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Introduction


This book is aimed at those teaching and studying the ‘political ideas’ components of A-level Politics specifications. But what, exactly, do we mean by both ‘political ideas’ and ‘political ideologies’? And how do we distinguish them from political policies? We are used to discussing specific political policies but these refer largely to short term, pragmatic decisions made by politicians, parties and pressure groups. Policies are developed to deal with particular problems which arise from time to time. Ideas and ideologies, on the other hand, look at longer term issues and consider fundamental solutions to such questions. Furthermore, they are based on strongly held principles, rather than pragmatic responses to short term issues. Two examples can help here.

Let us consider the levels of taxation in a society. A policy to reduce income tax may be a short-term method of pumping more money into the economy, increasing spending and boosting economic growth. It cannot be undertaken permanently but it solves a problem in the meantime. On the other hand, a party or group of politicians might believe that tax levels are generally too high, are a threat to people’s economic liberty and individualism, and are a disincentive to work and enterprise; so they should be kept to as low a level as possible in the long term. A low tax society is therefore a political idea.

Political ideologies are a stronger phenomenon altogether. Ideologies are sets of related political ideas which come together to create a vision of some kind of idealised society. Ideologies are based on strongly held, permanent principles and interlocking doctrines. In our example, the idea of a low tax society connects with related doctrines such as opposition to high levels of welfare which may be a disincentive to hard work as much as high taxes, and free, unregulated markets which foster business enterprise. Put these three aims together – low taxation, low welfare and free markets – and we have an ideology, usually known as neo-liberalism.

We can now apply the same analysis to another set of ideas. These concern dealing with poverty and inequality:


	•  Raising the minimum wage is a short-term policy to reduce poverty.

	•  Reducing the gap in living standards between the rich and poor in the long term is a political idea.

	•  Creating a more generally equal society with equal rights, empowerment for the working classes, intervention by the state to avoid the ‘excesses’ of capitalism, and public ownership of major industries to spread the fruits of their production more evenly, are interlocking ideas, forming an ideology, which we know as socialism.



This book deals with political ideas and political ideologies, but not with policies. Put another way, policies come and go, while political ideas and ideologies have more permanence.

There are three ‘core ideologies’ and five ‘optional’ ideologies. Apart from the fact that students must study all three core ideologies to be able to tackle the examination questions, but only have to study one of the options, there is another distinction to be borne in mind:

The core ideologies – liberalism, conservatism and socialism – have dominated Western civilisation for over two hundred years. Political discourse and conflict have therefore largely been based on these three. However, they are predominately based on Western civilisation. Today we must look further afield in our study of political ideas, taking a world view and also considering those ideas that shape the relationships between minorities and the perspectives of alienated sections of society.

The optional ideologies – feminism, anarchism, multiculturalism, nationalism and ecologism – have generally shorter histories than the core ideologies but often take their inspiration from different forms of consciousness of the world, ranging from Eastern mysticism to gender awareness to modern scientism. Some aspects of the optional ideas have also challenged the traditional ideas associated with liberalism, conservatism and socialism and, as such, can also be described as post modern.


Five themes

In each chapter, these five themes will enable us to analyse, evaluate and compare political ideas, with a view to helping students prepare for examination questions. As a starting point, these themes should be considered in the following ways:

Human nature. This concerns beliefs about the fundamental nature of mankind’s relationship with other people and with the world. In the political ideas presented here we will see that various thinkers have described human nature in enormously varied ways, from egocentric to social, from fundamentally good to fundamentally competitive, from gender obsessed to androgynous (having no gender identity) or from dominant over the natural world (anthropocentric) to claiming to be only an equal part of nature.

State. Nearly all people live under the jurisdiction of one state or another. Political ideas and ideologies, therefore, have adopted principles about the nature of the state, what part (if any) it should play in society, how it should be controlled and whether it is a force for good or evil.

Society. All societies have a particular structure which has either evolved naturally or been imposed by the state and those who govern the state. Most ideologies have, therefore, developed some kind of vision of what their ideal society would look like. Sometimes this is very specific, as is the case with socialism, some forms of multiculturalism and certain types of collectivist anarchism. Sometimes it is more vague, as is the case with conservatism.

Economy. Not all political ideas and ideologies contain a strong economic perspective, but some do and this should be reflected in analysis where it applies. Again, socialism is a clear example, while neo-liberals, as described above, base most of their ideas on economics and economic principles. Even some socialist feminists have been able to link most of their analysis to economic relations between the sexes. Many ecologists also see capitalism as the main culprit in the degradation of the natural environment and so propose to control or even abolish it.

Different types. All of the ideologies covered in this book are somewhat ambiguous, in that they all have various interpretations and prescriptions. For example, socialism is seen as both a revolutionary and non-revolutionary doctrine, while liberalism advocates both a reduction and extension of state activity. Students will thus be made aware of what both unites and divides each ideology’s key thinkers.



Key thinkers

There are five or six key thinkers identified for each of the political ideologies in the specification. This book describes their main work, beliefs and importance in the development of political ideas. They are not exhaustive, and you may benefit from knowing something of other important writers within the ideology concerned. However, we strongly advise that you refer to each ideology’s 5 or 6 key thinkers in your examination answers – as long as such references are relevant and accurate.

As indicated above, each ideology contains different themes and variations. Often, the different thinkers in the text illustrate these variations most effectively. Thus the distinction between, for example, the liberals John Stuart Mill and John Rawls tells us a great deal about how liberalism evolved between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Similarly, Marx’s revolutionary version of socialism tells us much of how dramatically the ideology has been transformed by more recent, moderate, left-wing thinkers such as Anthony Crosland and Anthony Giddens.



