


[image: The cover image for From Politics to Morality: Implications of Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s Norms of Liberty by Edward W. Younkins]





Natural law theory is given a fresh look and dusting off in this collection of essays. From a range of angles, the contributors scrutinize and demonstrate the vitality of Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s arguments.

Jennifer Baker - College of Charleston, USA

More than two decades after its publication, Norms of Liberty continues to spark fruitful discussion about whether and how liberalism can foster sustainable conditions for human flourishing. This volume gathers together a stellar array of thoughtful interlocutors who probe from different angles the depth and limits of Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s seminal work on moral objectivity, self-directedness, pluralism, and rights as metanorms.

Carrie-Ann Biondi - Independent Scholar

In From Politics to Morality, distinguished scholars consider the argument offered in Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s Norms of Liberty for a harmonization of personal, political, and economic liberty with a morally serious understanding of a life well lived. The result is thoughtful and penetrating commentary that illuminates an important philosophical work.

Luigi Bradizza - Salve Regina University, USA

Den Uyl and Rasmussen offer a profound response to those who argue that the liberal tradition has failed, that it undermines the pursuit of moral virtue. They show convincingly that the liberal tradition embraces both individual liberty and the desire for moral virtue. The procedural safeguard of that pursuit is non-perfectionist politics that provides structure but does not usurp individual choice. They reaffirm that the liberal tradition promotes cooperation among diverse voices seeking fulfillment through the exercise of personal responsibility. This is an eloquent response to the anxieties of our time.

Timothy Fuller - Colorado College, USA

A welcome continuation of scholarly examinations, critiques, and extensions of Den Uyl and Rasmussen’s contributions to the moral foundations of politics.

Stephen R.C. Hicks, Ph.D., author of Explaining Postmodernism: Skepticism and Socialism from Rousseau to Foucault

Den Uyl and Rasmussen’s Norms of Liberty initiated their extraordinary project of grounding their libertarian version of liberal political philosophy in their distinctive form of neo-Aristotelian ethics. At the core of Norms of Liberty is the contention that a perfectionist form of moral objectivism, rather than any form of moral skepticism, underwrites liberal order. This exciting volume brings together philosophers, political theorists, and economists who explore the key liberal individualist contentions of this work and their resilience in the face of anti-liberal challenges.

Eric Mack - Tulane University, USA

Twenty years after its publication, Norms of Liberty remains the best defense for why freedom requires no apology—grounding individual rights not in utility or sentiment, but in the objective requirements of human flourishing: genuine moral agency requires the freedom to choose, to trade, and to pursue excellence on one’s own terms. This retrospective brings together economists, philosophers, and political scientists to extend and apply that framework against the mounting pressures of our moment—from progressive demands that the state enforce equity to conservative calls for the state to mandate virtue.

Michael Munger - Duke University, USA

From Politics to Morality is a comprehensive collection of essays that investigate, and respectfully challenge, Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s seminal Norms of Liberty. In assembling and expertly editing these contributions, Edward W. Younkins has compiled an edition that will undoubtedly find space on the bookshelf of every scholar of political and moral philosophy. The work is both revealing and stimulating in equal measure and will invariably advance discussions within these apposite contemporary arenas.

Alan Sandry - Swansea University, UK

Norms of Liberty by Douglas Rasmussen and Douglas Den Uyl remains a testament to the mutually supportive relationships between human freedom and personal flourishing and human sociality and individual self-perfection. This lively interdisciplinary anthology explores themes central to that pathbreaking volume. The contributors address a wide range of philosophical, ethical, and political issues, grappling with the impact of culture, history, and institutions. This is a must-read—a vibrant, thought-provoking collection on the problems and promise of liberalism in an increasingly illiberal world.

