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Introduction



Four aspects of the course are considered here:





1  This part of the Government and Politics course is entitled ‘Political ideas’. While this may seem self-explanatory, it is vital to understand what is actually meant by the terms ‘ideas’ and ‘ideologies’ and to distinguish them from political policies.



2  Each section is divided into four dominant themes: human nature, the state, society and economy. Answers to questions should take into account these themes wherever they are relevant.



3  The specification requires you to have knowledge about the beliefs of a number of key thinkers. Below is information on how you should use this knowledge.



4  It is important to employ appropriate vocabulary. The study of political ideas will challenge students to come to terms with new language, but it is important to meet that challenge in order to add clarity to your meanings.





Ideas and ideologies


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, meanwhile, 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. Meanwhile, 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, like high taxes, may be a disincentive to hard work, 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.





Put another way, policies come and go, while political ideas and ideologies have more permanence.


This book deals with political ideas and political ideologies but not with policies. 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 have to study only 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 more than 200 years. Political discourse and conflict therefore have largely been based on these three. However, they are largely 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 — nationalism, feminism, anarchism, ecologism and multiculturalism — 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.





Four themes


These are guides as to how we can analyse and compare political ideas and the beliefs of the many key thinkers presented in this book. You do not have to apply them but you are advised to do so where you can. As a starting point they 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 (anthropomorphic) 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 therefore have 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 multiculturalists 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 the 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.






Key thinkers



There are usually five key thinkers specified 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 should also have knowledge of other key thinkers, but you are certainly advised to refer to them in your examination answers. Directly quoting them is not necessary, though you should do so if you can and if it helps to illustrate your analysis.


Every ideology comprises 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 fundamental version of socialism tells us much of how dramatically the ideology has been transformed by more recent left-wing thinkers such as Anthony Crosland and Anthony Giddens.


Political vocabulary


As we have said, you should use accurate and appropriate political vocabulary wherever possible. Fortunately, both this book and the examination specification 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 and to ensure that 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 differ from each other



•  understand the ideas of liberalism’s key thinkers
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Introduction: a pervasive ideology


Most commentators agree that liberalism is the most important and influential ideology in the world today. Indeed, there is reason to argue that its influence is increasing. According to the United Nations, almost two-thirds of the states across the globe may now be classed ‘liberal democracies’ — a seven-fold increase since 1945. For many academics, liberalism represents not just the prevailing ideology but ‘the end of history’, the inevitable destination for advanced societies and the politicians who guide them.
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In view of this ascendancy, it is more important than ever that liberalism is fully understood. What are its priorities? What do ‘liberal’ societies and ‘liberal’ states embody? What does being ‘liberal’ involve? Yet, as we shall see, explaining liberalism is not straightforward: ‘liberal’ politicians are a decidedly mixed bunch, and commentators’ views on what constitutes ‘liberalism’ are often contradictory.


In the UK, the USA and much of western Europe, being ‘liberal’ usually denotes being at odds with the values of conservatism, while being closer to the values of socialism (hence the much-used term in politics, ‘liberal-left’). This would explain why a self-proclaimed American liberal, such as Hillary Clinton, found herself seeking the same party’s presidential nomination as a self-proclaimed socialist, Bernie Sanders, while strongly opposing aggressive conservatives in the Republican Party.


Yet if one turns to the states of the southern hemisphere and western Pacific, the term ‘liberal’ has rather different connotations. In Australia, for example, it is the Liberal Party that offers the main opposition to that country’s Labor Party, while providing a home for many of Australia’s self-styled conservatives.


Clearly, liberalism is not just hugely influential; it is also complex and potentially confusing. So, to make sense of it, let us examine the origins and core beliefs of this pre-eminent ideology.


The origins of liberalism


In many ways, 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, these founders of ‘protestant’ Christianity argued that individuals seeking to communicate with God, and to understand His commands, need no longer rely on priests, popes and other intermediaries. With the advent of the printing press and the printed word, and the wider literacy this promoted, Luther argued that Christianity could now assume a more individualistic character, with each man and woman undertaking their own private prayers and undertaking God’s work in their own way.