Political Vocabulary

As we have said, accurate and appropriate political vocabulary should be used wherever possible. Fortunately, both this book and the examination specification itself contain key terms with their meanings. You should take time to understand these and practise using them wherever you can. They can also save you time in your writing as they have specific meanings which will reduce the need for lengthy explanations.

You are strongly advised to learn those aspects of vocabulary with which you are not already familiar, while ensuring you are able to use them in the correct context.






Chapter 1 Liberalism
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Learning outcomes

This chapter will enable students to:


	•  understand the core values of liberalism as a political ideology

	•  understand how liberal thinking has evolved since the seventeenth century

	•  understand the various strands of liberalism and how they compare.
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Key thinkers

This chapter will frequently reference the key liberal thinkers cited in A-level exam specifications:


	•  John Locke (1632–1704)

	•  Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–97)

	•  John Stuart Mill (1806–73)

	•  Thomas Hill Green (1836–82)

	•  John Rawls (1921–2002)

	•  Betty Friedan (1921–2006).
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Introduction: an influential ideology
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Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez: American liberal or American socialist?



Most commentators agree that liberalism is the most important and influential ideology in the world today. According to a United Nations survey in 2000, almost two-thirds of states around the world could be classed as ‘liberal democracies’, a seven-fold increase since 1945. The advance of liberal ideas, it seemed, was unstoppable.

This view has since been challenged by developments during the twenty-first century, but liberalism remains an immensely powerful ideology, central to an understanding of modern politics. But what do liberal societies and liberal states embody? How are ‘liberals’ different from, say, ‘moderate’ socialists or ‘centrist’ conservatives? As we shall see, liberalism is not straightforward, and its practitioners are a mixed bunch in terms of their politics.

In the UK and USA, for example, ‘liberalism’ is usually seen as a ‘centre-left’ doctrine, challenging the values of conservatism. As a result, self-proclaimed American liberals – such as Joe Biden and Hillary Clinton – find themselves in the same party as self-proclaimed socialists such as Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, all opposing the supposed conservatism of the Republican Party.

In the states of the southern hemisphere and western Pacific, the term ‘liberal’ has rather different connotations. In Australia, for example, the Liberal Party is seen as the main opposition to the Labor Party and has a strong appeal to those rejecting leftist or progressive politics.

Clearly, liberalism is both influential and ambiguous. To help us understand this crucial yet complex ideology, it is first necessary to examine how it emerged.



The origins of liberalism and the influence of the Enlightenment

The roots of liberalism lie in the Reformation, a religious movement affecting much of northern Europe in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Led by religious protestors such as Martin Luther, the founders of ‘protestant’ Christianity argued that individuals need no longer rely on priests, popes and other intermediaries. Instead, Christianity should assume a more individualistic character, with each man and woman undertaking their own individual communication with God.
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John Locke: Enlightenment icon and classical liberal



However, it was the Enlightenment that extended these religious ideas into the political and secular world. The Enlightenment was an intellectual movement that emerged in the mid-1600s, and one that continued to exert a powerful influence during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was defined by reason rather than religion, free thinking rather than blind faith and rational scrutiny rather than spirituality. Put literally, it was a movement that aimed to shed ‘light’ on the assumptions of what some term the Dark Ages (a description sometimes applied to the medieval era) and to replace those assumptions with more tolerant and inquiring attitudes.

Through philosophers such as John Locke (Key thinker 1), often seen as the ‘father of liberalism’, the Enlightenment inspired a range of radical ideas, such as:


	•  that every individual has an ability to think freely

	•  that an individual’s life should be determined by his or her own judgements

	•  that the relationship between individuals and governments should be re-examined, in a way that improves the status of the individual.



These ideas are not unusual today, but in the seventeenth century they were revolutionary, with Locke considered an incendiary figure in both England and America. Until then, it had been assumed:


	•  that the natural form of government was autocratic (dominated by a single individual)

	•  that an autocratic ruler, usually a monarch, had been appointed by God

	•  that the monarch’s wishes should therefore be automatically accepted by his ‘subjects’ – a doctrine known as ‘the divine right of kings’.



Yet the philosophers of the Enlightenment, and Locke in particular, disputed such medieval attitudes, arguing that ‘ordinary’ individuals should create, by themselves and for themselves, a political system based on reason rather than tradition and superstition – a principle which some political scientists now refer to as mechanistic theory.
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Key term

Mechanistic theory Linked to the writings of John Locke, this argues that human beings are rational and can build a state that reflects their needs (e.g. the need for freedom and self-fulfilment). It rejected ideas such as the ‘divine right of kings’, which argued that a state should reflect God’s wishes and that obedience to such a state was a religious duty.
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Knowledge check


	1  What was the ‘Enlightenment’?

	2  What was the ‘divine right of kings’ and why was it at odds with Enlightenment values?
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Key thinker 1

John Locke (1632–1704)

John Locke is usually seen as the father of liberal philosophy, with his book Two Treatises of Government (1690) regarded as the cornerstone of liberal thought. He is also seen as the central figure in the original version of liberalism, usually referred to as classical liberalism. Locke’s importance to classical liberalism lies in the questions he raised about human nature and the type of state that was therefore appropriate.


	•  Locke denied the traditional, medieval principle that the state was part of God’s creation. He disputed that the state had been created by a celestial power, involving monarchs who had a ‘divine right’ to govern. For the same reason, he rejected the notion that ordinary people were ‘subjects’ of the state, with a quasi-religious obligation to obey the monarch’s rulings. He argued that a ‘legitimate’ state would be one created by mankind to serve mankind’s interests and would arise only from the consent of those it would govern.