Chris Matthew Sciabarra, author of Total Freedom: Toward a Dialectical Libertarianism






[image: The Halftitle image for From Politics to Morality: Implications of Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s Norms of Liberty by Edward W. Younkins]







[image: The title image for From Politics to Morality: Implications of Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s Norms of Liberty by Edward W. Younkins]





Contents


	Preface

	Introduction

	1 Toward a Robust Defense of Liberalism: The Continuing Relevance of Norms of Liberty Rosolino A. Candela

	2 Liberty, Virtue, and Contemporary Political Philosophy Aeon J. Skoble

	3 A Critical Comparison of Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s Metaethics with Thomas Nagel’s Impersonal Standpoint David Gordon

	4 Norms of Liberty Brings Order to Philosophical Confusion Jack Painter

	5 Middle Class Flourishing Alberto Mingardi

	6 Objectivism and Individualistic Perfectionism: Exemplars of Neo-Aristotelian Eudaimonism Edward W. Younkins

	7 How Do the Concepts of Spontaneous Order and Social Evolution Relate to Individual Flourishing? Winton Bates

	8 Beyond the Physical: The Case for Social and Psychological Realities in Understanding Natural Rights Leonidas Zelmanovitz

	9 Political Philosophy and Culture: Recovering Culture’s Role in Classical Liberalism Robert Gabriel Ciobanu

	10 Yes, There Is a Problem with Liberalism Jonathan Jacobs

	11 Norms of Liberty: From Foundation Political Philosophy to Political Systems: Notes from an Applied Theory Perspective Paul Dragos Aligica

	12 Is Norms of Liberty Compatible with Religion? Teodora Ciobanu

	13 Responding to Catholic Critiques of Liberalism: Insights from Norms of Liberty Alejandra M. Salinas 

	14 The Limits of Liberty Douglas J. Den Uyl and Douglas B. Rasmussen

	Index

	List of Contributors







Preface

In the realm of contemporary political philosophy, where abstract theorizing often overwhelms practical coherence and moral grounding, few works achieve the intellectual clarity, philosophical depth, and normative relevance of Douglas B. Rasmussen and Douglas J. Den Uyl’s Norms of Liberty: A Perfectionist Basis for Non-Perfectionist Politics. Published in 2005, Norms of Liberty continues to stand as an outstanding contribution—both radical in its departure from the conventions of modern liberal theory and constructive in its vision of a society where political freedom and moral purpose are not adversaries but mutually supportive.

This volume, From Politics to Morality, emerges from a growing recognition that Norms of Liberty does more than offer a compelling argument for a minimal state. It offers, as this title suggests, a reorientation of political philosophy’s focus—from the design and justification of political orders toward a deeper appreciation of the ethical context in which such orders must operate. To understand Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s achievement is not merely to revisit questions of rights, law, or governance, but to grapple with fundamental questions of human agency, flourishing, and the purpose of political society. It is to follow a philosophical journey from politics to morality—not by making the political moralistic, but by showing how a proper understanding of morality can illuminate and justify the moral structure of a liberal political order.

Rasmussen and Den Uyl begin their work with a striking and methodologically sober claim: that political philosophy is not about imagining ideal societies or utopias to be realized by the state. It is not, as they put it, an exercise in “reconstruction in the real world according to the theorist’s plan or ideal.” Rather, political philosophy is concerned with the appropriate rules—the governing norms—that should structure human interaction in a political context. It is, in this sense, a study not of utopias but of the conditions that make peaceful, voluntary, and morally meaningful life possible in the first place.

Their refusal to treat political philosophy as a branch of moral perfectionism marks a significant break with much of post-Enlightenment theorizing. It allows them to reject the false dichotomy between value-neutral liberalism (which claims to avoid substantive moral commitments) and state perfectionism (which seeks to legislate virtue). Instead, Rasmussen and Den Uyl argue for a third path—one in which a perfectionist ethical theory can ground a non-perfectionist political structure. Politics, in their view, must protect the possibility of moral flourishing without dictating its content.

This shift of focus is not merely academic. It reshapes the liberal project at its core. It gives liberalism the moral depth it often lacks, without succumbing to the authoritarian tendencies of those who would coerce virtue. Their innovation lies in preserving a space for human excellence without permitting the state to define or impose it.

The cornerstone of their theory is the distinction between ethical norms and ethical metanorms. The former—norms of conduct and character—direct how individuals should act and what virtues they should cultivate in the pursuit of flourishing. The latter—ethical metanorms—do not tell us what to pursue, but rather what conditions must be maintained so that each individual can pursue his own vision of a good life.