However, it was the Enlightenment that sought to extend these religious ideas into the political and secular spheres. The Enlightenment was an intellectual movement that emerged in the mid-seventeenth century (coinciding with the English Civil War and the subsequent overthrow of King Charles I), and one that had an especially profound effect upon politics in the eighteenth century (influencing, among other things, both the creation of an independent American republic after 1776 and the French Revolution of 1789). The Enlightenment was defined by a belief in reason rather than faith, and thus promoted relentless debate and inquiry, questioning and scrutinising almost anything that, hitherto, was unthinkingly accepted.
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Among the radical ideas that emerged from the Enlightenment were that each individual is someone with free will, that each individual is the best judge of their own interests, and that each individual’s life should be shaped by that individual’s actions and decisions. More specifically, writers such as John Locke (1632–1704) (see ‘Key thinker 1’ box) — widely regarded as the ‘father’ of liberalism — began to question the relationship between individuals and governments, seeking to define just why and how individuals should defer to those who governed them.


Today, such an exercise may seem routine. But in the seventeenth century it had revolutionary potential. Until then, it had been assumed — by both rulers and ruled — that the natural form of government was monarchical; that a king (occasionally a queen) had been put in place by God; and that a king’s decisions should be instinctively accepted by a king’s ‘subjects’ — a doctrine later termed ‘the divine right of kings’. Underpinning this agreement, of course, were a society and culture dominated by faith, religion and superstition.


Yet the Enlightenment was to challenge and eventually destroy such medieval attitudes. For Locke and other Enlightenment philosophers, human beings were uniquely endowed with the power of logic, calculation and deduction. And it was logical, they argued, that human beings should create, by themselves and for themselves, a political system based upon reason (a principle that political scientists now describe as mechanistic theory).
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Key term


Mechanistic theory Linked to the writings of John Locke, this argues that mankind is rational and therefore capable of devising a state that reflects mankind’s needs. It was a pointed rebuff to notions like the ‘divine right of kings’, which argued that the state reflected God’s will and that obedience to the state was a religious duty.
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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) generally 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 (see below). 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 also disputed the idea 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: the ‘true’ state, he argued, would be one created by mankind to serve mankind’s interests and would arise only from the consent of those who would be governed by it.



•  Locke asserted that, prior to the state’s existence, there was a ‘natural’ society which served mankind’s interests tolerably well. Borrowing a phrase coined by Thomas Hobbes 40 years earlier, Locke described this natural society as the ‘state of nature’. However, Locke’s state of nature was very different to the ‘nasty and brutish’ version depicted by Hobbes. 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 to be underpinned by ‘natural laws’, ‘natural liberties’ and ‘natural rights’ (such as the right to property). As such, Locke’s state of nature was not one that people would be keen to leave at any cost. 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 would be 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, thus ensuring that individuals living under formal laws were never consistently worse off than they had been 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 always representing the interests of the governed and always requiring the ongoing consent of the governed. The state’s ‘limited’ character would be confirmed by the dispersal of its powers. The executive and legislative branches of the state, for example, would be separate, while its lawmakers (i.e. parliamentarians) would be separated from its law enforcers (i.e. the judiciary).
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Activity


Summarise, in no more than 200 words, the type of state John Locke prescribed.
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The core ideas of liberalism



Human nature


Liberalism’s view of human nature — as first articulated by John Locke and refined by later liberal thinkers such as John Stuart Mill (1806–73) (see ‘Key thinker 3’ box) — strongly reflected the view associated with the Enlightenment. One of the Enlightenment’s most important features had been the challenge it issued to the established, medieval notion of human nature — one that was strongly tied to the religious doctrine of original sin. This doctrine, rooted in the teachings of traditional Christianity, held that mankind was deeply flawed and imperfect, and that man’s only hope lay in him acknowledging his flaws and imperfections while praying for the grace and forgiveness of God.


Drawing upon the writings of Locke and other Enlightenment philosophers, liberalism has always denied this bleak view, offering instead a more optimistic view of human nature. Liberalism duly argues that human nature has a huge capacity to bring about progress, and an unending ability to forge greater human happiness. At the heart of this optimistic view is a belief that individuals are guided principally by reason or rationalism, and thus are able to calculate answers to all sorts of problems.


Liberals believe that mankind’s innate reason is manifested in debate, discussion, peaceful argument and the measured examination of ideas and opinions. Rather than meekly accepting whatever life offers — perhaps on the grounds that it is the ‘will of God’ or simply ‘fate’ — individuals have the capacity to plan their own future and effect a preconceived outcome. Indeed, the concepts of both planning and the subsequent ‘plan’ itself are central to the rationalist idea and the cheery liberal belief that human nature allows us to shape our own destiny.