	•  Locke asserted that, prior to the state’s existence, there was a ‘natural’ society which served mankind’s interests reasonably well. Locke described this natural society as the state of nature. However, Locke’s state of nature was very different from the ‘nasty and brutish’ version depicted by conservative thinker Thomas Hobbes (see Chapter 3). Owing to Locke’s upbeat view of human nature, and his belief that it was guided by rationalism, he also believed the state of nature was underpinned by ‘natural rights’ (such as the right to property), ‘natural laws’ and ‘natural justice’ and was therefore not one that people would desperately wish to leave. The alternative ‘state of law’ (in other words, the modern state as we know it) was therefore designed to improve upon an essentially tolerable situation, by resolving disputes between individuals more efficiently than was the case under the state of nature.

	•  For Locke, the ‘state of law’ would be legitimate only if it respected natural rights and natural laws, ensuring that individuals living under formal laws were no worse off than in the state of nature. The state’s structures must therefore embody the natural rights and natural liberties that preceded it. Similarly, Locke’s ideal state would always reflect the principle that its citizens had voluntarily consented to accept the state’s rulings, in return for the state improving their situation (a principle which later became known as ‘social contract theory’).

	•  Because of its ‘contractual’ nature, the state would have to embody the principle of limited government – in other words, limited to governing within pre-agreed rules and always requiring the ongoing consent of the governed. The state’s limited character would be confirmed by its dispersal of powers. The executive and legislative branches of the state, for example, would therefore be separate, while its lawmakers (i.e. parliamentarians) would be separated from its law enforcers (i.e. the judiciary).
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Key terms

State of nature A notion of what life was like before the emergence of a state. It was used by John Locke – and, before him, Thomas Hobbes – to justify the different types of state they were proposing and why such states would be an improvement upon the state of nature.

Limited government The opposite of arbitrary rule, as practised by medieval monarchs, this relates to Locke’s assertion that the state should be ‘limited’ – in terms of what it can do and how it can do it – by a formal constitution.
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The core ideas of liberalism


View of human nature


Egotistical

From Locke onwards, liberals have argued that each human being is unique and endowed with certain ‘natural’ rights: for example, the ‘right’ to life, liberty and the pursuit of self-fulfilment. They also argue that human beings are fundamentally driven by egotistical individualism – in other words, by self-interest. As a result, liberals believe that every individual seeks:


	•  self-realisation: to ensure we discover our ‘true’ and unique selves, free from the constraints and expectations of others, and unhindered by the conventions of society

	•  self-determination: to ensure we are the masters of our own fate and that the realities of our lives can be attributed to our own efforts and achievements

	•  self-fulfilment: to ensure we have fully utilised our ‘natural rights’ and made the most of our particular talents (see Figure 1.1).
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Key term

Egotistical individualism A term reflecting the liberal belief that human beings are naturally drawn to the advancement of their own, selfish interests. Its defenders claim that, because human beings are rational, egotistical individualism does not necessarily lead to conflict or an insensitivity to the wishes of others.
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Knowledge check


	3  Summarise the type of state John Locke prescribed.
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Liberals argue that when these things are denied, human beings are left demoralised, de-energised and afflicted by the sense of a wasted life. Indeed, this argument was at the heart of complaints articulated in respect of women by liberal feminists like Mary Wollstonecraft (Key thinker 2) and Betty Friedan (Key thinker 6), both of whom argued that male and female individuals shared a desire for self-fulfilment and self-determination.
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Figure 1.1 Liberal view of human nature
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Mary Wollstonecraft



In her acclaimed book The Feminine Mystique (1963), Friedan protested that huge numbers of female individuals were ‘quietly suppressed’ by the ‘gender expectations’ of post-war America, and that such women were subsequently ‘de-humanised’ by a society that, in this respect, was insufficiently liberal. Specifically referring to women in conventional, suburban environments – ‘trapped by an obligation to surrender their own dreams in order that husbands and children can follow theirs’ – Friedan linked rising levels of female depression and suicide to a ‘suffocating sense that the natural urge to feel happy and fulfilled was denied’. Illustrating this point, she depicted a ‘fictional but typical’ housewife in 1960s, small-town America:


As she made the beds, shopped for groceries and comforted the kids, she was afraid to even ask herself the question ‘Is this all?’
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Key thinker 2

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–97)

While John Locke laid the foundations of liberal thought in the seventeenth century, one of those who developed classical liberal ideas in the eighteenth century was Mary Wollstonecraft. Her most important publication, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), remains a classic of political thought and is still strongly linked to feminist ideology. Yet, though gender was crucial to her work, her arguments were rooted in liberal individualism.


	•  Wollstonecraft’s primary claim was that the Enlightenment’s optimistic analysis of human nature, and the belief that we are guided by reason, should apply to all human beings, male and female. She went on to argue that, in eighteenth-century England, both society and state implied that women were not rational and thus denied them individual freedom and formal equality. Women, for example, were rarely allowed land ownership or paid employment, and sacrificed what little individualism they had to become wives. Once married, a woman had little legal protection against violence inflicted by her spouse, and no recourse to divorce. Neither could women vote for those who governed them – a blatant violation, Wollstonecraft pointed out, of ‘government by consent’.

	•  Yet Wollstonecraft was not simply a spokesperson for women’s interests. She argued that by fettering female individualism, nations such as England were limiting their stock of intelligence, wisdom and morality. As Wollstonecraft observed, ‘such arrangements are not conditions where reason and progress may prosper’.

