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The purpose of this Factfile is to help students 
navigate the political ideas of Burke, Marx and 
Mill and to understand the significance of these 
writers in the development of conservatism, 
socialism and liberalism. The Factfile is laid out in 
three sections, one for each set of political ideas 

and the corresponding text and author. This will 
allow students to grasp the core ideas of each 
ideology and how the particular text influenced this 
ideology. Common critiques of the ideologies or 
of the views expressed in the relevant texts will be 
highlighted.
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Political Ideas

Conservatism and Burke’s ‘Reflections on the Revolution in France’ 

The term ‘Conservative’ only came into political 
usage following the French Revolution and was not 
commonly used until the 1820s. Therefore, we can 
immediately see that Burke had a major part to play 
in the development of both a conservative ideology 
and a conservative identity. The term derives 
from the Latin verb ‘conservare’, which literally 
means to preserve, and this captures the essence 
of conservatism. It commonly denotes a political 
ideology which prefers little or no social and political 
change and for change to evolve slowly over time 
rather than to happen too quickly. However, we need 
to be aware that this is a view of classic conservatives 
from around Burke’s time and there is evidence of 
modern conservatives having welcomed radical 
changes which fit other aspects of conservative 
ideology as and when they get the opportunity. 
Margaret Thatcher pursued a radical conservative 
agenda in Britain in the 1980s. Conservatives are 

often traditionalists in that they revere the traditions 
of their nation or of a glorified past generation which 
correlates with their rejection of too much social 
change. This is a right-wing ideology, the main 
tenets of which are:

•  Belief that people are naturally selfish and will 
only work for profit or if they are forced to.

•  Strong support for private ownership as a right 
and a reward for hard work.

•  Belief in self-reliance and individualism; 
tendency to divorce the individual from society 
thereby blaming the individual for all of their 
misfortunes.
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•  Suspicious of both welfare and state support which 
are seen as causing social problems leading to a 
dependency culture which encourages people to 
look to the state to help them instead of trying to 
help themselves. 

•  Tough on law and order which translates to 
favouring long prison sentences, creating punitive 
conditions in prisons and generally refusing to 
recognise the social causes of crime or to deal with 
the gendered aspects or ethnic aspects of crime. 

•  Ethnocentric and tend to be less tolerant of 
different minority groups such as homosexuals, 
however, these groups will vary over time and 
in Britain there is evidence to suggest that this 
aspect is becoming less strong within the British 
Conservative Party.

Modern Conservative Thinkers
Henry Sidgwick 1838-1900
Michael Oakeshott 1901-1990
Roger Scruton 1944

Edmund Burke and ‘Reflections on the Revolution in France’

In 1789 a French friend of the Anglo-Irish Whig 
politician Edmund Burke asked for his thoughts 
on the revolution in France. Burke wrote the 
‘Reflections’ in response to this and what emerged 
was a dense near stream of consciousness which 
outlined all of Burke’s reasons for objecting to the 
French revolution and its causes. His chief reason 
for opposing the revolution and, for the most part, 
all revolutions (although interestingly he had some 
sympathy for the American Revolution) was his 
belief that it would result in anarchy. In part this 
was drawn from the earlier political philosophy of 

Thomas Hobbes who stressed in his major work, 
‘Leviathan’ that government was necessary in order 
to avoid anarchy and in submitting to government 
we give up some of our freedom in return for order 
and the avoidance of chaos.

Burke strongly objected to the overturning of what 
he saw as valued institutions and customs such as 
the monarchy and rejected the idea that monarchs 
should be replaced by government by the people. 
He acknowledged that part of his reasoning for 
this stance was because he did not share the 
revolutionaries’ faith in the inherent good of the 
people; in other words, he saw the people as largely 
selfish and therefore predicted the ensuing reign of 
terror with some accuracy. He rejected the view that 
complex nations could ever be equal and regarded 
the search for equality as naïve, irresponsible 
and dangerous. He was a strong believer in the 
role of religion in maintaining customs and social 
traditions and spoke also of the need to not just 
revere your king but also your spiritual leaders.

In this sense, Burke saw the challenge to traditional 
power bases in established churches as another 
revolutionary flaw which would destabilise society 
and ultimately leave all of society worse off. Some 
commentators have claimed that Burke didn’t so 
much reject natural rights theory as advocated 
by the supporters of the revolution but more 
specifically abstract rights.

