THE GOOD SOCIETY

If they can get you asking the wrong questions, they don't have to worry about the answers.   Thomas Pynchon
1. How much inequality is compatible with a good society?  How much equality is compatible with one?

No government is legitimate that does not show equal concern for the fate of all those citizens over whom it claims dominion.   Ronald Dworkin

 

2. Life chances are profoundly affected by such factors as educational opportunity and access to health care. Can a good society coexist with private education and private medicine which are priced beyond the reach of many citizens? 

I regard class differences as contrary to justice and, in the last resort, based on force.  Albert Einstein 

3.  Should inheritance tax regimes seek to prevent economic advantages from being passed on down the generations? 

Every man is born with a …right… to inherit, with his brethren, his father's goods.   John Locke, 1690
4. Should all schools be neutral regarding the claims of religion, or should parents be able to opt for an education that inculcates the tenets of some faith?

Give me the children until they are seven, and anyone may have them afterwards.   St.Francis Xavier
5. Societies typically possess established systems of government, law and property relationships and a dominant ideology.  In a good society, should such things be continuously interrogated and open to change?  If so, what conditions are sufficient to guarantee this?

Has there ever been a society which has died of dissent?  Several have died of conformity in our lifetime.   Jacob Bronowski, 1961
 
6. Governments seek to influence voters by controlling the flow and presentation of news; corporate-owned media do likewise.  What duties should a good society take on where news, information and access to the media are concerned?
Freedom of the press in Britain means freedom to print such of the proprietor’s prejudices as the advertisers don’t object to.    Hannen Swaffer
 
7. For Isaiah Berlin the central question in political philosophy was, why should any man obey any other man or body of men?   Under what conditions, if at all, should we be prepared in a good society to obey others?   
No-one is good enough to be another man's master.    William Morris 

 
8. Does a good society need a political elite?  Should it enable all its citizens to participate, if they wish, in making major decisions?
The mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favoured few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately.    Thomas Jefferson
 
9. In western democracies, shareholders alone decide who sits in a company boardroom and controls the enterprise.  Should this be so in a good society?

It is difficult to feel that we are really governing ourselves if in so central a part of our living as our work, most of us have no share in decisions that immediately affect us.   Raymond Williams
 
10. Within existing nation states, some groups commonly regard themselves as disadvantaged ethnic, linguistic or other minorities, the victims of history and geopolitics.  Should a good society guarantee to its minorities the right, if they choose, to secede and set up their own state?

No State, upon its own mere motion, can lawfully get out of the Union.   Abraham Lincoln    

11. Attempts to construct a good society can scarcely avoid challenging political and economic vested interests, and risking a violent reaction.  Conversely, modest reforms risk leaving decisive concentrations of wealth, power and privilege intact.   What then is to be done?     
Alas that we, who wished to lay the foundations of kindliness between men, could not ourselves be kind.    Bertolt Brecht,  “To Posterity” 
12.  Should the rights which individuals and groups enjoy include economic as well as human and political rights?

Freedom from fear could be said to sum up the whole philosophy of human rights.  Dag Hammarskjöld. 

13. Who should have the right to draw up their society’s codes of fundamental rights?

Human rights are inscribed in the hearts of people; they were there long before lawmakers drafted their first proclamation.   Mary Robinson
14.  Is it possible to create the good society in one country, in isolation from conditions elsewhere in the world?  What responsibilities (if any) should such a society assume in relation to oppressive states?
The most extravagant idea that can arise in a politician’s head is to believe that it is enough for a people to invade a foreign country to make it adopt their laws and their constitution.  No-one loves armed missionaries.    Maximilien Robespierre
15.  Does even a good society need the Other, the excluded?  Can it only hold together and define itself in contradistinction to other societies which remain outside its boundaries?  Or does the good society of necessity embrace all of humanity?  

My country is the world, and my religion is to do good.  Thomas Paine
16.  Diderot* believed that humanity was ruled by personal interest, that personal interest arose from property, and that it was idle for philosophers to argue about the best possible form of government so long as the axe had not been laid to the roots of private property.   Is good government compatible with large accumulations of private wealth?
*As quoted by Gracchus Babeuf in his own defence at his trial, 1796. 
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