	•  Like many upholders of ‘classical’ liberal ideals, Wollstonecraft welcomed both the American Revolution of 1775 and the French Revolution of 1789. Indeed, her other major work, A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), attacked Edmund Burke’s critique of the French Revolution and his related defence of custom, history and aristocratic rule (see Chapter 3). Wollstonecraft thus stressed her support for republican government, formal equality and a constitution that protected individual rights. But such formal equality, she restated, must be accorded to all individuals, and not just men. For that reason, she applauded the French Revolution’s emphasis upon ‘citizens’ and its apparent indifference to gender differences.

	•  Wollstonecraft conceded that women themselves were complicit in their subjugation, generally desiring only marriage and motherhood. For this to be corrected, she argued, formal education should be made available to as many women (and men) as possible. Without such formal tuition, individuals could never develop their rational faculties, never realise their individual potential and never recognise the ‘absurdity’ of illiberal doctrines like the divine right of kings.
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Rational

Critics of liberalism suggest that such egotism makes for selfishness and endless conflict between individuals. Indeed, this gloomy view of egotism is conveyed by the work of key conservative thinker, Thomas Hobbes (see Chapter 3).

But liberal thinkers dispute this. According to both Locke and John Stuart Mill (Key thinker 3), we may be egotistical, but our behaviour is also rational and therefore respectful to others; guided usually by reason and logic rather than emotion and impulse. In this way, our rationality allows us to realise that selfishness and disrespect for others can rebound to our disadvantage. Put simply, if we do not respect others, in their pursuit of self-realisation, then others might not respect us – with the result that we ourselves could be left frustrated. As a result, liberals see human nature as fundamentally self-centred, but also thoughtful and empathetic, drawn to intelligent compromise and mutual understanding with others.
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Knowledge check


	4  What do liberals mean when they say we are ‘egotistical’?

	5  Why did Betty Friedan think that women in modern societies were often oppressed?

	6  Summarise how Wollstonecraft’s early feminism relates to liberalism’s core values.

	7  What is meant by being ‘rational’?

	8  Why do liberals believe that being rational guards against callous selfishness?
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Progressive

Most liberal thinkers are also keen to argue that human nature is not set in stone. Instead, it is constantly progressing and developing through greater knowledge, an improved understanding of the world around us, and greater education. In short, human beings today are likely to be more rational, intelligent and respectful than they were in the past.

This idea is called developmental individualism and links strongly to the doctrine of ‘utility’ or ‘utilitarianism’ – a doctrine advanced by the radical philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), and asserting that human beings are guided by the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. However, as Mill wrote:


I regard utility as the ultimate appeal on all ethical questions; but it must be utility in the largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of man as a progressive being … better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.
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Key term

Developmental individualism Sometimes referred to as ‘individuality’, this relates to the liberal philosophy of John Stuart Mill, who wished to focus on what individuals could become. It helps explain Mill’s strong emphasis on the role of education in a liberal society.
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Knowledge check


	  9  What is utilitarianism and how was it redefined by Mill?

	10  Why did Mill think men and women were ‘progressive beings’?
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Optimistic

Given their belief in our rationality and improvability, liberals are clearly optimistic about the human condition and reject the idea of Original Sin – the Old Testament doctrine which insists that humanity is innately flawed and inclined to fail. From the writings of Locke onwards, liberalism has always challenged this bleak view, offering instead a more positive view of human nature.

Liberalism argues that human nature has the capacity to effect steady progress and increase human happiness. Liberals admit that life is not without difficulty. But they insist that, through rational discussion and informed debate, solutions will normally be found to problems that routinely arise. In this respect, the slogan ‘Yes, we can!’, underpinning Barack Obama’s presidential campaign in 2008, neatly summarised the optimistic outlook of liberal politics.
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Comparing ideas

Human nature

Liberalism’s optimistic view of human nature, and its belief in mankind’s rationality, are shared by some other ideologies, notably socialism and anarchism. But this is refuted by traditional conservatism, which offers a ‘philosophy of imperfection’ and a more sceptical view of human potential (see Chapter 3). New Right conservatism shares liberalism’s belief that human beings are egotistical, but this notion is rejected by socialist thinkers, who instead stress our ‘fraternal’ and ‘communal’ characteristics.
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Liberalism involves optimistic assertions: ‘Yes We Can’ billboard, erected in Washington, DC, after inauguration of Barack Obama (2009)






View of society


The ‘natural’ society

John Rawls (Key thinker 5) defined society as the peaceful, voluntary interaction of multiple individuals. However, liberals from Locke onwards have argued that society was not dependent upon the existence of a state. Owing to their belief that human nature is respectful and fundamentally decent, liberals argue that society predates the state – hence Locke’s reference to the ‘natural society’ and a mainly peaceful ‘state of nature’. Due to mankind’s rationality, this natural society was one which facilitated ‘natural rights’, ‘natural laws’ and ‘natural justice’ – see Figure 1.2.
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Figure 1.2 The liberal view of a natural society



According to liberalism, life before the state was not ‘nasty, brutish and short’ (as conservative thinkers like Hobbes argued). Instead, liberals argue that pre-state life was agreeable and generally efficient, and not something we would have automatically wished to end.
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Knowledge check


	11  What do you understand by the term ‘state of nature’?
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The individualistic society

Consistent with their ‘egotistical’ view of human nature, liberals state that a ‘legitimate’ society must be one where the maximum number of individuals can pursue self-realisation and self-determination (see Box 1.1). As such, it will be one where individuals are free from any barriers stemming from prejudice or discrimination. As John Stuart Mill emphasised during the mid-nineteenth century, the main job of liberal politicians was to create the conditions for such an individualistic society.