Edmund Burke
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This partly explains why Burke supported the 
American Revolution but not the French Revolution; 
that is, Burke saw the American Revolution as 
seeking to conserve the natural order whilst the 
French Revolution sought to replace it. However, 
it is clear that while Burke may be seen as part 
of the ‘natural rights’ tradition within European 
philosophical developments, it is equally clear 
that writing in ‘Reflections on the Revolution in 
France’ he rejects the rationalist tradition within the 
Enlightenment and is therefore against the sort of 

rights which the revolutionaries sought to confer 
on the people. For Burke, rights were less important 
than duties and this has remained a feature of most 
conservative ideologies ever since. He also suggests 
that the nation is more important than the individual 
when he talks of the need to preserve current 
customs and political practices in order to maintain 
the nation – the idea being that the inequalities and 
impositions suffered by some groups are worth it if 
the nation as a whole is doing fine.

Summary of Burke’s Views in ‘Reflections on the Revolution in France’

Government should be limited.

Liberty comes through traditions and landed property.

When tradition and custom are removed, anarchy and violent chaos will ensue.

It is foolish to impose theory on political practice; political practice should come first and 
evolve organically.

Radical rational philosophy is flawed in its belief that individual reason can work out how 
social and political institutions should function.

People are inherently selfish and need custom, tradition and adherence to prevailing social 
norms to keep them acting responsibly.

Liberalism
Liberalism developed during the period known as 
the Enlightenment and is particularly associated 
with John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Locke 
and Rousseau were both instrumental in developing 
the social contract theory – the idea that people 
submit to government in order to live in a state 
of order rather than chaos. These ideas were truly 
revolutionary for their time as they also suggested 
that tradition and the rule of force could be replaced 
by education and the rule of law to provide safe and 
strong nations. This challenged the monarchical 
system dominant in Europe at the time and was not 
universally accepted for at least two centuries.

There are two basic types of liberalism: classical 
liberalism and social liberalism. Classical liberalism 

is associated with the free market and sees state 
intervention in the economy as a form of coercion 
which should be avoided. Classical liberals oppose 
the welfare state and although we think of classical 
liberals as being an eighteenth and nineteenth 
century phenomena, there are strong adherents 
to these views to be found in modern conservative 
beliefs; for example Margaret Thatcher’s views were 
in accordance with classical liberal views. Social 
liberalism, on the other hand, emphasises the 
need for the government to take steps to protect 
individual liberty and freedoms. This would include 
the government providing access to free education 
and a method of relieving citizens from poverty and 
other restrictions on their development. This sets 
social liberalism at odds with classical liberalism and 
places it closer to socialism. However, both liberal 
groups share a belief in the ability of representative 

Liberalism and Mill’s ‘On Liberty’ 
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democracy to provide an equal society, a view which 
socialists would not concur with. This is today seen 
as a centrist political ideology with some left leaning 
beliefs. The main tenets of liberalism are:

•  Liberals put individual liberty and equality 
of opportunity at the centre of any political 
programme.

•  Belief that government is necessary in order to 
provide a safe environment for citizens.

•  Support for the provision of legally recognised 
rights preferably in a written document or 
constitution in order to protect the individual 
rights and freedoms of citizens. These rights 
frequently include rights such as freedom of 
speech and the freedom of religious practice.

•  Liberals would seek to limit the power 
of government and seek to have in-built 
mechanisms for checking governmental power 
through adherence to a strict rule of law. Often 
this includes political devices such as an 
independent higher court which can carry out 
judicial reviews or inquiries. 

•  Liberalism is associated with democratic forms of 
government (hence the term liberal democracy) 
and with free and fair elections as a way of giving 
political power to the people. In a modern or 
contemporary context this is reflected in support 
for measures such as Freedom of Information.

•  Unlike conservatives such as Burke, liberals would 
contest that traditions carry any inherent value and 
would instead say that customs need to continually 
develop in order to meet new circumstances and to 
take into account new beliefs.

•  Liberals would put the right to life, liberty and 
property at the centre of their political project 
and therefore differ from both conservatives and 
socialists in a number of distinct ways. 

