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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 advo-
cacy 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
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are equally important in the world of art, with perspective,
impressionism, expressionism and abstract art ushering in succes-
sive 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 devel-
oping promising home-grown ideas into successful products in the
market place.

So are ideas then our total salvation?
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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 develop-
ments, which have nothing to do with ideas, including epidemics,
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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

xxvi Foreword: Are Ideas Enough?



PART 1

THE CONCEPT OF AN
IDEAS-INFORMED SOCIETY
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1

POTENT IDEAS, ENGAGED
CITIZENS, HEALTHY SOCIETIES

Chris Brown and Graham Handscomb

SPARKS OF INSPIRATION

Let’s start with what we know. Ideas always have and always will
change the world, whether this happens via gradual shifts in
understanding or behaviour, or from the introduction of revolu-
tionary new ways of knowing and being.1,2 When these ideas are
good (and naturally how we judge ‘goodness’ is very much steeped
in our norms and values), we all benefit as a result. This is expressed
well by television presenter, archaeologist and historian Neil
Oliver,3 who suggests that when life-enhancing, life-changing ideas
have occurred during humankind’s history, sparks of inspiration
have become flames and these flames have served to positively light
up the world.

But, as you will have noticed, Western society is actually in a bit
of a fix right now. Smack bang in the midst of environmental
emergency and an obesity crisis, we are also faced with growing
disparities between the haves and have nots, and a danger that hard
won moves towards equity and rights might be lost. We have also
seen, in more recent times, many individuals beginning to turn their
back on what science and what traditional politics have to offer,
with a concomitant growth in reactionary populism and forms of
social media that are rapidly becoming the Wild West when it
comes to veracity and honesty. So it would seem that now – more
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than ever – it’s timely to consider how to support citizens to become
both willing and able to engage with and evaluate ideas.

THE BENEFITS OF AN IDEAS-INFORMED SOCIETY

With this context in mind, we see the notion of the ideas-informed
society as a desirable situation. One in which (1) our citizens see
value in being well-informed through staying up to date and (2)
citizens regularly keep themselves up to date by actively engaging
with new ideas, doing so both openly and critically.4 But ushering
in an ideas-informed society is not simply a desirable intellectual
exercise; research indicates a range of benefits materialise from
citizens actively engaging with ideas. These include (3) citizens
becoming more knowledgeable and (4) citizens finding themselves
better positioned to make beneficial decisions and achieve personal
fulfilment. For instance, being ideas-informed is linked to better
health and other measures of wellness, since the key to personal
fitness – as well as tackling many illnesses, such as diabetes – is
information and education. Likewise, within the overall umbrella of
the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, the spread of the Omicron
variant (which occurred after the mass availability of vaccinations
and booster jabs) highlighted how those less well informed were
more likely to end up in intensive care units as a result.

Being ideas-informed can also, amongst many other things,
ensure that people (1) maintain a broad understanding of scientific
and technological advances and, where relevant, how these can be
harnessed to improve our own lives as well as that of society more
generally5; (2) demonstrate a general awareness of artistic, literary
or cultural developments – with cultural capital linked to a range of
positive outcomes, from success at school to future levels of
income6,7; and (3) are cognizant of political events.8 This final point
leading to strengthened democratic processes, with politicians and
local community leaders being held to account.

A further benefit of ideas engagement is that citizens can align
their perspectives with desirable societal values.9,10 By this we mean
values that are progressive in nature: i.e., values that tend towards
fairness, equality and social and environmental justice. This

4 Chris Brown and Graham Handscomb



tendency is evident in recent studies which show that the vast
majority of the UK population (80% of those surveyed, based on a
poll of 2,244 UK citizens) now believe it important to be attentive
to issues of racial inequality and social justice.11 Likewise, pro-
gressive norms present themselves in terms of increased concern
about the current environmental emergency and attitudes regarding
how it might be tackled, including the now widespread acceptance
of veganism.12 The totality of these benefits also positively impacts
society when they result in a population that is generally more
happy, healthy, inclusive and empathetic, and where there is more
social, cultural, scientific and political engagement, as well as
educational and economic productivity. While in an ideas-informed
society, these types of outcomes may not always materialise, nor
always result in behaviours that are commensurate with under-
standing, the more citizens engage with ideas, the more likely this
will be the case over the longer term.13

Finally, we also believe that more ideas-engagement has signifi-
cant and positive implications for the whole area of leadership and
decision-making in society. As more citizens engage with ideas, and
become more critically informed, then the momentum towards
collaboration and participation, not just in the democratic process,
but also in collaborative social leadership more generally, becomes
increasingly compelling. As such, we see more genuine
ideas-engagement fostering a ‘density’ of leadership and social
participation throughout society.14 Given its potential positives, it is
our aspiration, therefore, that the ideas-informed society is avail-
able to all and can be enjoyed by everyone.