This notion was also articulated by Mary Wollstonecraft in 1790. Claiming that ‘natural rights’ applied to both men and women, she noted that such rights – particularly the right to property – were withheld from the women of eighteenth-century English society. Her demands that society be reformed were later echoed by Betty Friedan, who asserted that the patriarchal, male-dominated society conflicted with women’s quest for self-determination and was therefore at odds with liberal individualism.

In supporting individualism, liberal thinkers are especially concerned about individuals with minority or underrepresented characteristics. For example:


	•  the cause of religious nonconformists in seventeenth-century England was championed by Locke.

	•  women in eighteenth-century England, particularly those aspiring to property and education, were championed by Wollstonecraft.

	•  women seeking professional careers in 1960s America were backed by Friedan.

	•  more recently, those who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and other sexual minorities (LGBTQ+) have been supported by writers like Shon Faye.



In all cases, liberals are keen to protect the individuals concerned against what Mill termed ‘dull conformity’ and ‘suffocating convention’.



[image: ]

Knowledge check


	12  What does liberalism mean by ‘individualism’?

	13  Why did Mary Wollstonecraft think that women were being denied ‘natural rights’?
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Box 1.1: Individualism

Individualism is a vital principle of liberal ideology. It involves:


	•  maximising the number of individuals achieving self-determination (control of their own lives)

	•  maximising the number of individuals achieving self-realisation (discovering their ‘true’ selves and potential)

	•  maximising the number of individuals attaining self-fulfilment (a sense of their ‘personal mission’ being achieved).
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The tolerant society

Liberal support for minorities connects with liberalism’s commitment to a more tolerant society, without which universal self-realisation is impossible. As a result, liberals are fond of citing a statement often misattributed to the French philosopher Voltaire (1694–1778): ‘I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.’ This notion was to be developed in the mid-nineteenth century by John Stuart Mill, who insisted that the state should tolerate all actions and opinions unless they were shown to violate the ‘harm principle’. This principle states that individuals should be free to do and say anything that does not harm the liberty of other individuals.
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Key term

Tolerance/‘harm principle’ This refers to the liberal notion, famously expressed by John Stuart Mill, that views and actions we dislike should still be tolerated, as long as they do not harm the liberty of others.
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Although liberalism has always placed importance on the value of the individual, liberal thinkers came to recognise that
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	14  Why is ‘tolerance’ sometimes a problematic issue for liberals?
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	•  Mill’s most enduring idea, outlined in his seminal work On Liberty (1859), was one which later became known as ‘negative freedom’. Put simply, it argued that freedom mainly involved an absence of restraint. This connected to Mill’s ‘harm principle’ – the notion that an individual’s actions should always be tolerated, by either the state or other individuals, unless it could be demonstrated that such actions would harm others.

	•  With a view to clarifying tolerance, Mill divided human actions into ‘self-regarding’ and ‘other-regarding’. Self-regarding actions, such as religious worship or the expression of personal views, did not restrict the freedom of others and should therefore be tolerated. Other-regarding actions, such as violent behaviour, clearly harmed the freedom of others and should therefore be forbidden by a liberal state. Toleration of diverse opinions was especially important, Mill argued, as it meant new ideas could emerge while allowing bad ideas to be openly ridiculed.

	•  Mill’s importance lay in the fact that many of his arguments represented something more sophisticated than early classical liberalism. He saw liberty, for example, not just as a ‘natural right’ but as the engine of ongoing human development. Mill therefore viewed human nature not so much as a ‘finished article’ but rather ‘a work in progress’.

	•  This naturally affected Mill’s approach to the core liberal principle of individualism. Mill did not just want to liberate individuals as they were. Instead, he wished to see what individuals could become – a concept he termed ‘individuality’ and which has since been termed ‘developmental individualism’.

	•  Mill’s distinction between individualism and individuality profoundly affected his view of democracy. He was particularly concerned that the liberal principle of ‘government by consent’ would be compromised if the interests of some liberal-minded individuals were denied by the votes of most (uneducated) voters. In short, Mill feared that a democratic state could lead to a ‘tyranny of the majority’.
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	15  Summarise why Mill thought democracy carried dangers, and how he thought those dangers could be countered.

	16  What did Mill mean by the ‘harm principle’?
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View of the economy


Defence of private property
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	17  What is meant by a ‘natural right’?

	18  Why do liberals consider property a vital way of promoting individualism?
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Defence of capitalism and inequality
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	19  What are the benefits of capitalism from a liberal point of view?
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View of the state: foundations


Rejection of anarchism




Rejection of ‘traditional’/pre-Enlightenment states



	•  Divine right of kings: the doctrine that the monarch’s power had been conferred by God and to question it was effectively blasphemous.

	•  Monarchical absolutism: where power rested almost exclusively with a king or queen.

	•  Arbitrary power: where the monarch exercised power randomly, unrestrained by any clear code of governance.

	•  Hereditary power: where power was exercised by those who happened to inherit it, rather than those who demonstrated their ability to use it rationally.
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	20  What is meant by ‘arbitrary power’?



[image: ]







The contractual state
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View of the state: objectives


Promotion of natural rights
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	21  What is meant by a ‘social contract’?

	22  Why are individuals in a liberal state ‘citizens’, not ‘subjects’?
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Equal opportunities, unequal outcomes
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	23  What advantage might a liberal state have over the liberal state of nature?
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Promotion of tolerance
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	24  Why might liberals defend an unequal society?

	25  What sort of intolerance would a liberal state not allow?

	26  What did John Stuart Mill and T.H. Green recommend as a way of ensuring greater tolerance in society?
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View of the state: structures and mechanisms


A constitutional (‘limited’) state



	•  The preconditions of government: the terms on which the governed initially give their consent to be governed, as part of the original social contract between the state and its citizens.