Rasmussen and Den Uyl argue that individual rights function as such metanorms. Rights are not moral directives aimed at achieving flourishing; they are metanormative constraints aimed at preserving the conditions in which flourishing is possible. They are, in effect, the rules of the moral game—rules that allow the game to be played, but which do not dictate how it should be played well.

This is a profound insight. It allows Rasmussen and Den Uyl to affirm the objective, moral reality of rights without collapsing into legal moralism. It lets them explain why the state must protect liberty even when that liberty is used in ways that do not lead to moral virtue—because the value of liberty lies in the possibility of moral self-direction, not its guarantee.

In this way, they offer a solution to what they call the compossibility problem—the problem of how diverse forms of human flourishing can coexist in a single political order without one dominating or undermining another. By rooting political order in rights as metanorms, they preserve the space for pluralism while maintaining an objective ethical foundation.

Underlying their political theory is a sophisticated neo-Aristotelian ethics—what they call individualistic perfectionism. At the heart of this view is a robust account of human flourishing (eudaimonia), understood as a self-directed activity in accordance with practical reason. Flourishing is not a passive state or a subjective feeling, but an objective reality—a life lived well, guided by reason, and characterized by the exercise and integration of virtues.

This flourishing is inclusive, in that it incorporates a range of generic goods and virtues (health, knowledge, friendship, creativity, and so on); it is individualized, in that each person must determine how best to integrate these goods into their own life; and it is agent-relative, in that flourishing can only be achieved through one’s own practical wisdom.

Crucially, flourishing is also social. Rasmussen and Den Uyl reject atomistic individualism in favor of a vision of the human person as naturally embedded in social relationships. Yet these relationships are not predefined or imposed—they must be discovered and cultivated by each individual through voluntary association.

This sociality, combined with the diversity of flourishing, creates the conditions under which the political problem arises. If flourishing is plural, and if each person must discover it for themselves, then no single pattern of life can be imposed without violating the self-directedness at the heart of moral agency. Hence the need for a political structure that respects liberty as the necessary condition for the possibility of self-determination, including the potential pursuit of individual flourishing, while not itself determining or enforcing what flourishing consists in.

Rasmussen and Den Uyl thus arrive at a political philosophy that is both deeply moral and politically non-perfectionist. The state, in their view, is not an instrument of moral formation. It is a legal framework for peaceful coexistence, a structure that protects the possibility of self-directed moral development.

This vision is captured in their now well-known phrase: “Statecraft is not soulcraft.” The aim of the state is not to make men moral, but to create a context in which moral action is possible. This means protecting individual rights—life, liberty, property—not as ends in themselves, but as conditions for the possibility of the pursuit of the only kind of moral life worthy of the name: one chosen, reasoned, and freely pursued.

It is here that the radicalism of their position becomes clear. They do not seek to elevate liberty as a supreme good or fetishize it as an abstract ideal. Rather, they ground it in the reality of human nature—as the condition that makes self-directed moral agency possible. Liberty is not solely the end of politics; it is the precondition of ethics. In this way, Rasmussen and Den Uyl reposition liberalism not as a mere political convenience, nor as an ideology of individual entitlement, but as a morally serious project rooted in the nature of human beings as rational, volitional agents.

In the two decades since Norms of Liberty was published, the need for its insights has only grown. We live in a time when liberty is increasingly dismissed—on the left, as a cover for systemic oppression; on the right, as a threat to tradition and moral order. The liberal project itself seems in retreat, battered by cultural polarization, moral confusion, and political extremism.

But rather than yielding to despair or retreating into abstraction, Rasmussen and Den Uyl offer a powerful rejoinder: a liberalism grounded in a serious account of human nature and moral agency; a political philosophy that neither abandons ethics nor weaponizes it; a framework in which diverse lives can flourish without coercion and without chaos.

Their work equips us to diagnose and resist the rising calls for the state to do more—to ensure equity, promote virtue, enforce safety, or mandate “justice” as defined by particular factions. They remind us that any system that privileges one vision of the good life over others—no matter how noble its intentions—inevitably undermines the moral autonomy it claims to protect.

