fail to do so, whether John Major with his ‘citizens' charter’, Tony Blair with his ‘Third Way’, David Cameron with his ‘big society’ or Boris Johnson with ‘levelling up’. Only rarely is it given to a prime minister to define their entire premiership with a wraparound idea. Most find it hard to deliver even micro ideas.

Why do ideas matter so much? And why are they never of themselves enough? This Foreword will explore both these questions.

Without ideas, sterility reigns. Without John Maynard Keynes, government economic policy would've remained rooted in the non-interventionist ideas of the early twentieth century. His advocacy of fiscal and monetary policy paved the way for governments managing aggregating demand, and mitigating the worst effects of economic depression. Without social reformer William Beveridge, the welfare state introduced by the Labour government of Clement Attlee from 1945, would not have emerged in the form it did. Ideas are equally important in the world of art, with perspective, impressionism, expressionism and abstract art ushering in successive revolutions in art forms.

Ideas matter because they break the hold of status quos. The status quo hates new ideas, and will try and discourage, disparage and snuff them out whenever they see them. They might succeed in the short term, but ideas will inevitably break through sooner or later. The absolutist monarchies of France and Russia were brought down by ideas of equality. The mighty coercive power of the Soviet Union was broken by the ideas of freedom. For each idea, a season. Millions of companies worldwide that flourished for years were brought down within a decade of the digital revolution arriving in their countries. High Streets are being revolutionised by the idea of online shopping.

Ideas matter because we live in a dynamic world. To stand still is to go backwards. Resisting ideas is as futile as baying at the rising sun snuffing out the despondent moon. Ideas embrace and enshrine new technologies, new mindsets and new frontiers. Humans cannot go anywhere but forward. Retro thinking is not about going backwards: it's about reimagining the past and serves it up nice and crisp in the modern era.

Finally, ideas matter because they refresh policy and politics. Britain has a partially broken democracy, a deeply flawed education and health system, and it has a culture which is heavily skewed towards the well-off. We still have to find solutions to combating climate change, the cost of social care, how to reduce inequality, have affordable green energy and address the concerns around artificial intelligence (AI). As the chapters in the book show, there are solutions on all these areas and many more.

No one argued more persuasively than the late Ken Robinson that creativity is as vital as it is undervalued. We have a school and university system which privileges regimentation and producing the ‘right’ answer over creativity. And we have an economy which has been historically weak at rewarding creative thinking and developing promising home-grown ideas into successful products in the market place.

So are ideas then our total salvation?

No. Ideas are necessary but not sufficient to securing future survival and flourishing.

Why aren't ideas then sufficient? First, as I argued in ‘Ideas are not enough’ [in the book I edited with David Marquand The Ideas that Shaped Post-war Britain (Fontana, 1996)], they are only effective if they are in a positive relationship with three other forces: individuals, interests and circumstances. Ideas need to be adopted and advocated by those in positions of power, with the finance, authority and the means to make them happen. Even then, they will be unsuccessful if there are powerful forces ranged against them: it could be the media, financial interests or popular opinion. Even if the ideas, interests and individuals are all positively aligned, it still requires the right circumstances for them to flourish. Disruptive change (e.g. war, economic downturn or natural disasters) has often been the friend to the blossoming of new ideas. World War I thus allowed nascent ideas, including popular democracy, the vote for women and scientific and medical advance to fructify, while World War II changed notions of the role of government and the size and responsibilities of the state.

Some ideas are bad. Eugenics is one such. Aryanism and Nazism equally ideas all reasonable people would find repugnant. Other ideas are more subjective. In the west, we celebrate democracy: most of the world lives in regimes that are autocratic. The idea that the Iraqis en masse would welcome the invasion of Iraq in 2003 and want to embrace democracy proved not to be the case. The majority of the world lives in states that refuse to condemn Russia's invasion of Ukraine.

Ideas can provide the solution when so many are diametrically opposed to each other. The rights of the unborn child versus the woman's right to choose, for example. The right of each individual to choose their gender versus the rights of others, including some parents, female athletes and women's groups, to argue that gender is not a choice. The European Union is an idea, but so is Brexit. Fervent supporters on both sides believe that the evidence supports their own case.

Ideas can easily be exaggerated in importance. Many of the most significant changes in history have been brought on by developments, which have nothing to do with ideas, including epidemics, natural disasters and the changing climate. Elevating ideas to being all important can distort human agency.

Often people don't want governments with highfalutin ideas: they just want the potholes filled and for the trains to run on time.

Finally, we can elevate the importance of ideas forgetting that we have still to develop applicable ideas to save humankind from the biggest risks to its future, including weapons of mass destruction, rogue states with aggressive ambitions and AI out of control.

Relying on AI to solve the biggest problems we face might just be the most stupid idea of them all.

This volume is clever precisely because it elevates ideas while recognising their limitations.

Sir Anthony Seldon
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