	•  The procedures and methods of government, as rationally agreed when the contract between state and citizens is being reached.
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	27  What is a constitution?

	28  What advantage do liberals see in a state that disperses its power?
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A fragmented state
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	•  A formal ‘separation of powers’ between the executive, legislature and judiciary.

	•  A separation of powers within the legislature itself, producing a ‘bicameral’ (two-house) legislature.

	•  A Bill of Rights, overriding the ‘transient’ policies of governments.

	•  A Supreme Court, whose decisions may override those of elected governments.

	•  A federal state, whereby many of the state’s functions are delegated to various regional governments.
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A representative state
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	29  What does a ‘representative’ body mean for liberals?
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A meritocratic state
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A democratic state?
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	30  What is meant by universal adult suffrage?
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Judicial supremacy
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	31  What is a Bill of Rights?
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	•  Democracy tends to be guided by majorities. It therefore threatens individuals with minority views and characteristics.

	•  Classical liberals favoured a limited electorate, to safeguard property rights.

	•  John Stuart Mill thought votes should be given only to those with appropriate education.

	•  Natural rights theory implies that certain principles are non-negotiable, regardless of election results.

	•  Liberals thus seek to mitigate democracy’s results via constitutional devices such as a Bill of Rights and a Supreme Court.





	•  Liberalism endorses self-determination, and democracy allows individuals to shape their lives at the ballot box.

	•  Liberalism endorses ‘government by consent’, which democracy facilitates.

	•  Liberalism dislikes the concentration of political power, which democracy helps avoid.

	•  Liberalism believes human nature is rational, so electors should be capable of sensible decisions.

	•  Mill thought democracy would have an ‘educative’ effect upon voters, and thus aid developmental individualism.
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Different types of liberalism


Classical liberalism



[image: ]






Revolutionary implications
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	32  Why was liberalism originally seen as a revolutionary doctrine?
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‘Negative’ liberty
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	33  What did Mill think was necessary to ensure liberty?
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Minimal government
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	34  What is the difference between a ‘limited state’ and ‘minimal government’?

	35  How is a liberal state ‘limited’?
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Laissez-faire capitalism
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	36  What is meant by ‘laissez-faire economics’?
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Ambivalent about democracy
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	37  What did Mill see as the precondition of democracy?

	38  Why did Locke and other classical liberals want the suffrage to be restricted to property owners?
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Modern liberalism
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	•  Liberal government 1906–10: In the UK, it was a Liberal government, led by Herbert Asquith (1852–1928) and his chancellor David Lloyd George, that provided one of the earliest instances of modern liberalism in action. The most important illustration of this was the ‘People’s Budget’ of 1908, which introduced a state pension, designed to liberate people from the financial problems of old age and funded by increased taxation of property owners.

	•  Keynesian economics: In his key work, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money (1936), John Maynard Keynes argued that the state must constantly ‘steer’ the economy towards maximum employment. Keynes’ brand of dirigisme, or state-directed capitalism, influenced a series of western governments in the mid-twentieth century, shaping President F.D. Roosevelt’s New Deal in the USA in the 1930s and the economic strategy of UK governments between 1945 and 1979.

	•  Beveridge Report: William Beveridge (1879–1963) was a liberal social scientist whose 1942 report, ‘Social Insurance and Allied Services’, provided the bedrock of Britain’s post-war ‘welfare state’. Beveridge predicted that individuals in the post-war world would face ‘five giants’ threatening their freedom: poverty, unemployment, poor education, poor housing and poor health care. In a powerful statement of modern liberal thinking, Beveridge argued these threats could only be overcome by a ‘welfare state’ that would ‘enable’ individuals ‘from cradle to grave’.
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	•  Along with a number of other late Victorian philosophers (such as L.T. Hobhouse), T.H. Green may be described as one of the founding fathers of modern liberalism and is closely linked to a revised concept of freedom known as ‘positive liberty’ – one which challenged the ‘negative’ version associated with Mill.

	•  Green rejected the classical liberal view that society was composed of egotistical individuals driven only by self-interest, claiming that human beings were also motivated by a desire to promote the common good.

	•  Green therefore argued that personal happiness derived not just from self-indulgence or self-gratification, but from attending to the happiness of others.

	•  Green argued that the state should promote the widest possible degree of choice and opportunity for everyone and was confident this view would be shared by most of those living in a liberal society.

	•  Although neo-liberals, such as Friedrich von Hayek, claimed that Green’s views amounted to socialism, Green argued that the state should still prioritise individual liberty and believed individuals should still be encouraged to pursue self-interest. He merely maintained that liberty and happiness had a social dimension, and that individuals were not oblivious to the happiness of others.

	•  Green’s views would later provide a philosophical justification for Liberal politicians like David Lloyd George (UK prime minister, 1916–22) who wished to expand and enlarge the state’s responsibilities.
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	39  Summarise how T.H. Green’s version of liberty differed from that of classical liberals.

	40  How did Green’s version of liberty echo that of other modern liberals?

	41  When was the Beveridge Report and how did it seek to advance individual freedom?
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Positive liberty
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	42  What is the difference between negative liberty and positive liberty?
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The enabling state
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	43  Define an ‘enabling state’.

	44  What is meant by the term ‘neo-liberal’?

	45  Why do neo-liberals like Hayek believe that state welfare weakens individual freedom?
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	•  First, to restate the idea that ‘foundational equality’ meant not just formal equality under the law and constitution but also greater social and economic equality. This was necessary, Rawls argued, to ensure a just society, where all lives could be fulfilled. Yet this could only be provided, Rawls stated, by a significant redistribution of wealth via an ‘enabling’ state, extensive public spending and progressive taxation.