Modern Liberal Thinkers
John Dewey 1859-1953
John Maynard Keynes 1883-1946
Karl Popper 1902-1994
Simone de Beauvoir 1908-1986
John Kenneth Galbraith 1908- 2006

John Stuart Mill and ‘On Liberty’ 

Mill wrote ‘On Liberty’ in 1859, in which he set 
out the clearest statement of his liberal beliefs 
and provided a defence for liberalism against its 
critics. Mill was the son of a leading liberal reformer, 
James Mill, who believed very strongly in the 
utilitarian views espoused by Jeremy Bentham. 
It was expected that the younger Mill would keep 
up the family tradition of utilitarianism, which to 
a degree he did; however, his version was much 
revised and can be seen as an attempt to humanise 
utilitarianism and to base it on a more sympathetic 
view of human nature. Mill agreed with his father’s 
basic belief that society should attempt to create 
the greatest happiness for the greatest number 
and rather than rejecting his father’s teachings he 
could be seen, and indeed saw himself, as filling 
in the gaps and developing his father’s ideas more 
fully. Like his father and Bentham, Mill argued that 
an action is the right action provided it increases 

human welfare. He believed that human actions 
were primarily motivated by the desire for pleasure 
but that one of the pleasures that motivates people 
was the desire to improve the general welfare of 
all humans not just themselves. Mill recognised a 
basic altruistic motivation in people and this led to 
his ideas being less individualistic than those of his 
father and Bentham. Mill therefore developed the 
‘pleasure principle’ and argued that it was pointless 
to try to suggest that humans should do anything 
other than that which gives them pleasure as this 
was the basic motivating force behind all human 
actions. Therefore the way forward for society 
would be to try to harness this pleasure seeking 
motivation for the good of all. It is in this aspect 
that Mill errs as he suggests that in seeking our own 
pleasure we automatically promote the pleasure of 
all, a view which would be hotly contested by both 
conservatives and socialists.
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Mill identified that whilst pleasure-seeking might 
be a significant motivator of human behaviour, 
there is evidence that some people are motivated by 
virtue for its own sake. In addition, he also argues 
that if people can be motivated by the desire for 
virtue for its own sake then they can be motivated 
by other things such as power or money for their 
own sake. This opened up his understanding of 
human psychology and allowed utilitarianism to 
become a more rounded and developed political 
philosophy. Mill also altered the utilitarian view of 
happiness. He worried that the traditional utilitarian 
view that actions are right if they promote the 
greatest happiness for the greatest number could be 
misinterpreted to indicate only sensual pleasures. It 
was for this reason that he stressed some pleasures 
are superior to others. Mill specifically made the case 
for a higher set of pleasures which are essentially 
intellectual pleasures.

In this way he attempted to improve on the 
hedonistic principle in utilitarianism without 
losing the essence of it. In ‘On Liberty’ Mill stressed 
the ability that individuals have for reflective 
decision-making and it is this, along with the 
ability to take responsibility, which marks humans 
out as progressive beings. Moral responsibility 
sets us apart and allows us to make the right 
choices by understanding the consequences of 
our own behaviour. Unlike the vast majority of his 
contemporaries, Mill believed in extending full 
political rights to women and fiercely defended the 
view that women were equal to men and had equal 
capacity for political and other forms of reasoning.

Mill regarded old traditional political systems such 
as monarchies as essentially destructive of liberty 
as they were unaccountable and relied too heavily 
on having a benevolent ruler in order to be properly 
ruled. Similarly he was also sceptical about the 
potential threat to liberty from democratic systems 
which he called the ‘tyranny of the majority.’ In 
order to lay down a plan for the ideal liberal society 
he introduced the idea of the ‘harm principle’ which 
basically stated that the only possible justification 
for exercising power over an individual in society 
against their will is to prevent harm to others. The 
‘harm principle’ and its associated categories as 
illuminated by Mill in ‘On Liberty’ allow him to 
draw up a legalistic approach to rights and liberty 
which very much reflect the liberal tendency 
to conflate freedom and rights to this day. Mill 
uses the categories of self-regarding and other-
regarding conduct to help decide how the state 
should deal with individuals. By this categorisation 
only completely self-regarding conduct should 
be free from state interference; however as Mill 
concedes, there is very little completely self-
regarding conduct, making this a deeply contested 
area within his thought. Mill in ‘On Liberty’ defends 
freedom of speech more in order to unpick the 
grounds for free speech than to defend it in itself 
as he regards free speech as a generally accepted 
desirable right. Mill was therefore trying to find a 
pattern which he could apply to other rights by 
using free speech as his starting point.