From Politics to Morality is not a commentary or summary of Norms of Liberty; it is an invitation to engage with its central ideas in a fresh and urgent way. The chapters that follow bring together scholars from philosophy, economics, political science, law, and other disciplines who explore, critique, extend, and apply Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s framework. These essays test the robustness of their framework against a host of contemporary challenges and potential limitations. This book includes a significant new contribution from Rasmussen and Den Uyl themselves, reflecting on the reception of their work and charting a course for future research, ensuring that the conversation remains dynamic and forward-looking. They consider the implications of Norms of Liberty in light of the perspectives presented in the various chapters of this volume. In particular, they discuss what should be done after the proper system of rights protection has been achieved.

Together, these chapters demonstrate the continuing relevance of Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s ideas to current debates—about rights and identity, pluralism and populism, justice and responsibility, and virtue and freedom. These essays show that Norms of Liberty is not a closed system, but an open and evolving contribution to an ongoing philosophical project: the effort to understand what kind of society best respects the dignity of persons as rational, moral beings.

What emerges is a vision of liberalism that is not tired or defensive. Rather, it is a bold and principled liberalism that dares to take ethics seriously without politicizing it. It is a liberalism that sees in the free individual not an isolated ego, but a moral agent—capable of flourishing, of friendship, of excellence—and in need of a political order that protects, but does not dictate, the pursuit of those ends.

In their trilogy—Norms of Liberty (2005), The Perfectionist Turn (2016), and The Realist Turn (2018)—Rasmussen and Den Uyl have created a rich and systematic account of the relationship between metaphysics, ethics, and politics. It is a legacy grounded in realism, animated by Aristotelian virtue, and committed to the protection of liberty—not as license, but as the precondition of moral life.

This preface, like the book it introduces, is a tribute to that legacy and an invitation to deepen it. May From Politics to Morality serve not only as a companion to Norms of Liberty, but as a continuation of its central mission: to show that the defense of liberty is, at its core, a defense of the human capacity for reason, choice, and flourishing. In doing so, it offers a vision of politics grounded not in power or perfection, but in the moral dignity of the self-directing person.

The essays collected here are a testament to the generative power and the enduring relevance of Norms of Liberty. Our hope is that this volume will serve not as a final word on this profound work, but as an invitation—an invitation to scholars, students, and thoughtful citizens everywhere to engage with the unfinished revolution of Rasmussen and Den Uyl and to consider the immense implications of building a politics not on dreams of perfection, but on the sober and noble goal of securing the possibility of a moral life for all.

Edward W. Younkins

Wheeling University





Introduction


The openness of liberalism to an ethics of self-perfection and the idea that self-perfection must be achieved in stages led us in our earlier works, and even more so in this one, to see that the key to understanding liberalism is found in the language of metanormativity. The basis for this understanding and defense is the realization that although the value of self-direction is of comparatively little importance in helping an agent to apply normative principles or makes practical judgments, it is of supreme importance when it comes to determining the ethical basis for the structural principles of the political/legal order that provide the overall or general conditions for civil order and thus what the proper function of individual rights is. To find something that will allow social life in its widest sense to be possible, despite all of the varieties of human flourishing, yet not require the lives and resources to be at the service of others, is the aim of rights and remains the principal reason why liberalism so understood is a precondition for civilized social life and the possible pursuit of self-perfection1

Rasmussen and Den Uyl



Douglas B. Rasmussen and Douglas J. Den Uyl have been working and writing together for nearly four decades and have produced some of the most important recent works on liberty. In addition to their many articles, essays, and books on the subject, they have also shared their ideas in university classrooms and in numerous conferences and seminars around the world and online. Both separately and together, they have worked to advance their neo-Aristotelian defense of classical liberalism and to support the compatibility of the basic ethical principles of a perfectionist ethics with the foundational ethical principles of a non-perfectionist politics.

In their groundbreaking 2005 book, Norms of Liberty: A Perfectionist Basis for Non-Perfectionist Politics (NOL) Rasmussen and Den Uyl argue compellingly that neo-Aristotelian perfectionist ethics can support non-perfectionist politics. In addition to arguing convincingly for rights as metanormative principles, which will be discussed below, they provide a thorough review of the arguments and objections in the growing field of neo-Aristotelian ethics. Norms of Liberty will be an important and influential work for many years to come. This current multidisciplinary volume of essays contains articles from philosophers, economists, political scientists, and others, as well as a powerful contribution by Den Uyl and Rasmussen.