	•  Secondly, Rawls set out to show that such a redistribution of wealth was consistent with liberal principles. To do this, he set up a philosophical experiment with two key conditions:

	–  In the first condition, Rawls envisaged individuals constructing, from scratch, a society they felt would be superior to their current one. Rawls called this exercise ‘the original position’.

	–  The second condition was one Rawls termed the ‘veil of ignorance’, whereby individuals would not know the sort of people they themselves might be in this new society. They might, for example, be white or from an ethnic minority; rich or poor; exceptional or average.




	•  Rawls argued that, when faced with such conditions, rational human beings would choose a society where the poorest members fared significantly better than in present society. From a liberal angle, Rawls argued that the key point here was that this ‘fairer’ society, where inequalities were reduced via higher state spending and taxation, was one which most individuals would endorse. It was therefore consistent with liberalism’s historic stress on government by consent.

	•  Rawls denied this was simply a fresh justification for socialism and egalitarianism. He noted that, while most individuals would choose to improve the lot of the poorest, they would still want a society where the talented and enterprising were rewarded. As a result, Rawls argued that while the conditions of the poor should be improved by the state, the gap between poorest and richest would not necessarily be narrowed – thus ensuring that this brand of liberalism remained distinct from socialism.
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	46  Summarise how Rawls reconciled liberal principles to the growth of state intervention.
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	•  They involved an ‘enabling state’, extending the reach and influence of governments in US society.

	•  They stemmed from a belief that individual liberty can be obstructed by economic factors, such as the inability to afford adequate health care.

	•  They involved greater public spending and potentially more taxation.





	•  guaranteeing health-care provision for anyone unable to meet increased premiums levied by private health-care providers.

	•  empowering voters to purchase alternative, state-sponsored health care (Medicare).

	•  capping any premium increases by health-care providers.

	•  lowering the age of eligibility for state-sponsored health care (Medicare).
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	•  funding for protective security measures at venues where minority communities gather.

	•  reform of the Gender Recognition Act 2018, removing the requirement for medical reports on individuals who ‘re-assign’.

	•  compulsory gender-neutral school uniform for state schools.

	•  greater wheelchair access in public transport stations.

	•  new property and inheritance rights for co-habiting couples who have not married or entered civil partnerships.
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Keynesian capitalism
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	47  How is Keynesian economics meant to promote individual freedom?

	48  Which economic problems were Keynesianism economics supposed to cure?
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Liberal democracy
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	49  Why did increased state intervention make liberals more sympathetic to democracy?

	50  How have recent liberal politicians championed greater democracy?

	51  How have recent liberal politicians tried to restrain the possible effects of democracy?
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	•  develop in as decentralised a way as possible

	•  develop stronger democratic links to EU citizens

	•  develop higher standards of accountability and transparency in its dealings with EU citizens

	•  respect and promote personal freedom and self-fulfilment for all EU citizens.

	•  promote the protection of minorities, regardless of ethnic background, gender, sexual orientation, faith or age.
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	•  Classical liberalism defined liberty as individuals being left alone (negative freedom). Modern liberals think individuals are not free unless they are actively ‘enabled’ via interference from others (positive freedom).

	•  Classical liberalism championed a minimal state. Modern liberals champion an enlarged state.

	•  Classical liberalism often saw taxation as ‘theft’ and sought to restrict it. Modern liberals see increased taxation as the means to increased public spending.

	•  Classical liberalism favoured laissez-faire capitalism from which the state is detached. Modern liberals favour Keynesian capitalism, where the state seeks to ‘manage’ market forces.

	•  Classical liberalism had an ambivalent view of democracy, prioritising the interests of property owners. Modern liberalism has championed representative democracy.





	•  Both classical and modern liberalism have an optimistic view of human potential.

	•  Both classical and modern liberalism believe in rationalism and the tolerance of minorities.

	•  Both classical and modern liberalism see individualism as the ‘end goal’ of politics and society.

	•  Both classical and modern liberalism believe in capitalism and criticise state ownership.

	•  Both classical and modern liberalism believe in a constitutional (‘limited’) state and ‘government by consent’.
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Social liberalism
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	•  the USA’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, established in 1964, which required ‘affirmative action’ or ‘positive discrimination’ in respect of hiring employees from racial minorities

	•  the US Supreme Court’s Roe v Wade decision of 1973, protecting a woman’s right to abortion

	•  the UK’s Race Relations Acts of 1965, 1968 and 1976, banning various forms of racial discrimination

	•  the UK’s Marriage Act 2013, legalising same-sex marriages.
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	52  What new threats to individualism were identified by Betty Friedan?

	53  Explain why Friedan’s feminist views were consistent with liberalism in general and modern liberalism specifically.
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	•  As with all liberals, a concern for individualism lay at the heart of Friedan’s philosophy. She insisted that all individuals should seek self-determination and the realisation of their potential. Yet, like Mary Wollstonecraft two centuries earlier, Friedan identified gender as a serious hindrance to women.

	•  Friedan argued that it was illiberal attitudes in society, rather than human nature, that condemned most women to underachievement. She maintained that these attitudes were nurtured and transmitted via society’s various ‘cultural channels’, such as schools, organised religion, the media and mainstream literature, theatre and cinema. These channels of ‘cultural conditioning’ left many women convinced that their lot in life was determined by ‘iron laws’ rather than their own rationality and enterprise. Friedan sought to challenge this ‘irrational’ assumption.