Mill firmly believed that people need to be free 
to explore their characters as much as possible 
in order to develop fully through the use of 
deliberation and self-reflection. He believed that 
this needed to be enabled by government through 
the provision of education but also through the 
provision of basic freedoms. However, Mill equally 
recognised that liberty may be curtailed by the 
‘harm principle’. Liberties will be lost if they result 
in us harming others. Again Mill is careful to 
distinguish between harm and offence but this 
is where his argument is particularly interesting 
and of relevance for many contemporary legal 
dilemmas. Mill saw representative democracy as 
an important way of guaranteeing the optimal 
conditions for the creation of self-regulating and 
self-fulfilled individuals. He was a campaigner 
for the extension of the franchise, and unlike his 
contemporaries he supported votes for both women 
and working-class men. However, he did support 
weighted voting which reflected his continued 
belief that some groups were more able than others 
to make sound judgements. 

John Stuart Mill
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Summary of Mill’s Views in ‘On Liberty’

Liberal government is the best for guaranteeing the freedom of citizens and allowing citizens 
to develop their full potential.

Government should provide some essential services such as education but not others such as 
welfare which he believed would stop people helping themselves.

Belief in the harm principle and the utilitarian belief in the greatest happiness for the greatest 
number. Mill, however, developed both of these further than either Bentham or his father.

Belief in representative democracy with a wide franchise to include women and 
working-class men but with the potential of a weighted voting system to give a stronger 
voice to some groups in society.

Belief in liberal freedoms such as speech, expression, property and liberty and recognition of 
the role of the state in guaranteeing these.

Old traditions such as the monarchy were not inherently good or bad but carried the potential 
to be negative if they had no in-built accountability.

Suspicious of the potential for the tyranny of the majority which could result from a 
representative democracy if simply based on majority rule. 

Socialism

Communism is ultimately the highest stage of 
socialism according to the ideas of Karl Marx, and 
for the most part socialist and communist political 
thought follow similar beliefs. The ultimate aim for 
both socialists and communists is the creation of 
a classless, stateless society in which people are 
totally free and able to reach their full potential. 
The basic premise of both communism and 
socialism is that all humans are born equal but 
the class system has worked to create inequalities 
between people, some of which are impossible 
to overcome without a full scale revolution of the 
political, social and economic systems. Socialists 
would be very clear on the need to create a 
new economic system in order to pursue a new 
political or social system. Likewise for socialists 
and Marxists in particular, the links between the 
economic system and the socio-political system are 
very clear.

In short, those who hold the means of production 
or have access to the key resources in society 
have political power over everyone else. If we 

want an equal society, according to socialists, 
we need to look further than the romantic legal 
freedoms the liberals would seek and create a level 
economic playing field rather than relying on a 
corrupt system to protect everyone equally. A key 
difference between socialism and the other two 
main political ideologies already discussed lies 
with their attitude to private property. For socialists 
the abolition of private property is an essential 
pre-requisite for an equal society whereas for both 
liberals and conservatives private property and 
property owners are seen as the backbone of a safe 
and stable society.

Marx saw the proletariat (the working class) as 
the vehicle for revolutionary change: because 
of their increasing alienation and immiserating 
circumstances, they would rise against the 
bourgeoisie and usher in a new era of socialism 
which would finally allow humans to reach their 
highest level of political existence. Therefore for 
socialists, the proletariat are the backbone of society 
and not the wealthy property owning classes.
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Modern Marxist Thinkers
Herbert Marcuse 1898-1979
Louis Althusser 1918-1990
Ralph Miliband 1924-1994
Antonio Negri 1933
Juliet Mitchell 1940

There are both Marxist and non-Marxist versions of 
communism; however, for the most part, the focus 
in this study is on Marxism and its various forms 
of socialist thought. At its heart then, socialism or 
communism (the terms were used interchangeably 
throughout the nineteenth century) is based on the 
desire to create an equal society and the belief that 
this can only happen economically if the means of 
production are state controlled and redirected for 
general welfare rather than personal profit. Hence the 
Marxist idiom ‘from each according to their ability to 
each according to their needs’.

The main tenets of socialism are:

•  Equality, which can only be attained through 
economic redistribution of the means of 
production.

•  Freedom is only possible in a socialist system 
based on economic equality.

•  Equality should be applied throughout society 
and should include women.

•  The proletariat are seen as the vehicle for the 
revolution but the ultimate aim is to create a 
truly classless society.

•  The removal of the profit motive and even 
possibly money will allow people to reach their 
real potential rather than pursue the making of 
money or acquisition of material goods.

•  It is the role of the state to provide basic 
standards in housing, education and welfare for 
the good of all in the socialist state, but equally it 
is the duty of the citizen to contribute to society 
for the good of all.