CAVEATS AND CHALLENGES

It’s also worth that we briefly pause to introduce some pragmatism
into our argument. Having made the case for the promotion and
fostering of ideas-engagement and the hugely positive dividends this
can bring to society, we are not so naive that we cannot also see
that there are some potentially problematic considerations with our
position. Certainly, we are not labouring under the simplistic
assumption that all ideas that ‘take off’ (or take root) will be ‘good’,
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‘positive’ or actively contribute to human flourishing. Indeed, as a
number of our contributors argue, although we may like to believe
that good arguments will always defeat bad ones, with the truth
winning out, this is often evidentially not the case when ideas battle
themselves out.15 In fact quite the opposite situation can occur
when toxic ideas or fake news gain momentum to overwhelm and
corrupt society.16

The other caveat also explored in this book is that the promotion
of a society which encourages ideas-engagement may be met by
considerable organisational, cultural and even psychological resis-
tance – often by the very people and sections of society that would
gain most from this.17 Nonetheless, as indicated earlier, we believe
our aspiration is well worth pursuing, with potential benefits far
outweighing such concerns – if these concerns can be adequately
addressed – and its development best achieved by drawing from a
range of sectors.

Given our goal, we note with interest, but also concern, that
there are some who neither engage with ideas, nor make attempts to
do so; an issue, because the presence of these attitudes and
behaviours serves to limit the extent to which the types of beneficial
outcomes we detail above can be achieved.18 Of particular worry
are the findings of previous studies which indicate that, amongst the
population generally, there are substantive numbers of people who
are ‘ideas refusers’: i.e. members of the public who see little value in
engaging with ideas. For instance, findings from a representative
survey of some 1,000 voting age citizens in England, show that, in
response to the question: ‘How important is it to you to keep up to
date with news, current affairs and new developments (such as
political, economic and scientific developments)?’, 13% of respon-
dents indicated that this was ‘unimportant’ to them, with 16%
seemingly ambivalent (responding that it was ‘neither important or
unimportant’).19

Analysing this data further reveals that ‘ideas refusers’ are more
likely to be from low education backgrounds, reside in communities
where friends, family and colleagues also possess low levels of
education, and will predominantly be in low skilled employment.
An additional insight of interest is the reluctance by ‘ideas refusers’
to discuss new ideas with friends, family or work colleagues. This
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places ‘ideas refusers’ in a diametrically opposed position to those
who are ‘ideas engagers’. What’s more, as well as ascribing low
value to ideas-engagement, ideas refusers are also less likely to see
value in the types of progressive ideals we see as vital. For instance,
the same survey asked respondents to consider the importance to
them of a range of topics, including the importance of inclusion and
tolerance; the importance of business practices that are both ethical
and sustainable; and the importance of supporting one’s own and
other’s physical and mental health. Again, a sizable proportion
(ranging from 15% to 24% depending on the statement) considered
these items to be of no or of indeterminant value. Interestingly,
these findings mirror those of other recent studies.20,21 At the same
time, such individuals (as well as the wider communities within
which they live) stand much to gain from becoming increasingly
knowledgeable, in a better position to make good decisions and
from being more responsive to progressive beliefs and norms. So, as
we see it, there is a clear need to know more about how to close the
gap between the ideal (i.e. the actualisation of the ideas-informed
society) and the real (i.e. the current situation). But how to achieve
this is the part we don’t yet know: hence the need for this book.

OUR AUTHORS – WIDE EXPERIENCE AND
DEEP INSIGHTS

It is our belief that, if the benefits we outline above are to be realised
and concerns successfully mitigated, a collective endeavour is
required. Naturally, therefore, in order to pull together this work
we reached out to the great and the good: those with vast experi-
ence and even vaster minds, to see what they thought was required
in understanding the nature of an ideas-informed society and how
to make it happen. We also wanted our contributors to outline the
challenges and pitfalls that might potentially hinder what we would
like to see realised, or that might even threaten to corrupt our
aspirations into something undesirable. And we are more than
delighted with the result.

What you have in your hands represents the wisdom of 35
respected, authors, thinkers and practical players in the field of
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ideas. Our contributors hail from a diverse range of fields and
include leading lawyers and entrepreneurs, as well as artists,
archaeologists, church ministers and educationalists – with a
number of leading academics thrown in for good measure. Indi-
vidually, they have been working in the broad field of
ideas-engagement in very different ways. So, just to give a few
examples: Dr Sam Fowles, as a barrister focused on public and
constitutional law, is concerned with truth telling and holding our
leaders and democratic system to account (even successfully taking
former Prime Minister Boris Johnson to court for illegally pro-
roguing Parliament); Sir Paul Collier is a leading campaigner
tackling what he argues is a starkly unequal, polarized society in the
UK; Katherine Crisp is Founder of Social Innovation for All, a
social enterprise on a mission to unleash the creative potential of
young people to address social challenges; Paul Lindley is an
award-winning British entrepreneur and Chair of the Mayor of
London’s Child Obesity Taskforce; Sir Les Ebdon is a champion of
fair access to higher education for the marginalised; The Revd
Canon Helen Cameron of the Methodist Church, meanwhile, has,
for some time, been concerned with the idea of human flourishing.
Some have also been directly involved in ideas-related initiatives.
For example, see the IdeasSpies website discussed in the chapter by
Lynn Wood and Sabra Brock; the ‘Battle of Ideas’ festival that is
co-convened by Alastair Donald from the Academy of Ideas; or
Stéphane Goldstein’s ‘InformAll’ initiative, which promotes the
relevance and importance of information literacy.

THE SECTIONS OF THE BOOK

To corral all our contributions effectively, we have arranged them
into the following sections:

1. The Concept of an Ideas-Informed Society;

2. Truth-telling, Democracy and Community;

3. Creativity, Arts and the Environment; and

4. Education and Empowering Young People.
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