	•  Friedan’s reputation as a liberal as well as a feminist thinker was underlined by the fact that she disdained violence or illegality as a means of pursuing change, arguing that significant progress was possible via the procedures of a liberal state. She thus acknowledged her country’s Lockean constitution and believed in its capacity to improve individual lives. Consequently, she rejected the Marxist-feminist argument that the state was dominated by ‘patriarchal’ corporations. Instead, Friedan favoured liberal constitutionalism.
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	•  Liberals consistently believe in a constitutional state, drawn up after rational discussion.

	•  Liberals consistently believe in ‘government by consent’ and the notion that the state is a ‘contract’ between government and governed.

	•  Liberals consistently believe in ‘limited government’, with politicians restrained by a constitution.

	•  Liberals consistently reject any state where power is concentrated.





	•  The liberal state has not consistently upheld foundational equality: it was slow to adopt the principles of democracy, sexual equality and universal adult suffrage.

	•  The liberal state has not consistently upheld ‘government by consent’: it allows the wishes of a majority to be defied sometimes via assorted ‘checks and balances’.

	•  The liberal state is not consistently minimal in scope: modern liberals advocate a major extension of state intervention in the name of ‘positive liberty’.
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Conclusion: liberalism today
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	54  What is meant by ‘affirmative action’ or ‘positive discrimination’?

	55  How does the campaign for transgender rights relate to the liberal belief in individualism?
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Summary: key themes and key thinkers




	 
	Human nature
	The state
	Society
	The economy





	John Locke
	Human beings are rational, guided by the pursuit of self-interest, but mindful of others’ concerns.
	The state must be representative, based on the consent of the governed.
	Society predates the state: there were ‘natural’ societies with natural laws and natural rights.
	State policy should respect the ‘natural right’ to private property and arbitrate effectively between individuals competing for trade and resources.



	Mary Wollstonecraft
	Rationalism defines both genders: intellectually, men and women are not very different.
	The monarchical state should be replaced by a republic which enshrines women’s rights.
	Existing society ‘infantilises’ women and thus stifles female individualism.
	A free-market economy would be energised by the enterprise of liberated women.



	John Stuart Mill
	Though rational, human nature is not fixed: it is for ever progressing to a higher level.
	The state should proceed cautiously towards representative democracy, mindful of minority rights.
	The best society is one where ‘individuality’ co-exists with tolerance and self-betterment.
	Laissez-faire capitalism is vital to progress, individual enterprise and individual initiative.



	John Rawls
	Mankind is selfish yet empathetic, valuing both individual liberty and the plight of others.
	The state should enable less fortunate individuals to advance, via public spending and public services.
	The society most individuals would choose is one which allows unequal outcomes, but where the condition of the poorest improves.
	Free-market capitalism should be tempered by the state’s obligation to advance its poorest citizens.



	Thomas Hill Green
	Human beings are guided mainly by reason, but their reason is increasingly affected by social and economic circumstances.
	The state should actively eliminate social and economic obstacles to individual liberty.
	Society was fundamentally altered by industrialisation, which in turn requires a reappraisal of ‘freedom’.
	A free market economy is the most conducive to individualism, but it can threaten equality of opportunity.



	Betty Friedan
	Human nature has evolved in a way that discourages self-advancement among women.
	The state should legislate to prevent continued discrimination against women.
	Society remains chauvinistic towards women, though women are complicit in their repression.
	Free-market capitalism could be an ally of female emancipation, if allied to legislation precluding sexual discrimination.
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	•  Human nature: all liberals believe that individuals are generally rational, intelligent, keen to advance their individual happiness and respectful of other individuals’ wish to do likewise. However, early classical liberals such as John Locke believe that individuals are innately blessed with such qualities, while John Stuart Mill and modern liberals like John Rawls tend to think such qualities are potential features of human nature, to be developed by enlightened liberal authorities.

	•  The state: all liberals believe the state should function according to prearranged rules and procedures, leaving power fragmented and authority subject to the consent of the governed. However, liberals vary on the extent of state activity. Classical liberals such as Mill, in accordance with ‘negative’ liberty, believe state intervention should be minimal and individuals left unchecked (unless they hamper the freedom of others). Modern liberals such as Betty Friedan, in accordance with ‘positive’ liberty, believe state intervention should be more extensive, thus ‘enabling’ us to reach our potential. Liberals also disagree over how democratic the state should be. Modern liberals like Rawls are satisfied that representative democracy enhances constitutional government, whereas classical liberals like Locke saw universal suffrage as a threat to property rights.

	•  Society: all liberals believe society predates the state and that certain ‘rights’ are ‘natural’. However, classical liberals like Locke see society as a collection of potentially autonomous individuals, seeking various forms of self-determination, while modern liberals such as Rawls think industrialised societies leave individuals less autonomous and therefore in need of greater state support.

	•  The economy: following Locke’s assertion that property is a ‘natural right’, all liberals believe the economy should be based on private enterprise. However, while classical liberals support Adam Smith’s laissez-faire capitalism (involving minimal state intervention), modern liberals like Rawls have more sympathy for Keynesian capitalism (involving extensive state ‘management’ of market forces).
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	1  Explain and analyse three reasons why liberalism takes a positive view of human nature.


	2  Explain and analyse three ways in which liberalism promotes individual liberty.






	3  Read the extracts below and answer the question that follows.
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	4  To what extent do modern and classical liberals agree over the nature of the state? You must use appropriate thinkers you have studied to support your answer and consider differing views in a balanced way.


	5  To what extent does liberalism have a consistent view of liberty? You must use appropriate thinkers you have studied to support your answer and consider differing views in a balanced way.


	6  To what extent are liberalism and democracy in conflict? You must use appropriate thinkers you have studied to support your answer and consider differing views in a balanced way.
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