Marx and Engels’ ‘The Communist Manifesto’

Written as a pamphlet in 1848 by Karl Marx and 
Friederich Engels, ‘The Communist Manifesto’ was a 
short but effective statement of the beliefs of Marx 
and Engels that the capitalist system was not only 
inherently flawed but would inevitably be replaced 
by a socialist and finally a communist system.

Originally published in London as a political 
pamphlet, ‘The Communist Manifesto’ came to 
be regarded as one of the most important and 
influential political publications of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Although it does not 
give the most detailed case against capitalism, 
it provides a good summary of the ideas of Marx 
and Engels in support of the establishment of 
a socialist system. Later socialist thought was 
heavily indebted to the work of Marx and Engels 
and therefore a good understanding of socialism 
and communism should begin with a solid 
understanding of ‘The Communist Manifesto’. A 
more detailed account of Marx’s views can be found 
in ‘Das Capital’ for those seeking more illumination 
on Marxist ideology.

The stated position or purpose of ‘The Communist 
Manifesto’ was to ask all communists to come 
forward and to make clear their position – to 
publish a manifesto that would clarify communist 
views and aims. This was in response to the fear of 
communism which had crept into European politics 
during this period, a fear which the authors clearly 
thought the old orders should feel as they regarded 
communism and the proletarian revolution as 
inevitable. 

The first section of the manifesto is entitled 
‘Bourgeois and Proletarians’. In this section the 
materialist conception of history is developed with 
Marx demonstrating that every historical epoch is 
shaped by its economic base and the oppressive 
relations which result from this. According to this 
view the old feudal system based on land ownership 
had gradually given way to a new ruling class – the 
bourgeoisie, who are ruling society in a way that 
exploits the poor and immiserates the workers. 
This continual exploitation of the workers by the 
bourgeoisie led Marx and Engels to claim that the 
bourgeoisie will dig its own grave. Their exploitation 
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of the workers cannot continue indefinitely and 
eventually and inevitably the workers will rebel 
against this inherently unjust situation and take 
over the state. This will mark the beginning of 
the socialist era which will eventually lead to full 
communism as indicated by the withering away of 
the state. 

The second section, ‘Proletarians and Communists’, 
outlines more clearly some of the actual aims of the 
communist movement and specifically identifies 
communism as a more reliable representative of 
the working class than any other working-class 
movement. In this section some specific aims are 
identified such as free universal education and the 
abolition of inheritances, all of which are seen as 
short-term goals with the ultimate goal being the 
establishment of a classless, socialist society.

The third section, ‘Socialist and Communist 
Literature’, exemplifies the differences between 
communism and other types of socialism and places 
a clear emphasis on the superiority of communism 
over other working-class movements. It openly 
criticises the reformist nature of socialist movements 
with their failure to endorse revolution as the only 
true way to attain class equality and freedom.

The final section is a brief section which focuses on 
the position of communism in Europe in the mid-
nineteenth century and recognises the developing 
support for communism and reiterates the 
inevitability of a communist world-wide revolution. 

‘The Communist Manifesto’ was not well known 
until after 1872 when it became increasingly seen 
as the main case in favour of communism. This 
was partly due to Marx’s prominence in the First 
International and his support for the 1871 Paris 
Commune. The rise of social democratic parties 
associated with the end of the nineteenth century 
led to increased interest in all of Marx’s works, 
the ‘Manifesto’ chief among them, and, as he had 
identified communists and social democrats as 
natural allies in the last section of the ‘Manifesto’, 
this was not surprising. The establishment of 
a communist state in Russia in 1917 saw the 
‘Communist Manifesto’ become required reading for 
the party faithful and, in spite of criticisms, it is still 
regarded as possessing relevance today.

Karl Marx

Friedrich Engels
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Summary of Marx and Engels’ Views in ‘The Communist Manifesto’

•  All societies have an economic base which shapes the way society is governed and who benefits.

•  In a capitalist state the pursuit of wealth and profit dominates the economy and individual desires. 
Individualism, consumption and competitiveness are encouraged at the expense of more cooperative 
ways of living.

•  In a capitalist state there are two main groups – the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The bourgeoisie 
control the means of production and exploit the proletariat for their own benefit, both financial and 
political. The proletariat do all of the manual work but do not get a fair share of the profit and are kept in 
a subservient position. 

•  The state creates a false consciousness which keeps everyone believing that things cannot be any 
different to the way they are, that inequality is natural and cannot be overcome.

• The ruling class want things to remain the way they are. 

•  Private ownership is seen as the root of the problem; ownership needs to be in common for a truly equal 
society to exist.

• The ultimate aim is for a truly equal classless and stateless society.
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