Summary of the Central Argument of Norms of Liberty2

In NOL Rasmussen and Den Uyl present a bold and original defense of “liberalism” in the classical liberal or libertarian sense that is both morally grounded and philosophically rigorous. The book offers a unique synthesis of their version of neo-Aristotelian ethical theory, “individualistic perfectionism,” and a liberal political framework. They argue that human flourishing is the standard for moral value, but that liberty, as defined by individual rights, is the necessary and fundamental political value. This is so because liberty makes possible the pursuit of diverse forms of flourishing with and among others and does not as a matter of principle require that one form of flourishing be sacrificed to another.

Their work aims to overcome key tensions between liberal political theory and moral perfectionism by carefully distinguishing between ethical norms, which direct conduct in moral activity, and ethical metanorms, which regulate conditions so that the pursuit of moral activity can take place. They seek to show that liberalism cannot be divorced from deeper ethical foundations, but that when that foundation is understood in terms of their account of human flourishing, it is possible to mount a defense of and justification for a liberal political–legal order rooted in individual rights understood as ethical metanorms. In other words, liberalism can have a perfectionist basis without being politically perfectionist or more generally being the effective institutionalization of what is ethical. So understood, their conception of liberalism marks a radical departure from how political philosophy has been conceived since Plato.

At its core, NOL defends a liberalism of individual rights—a political philosophy grounded in the idea that each individual possesses a basic, negative, natural right to liberty. On this account, liberty is the absence of the initiatory use or threat of physical compulsion in its various forms, and it requires a system of positive law for its protection and enforcement. The primary and overriding ethical aim of a legal order based on individual rights, which include the rights to life and property, is to protect the possibility of that necessary and fundamental feature of human flourishing without which human flourishing could not be what it is and without which moral responsibility would be impossible—namely, self-direction.3 Moreover, making the protection of the possibility of self-direction the paramount aim of the legal order prevents, as a matter of principle, such an order from devolving into a system of “moral cannibalism” in which advocates of certain forms of human flourishing seek to dominate or replace other forms.

Rasmussen and Den Uyl liken legal rules that enforce individual rights to rules that protect the possibility of playing a game but note that such rules are different from rules that direct one on how to play a game well.


For to say that one obeys the rules of a baseball game while playing is quite different from saying one is a good player or even that one really understands what it takes to play well. Consequently, while it can be said that one who respects the rights of others is a morally “better” person than one who does not, this is a sign that one is a player in the moral universe within a social context, not that one is yet a good player, or even that doing so is an instance of good playing. That one leaves the field when one strikes out rather than running to first base is an instance of respecting the rules, but not an instance of good baseball playing. Similarly, respecting metanormative rules is necessary for the moral game to be played, but it is not an instance of playing it well or even playing it much at all. For just as it is action within the rules of the game that calls forth principles of “proper” (that is, optimal) conduct within a baseball game (for example, bunting in this situation, hitting a sacrifice fly in that), so performing our obligations and achieving moral perfection take place within the metanormative framework. In sum, the structural materials of ethical life are similar to appropriate metanormative conduct—namely, principled, chosen behavior occurs in both. But the ends of such actions are quite different between the metanormative and normative, and metanorms are not standards of moral excellence.4 



Indeed, for Rasmussen and Den Uyl there is a change in the typology of ethical norms when one moves from the norms that are found in individualistic perfectionism to those that guide political philosophy. The ethical concern shifts from what is needed for human beings to flourish to what will solve a problem that arises from the very character of human flourishing.

In order to identify this problem and how it emerges, it is vital to consider their description of human flourishing, which they also call “self-perfection.”5 Flourishing is explained as objective, inclusive, individualized, agent-relative, self-directed, and social. These features are interrelated and interpenetrating, and result in an account of human good that is complex, unique, and diverse. It is thus a kind of moral pluralism. Moreover, human flourishing is profoundly social, not atomistic. A person’s flourishing requires a life with and among others; thus, friendship in all its forms (philia) is a constituent of human flourishing. More generally, and in apparent contrast to Aristotle, human sociality as such is open-ended with respect to relationships with others and need not be limited to a select group or pool.

Even more fundamentally, one’s flourishing is desired because it is desirable and choiceworthy. This is so because human flourishing is understood as the ultimate end and ethical standard of human conduct. It is rooted in a biocentric understanding of natural teleology and is thus ontological (that is, a real state of being) and not merely a feeling or experience of well-being. In sum, flourishing is a self-directed activity, an actuality, and one’s ultimate, final end, but it is not a passive or static state.

The authors note that flourishing is an inclusive end in that the generic (also known as basic or primary) goods and virtues not only can be viewed as means to one’s flourishing but also as partial realizations or expressions of it. Abstractly speaking, examples of such goods are knowledge, health, physical pursuits, friendship and social relations, beauty, pleasure, intellectual development, creative development, achievement, and safety. Throughout history, the virtues have been said to include qualities such as rationality, honesty, independence, justice, integrity, courage, temperance, benevolence, trustworthiness, and productiveness, among others. Since there exists diversity among human beings in addition to the generic identicalness of their human nature, different persons are able to flourish and to achieve moral virtue in many different ways. Therefore, the generic goods and virtues are also agent-relative, in that one’s own exercise of practical wisdom (that is, the excellent use of one’s practical reason) is required to identify their appropriate weighting and balancing of these generic goods and virtues for an individual.

None of this, however, can occur apart from the self-directed character of practical reason. Rasmussen and Den Uyl are fond of quoting Aquinas’s claim that “Man is master of his actions through his reason and will; whence too, the free will is defined as ‘the faculty and will of reason.’”6 Self-direction or personal agency is required to not only discern the specific combination of goods and virtues that comprise human flourishing of any particular person but also to attain and integrate that combination. One’s own exercise of practical wisdom is needed to make generic goods and virtues real and valuable. As they note in NOL.


Indeed, practical reason properly used, which is the virtue of practical wisdom, is the intelligent management of one’s life so that all the necessary goods and virtues are coherently achieved, maintained, and enjoyed in a manner that is appropriate for the individual human being.7



They define human flourishing or self-perfection as the exercise of one’s own practical wisdom.

Returning now to the aforementioned problem that emerges from these very features of human flourishing, it can now be stated:


How . . . is the appropriate political/legal order—the order that provides the overall structure to the social/political context—to be determined? What
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Notes


	1 Douglas B. Rasmussen and Dougla J. Den Uyl, Norms of Liberty: A Perfectionist Basis for Non-Perfectionist Politics (NOL) (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), p. 339.

	2 This summary is a significantly revised version of the first section of Edward W. Younkins, “Freedom and Flourishing: The Works of Rasmussen and Den Uyl” Liberty Unbound (April 27, 2021).

	3 Rasmussen and Den Uyl define self-direction as follows: “[T]he act of bringing to bear one’s reason and judgment on one’s surroundings, making plans to act within or upon them, and conducting oneself accordingly. It may or may not issue in or be proper conduct.” NOL, p. 89.

	4 Ibid., p. 288.

	5 Den Uyl and Rasmussen argue for their connection in The Perfectionist Turn: From Metaethics to Metanorms (TPT) (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016), pp. 171–200.

	6 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I–II, 1.1, trans. Fathers of English Dominican Province (Benziger Bros. ed., 1947), available at http://www.domcentral.org/summa/.

	7 NOL, p. 147.

	8 Ibid., p. 271 (emphasis added and slightly reworded).

	9 These last two paragraphs have been taken with only slight adaptation from Rasmussen and Den Uyl’s “﻿Les différentes significations du «bien commun»,” Journal des Libertés (December 24, 2025), https://journaldeslibertes.fr/article/les-differentes-significations-du-bien-commun/.

	10 That is to say, one form of human flourishing can be possible in conjunction with another.

	11 Aeon J. Skoble, ed. Reading Rasmussen and Den Uyl: Critical Essays on Norms of Liberty (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2008).

	12 Douglas B. Rasmussen and Douglas J. Den Uyl, The Realist Turn: Repositioning Liberalism (TRT) (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020).
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