Consequently, for liberalism, human ‘problems’ are merely challenges awaiting reasoned solutions; on account of human nature, individuals who really want something can usually achieve it through reason plus determination. Furthermore, because liberals assume rationality is a universal feature of human nature, they usually assume that reasoned discussion leads to consensus.


For liberals, individuals are naturally self-seeking and self-serving — hence liberalism’s association with egotistical individualism — and naturally drawn to a situation where they are independent and in charge of their own destiny. Yet, according to liberalism, it is mankind’s innate rationality and virtue that stop this leading to destructive selfishness and competition. Individuals, liberals claim, are both egotistical and reasonable, making them sensitive to the perspectives of their fellow men and women. This ensures that, for liberals, the natural condition of human nature is one of self-aware individuals, living in peace, harmony and mutual understanding.
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Key term


Egotistical individualism Linked to early (classical) liberalism, this denotes a belief that human beings are naturally drawn to the advancement of their own, selfish interests and the pursuit of their own happiness. Its proponents, citing mankind’s concurrent rationalism, deny this leads to conflict or gross insensitivity.
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Society


Liberalism’s optimistic view of human nature, particularly our capacity for reason, informs the liberal view about whether ‘society’ can ever exist without a state. In his classic work Leviathan (1651), Thomas Hobbes argued that human nature is so brutally selfish that no society could possibly arise, or survive, until human nature is restrained by a strong, formal authority — in short, a state. But early liberal philosophers like Locke offered a very different view, citing the existence of ‘natural’ society, with ‘natural laws’ and therefore natural rights (including the ‘right’ to life, liberty, property and happiness), all of which preceded the state. So, for liberals, life before the state was created was not ‘nasty, brutish and short’ (as Hobbes famously asserted) but potentially pleasant, civilised and long.
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Activity


Explain, in approximately 200 words, why liberalism is said to have an optimistic view of human nature.
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This liberal belief in a ‘natural society’, where certain ‘natural rights’ are enjoyed, helps explain why liberals place so much importance upon the individual (see Box 1.1). Indeed, as John Stuart Mill emphasised during the mid-nineteenth century, the main purpose of any civilised society — ‘natural’ or manufactured — is to facilitate individualism. In making this claim, Mill and other liberals argued that each individual has a unique personality and peculiar talents; that individuals are rational in pursuit of their self-interest; and that individuals are egotistical, driven by a wish to fulfil their potential and a desire to be self-reliant and independent. In view of all this, each individual therefore seeks freedom. For Mill, in his critical work On Liberty (1859), this specifically meant freedom from any dependency on others and the freedom to live one’s life in a way that maximises self-reliance and self-fulfilment.


For this reason, liberals believe that the ‘default setting’ of any society is a focus upon individual freedom and that any society which seeks to deny individualism is dysfunctional. In this respect, the ‘right’ to property — defined by Locke as ‘that with which Man has mixed his labour’ — is regarded by liberals as particularly important, as it is seen as the tangible expression of an individual within society. Furthermore, for later liberals like Mill, property is also the ‘prism’ through which individuals develop their potential, providing an opportunity, within civilised communities, for men and women to nurture their taste and judgement.
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Activity


Explain, in approximately 200 words, why individualism is central to liberalism.
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Box 1.1


Individualism


Individualism is a vital principle of liberal ideology. It means that individual needs should be at the heart of political thought, economic life and social organisation, and that society should prioritise the improvement of diverse, individual lives. Its implications are that liberal politicians seek to:





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



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



•  maximise the number of individuals attaining self-fulfilment (a sense of one’s ‘personal mission’ being achieved).
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The economy


In addition to shaping its view of society, liberalism’s devotion to private property informs its approach to the economy. Given its belief that property is a natural right, it is inevitable that liberalism should support an economy that puts private property at the heart of all economic arrangements. In short, it is inevitable that liberals should support capitalism.


Ever since the liberal economist Adam Smith enunciated his theory of markets in his seminal work The Wealth of Nations (1776), liberalism has been strongly associated with private enterprise and private ownership of the economy. Indeed, this explains why capitalism is routinely described as economic liberalism, and provides a key difference between liberalism and many forms of socialism. Although liberals and socialists share many assumptions and objectives, and criticise many of the same things, liberals will still ultimately defend a market-based economy and stridently refute the anti-capitalist message of ‘fundamentalist’ socialism (see Chapter 3).
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Key term


Economic liberalism This is another term for capitalism, an economic system that emerged in Europe in the late seventeenth century. The liberal aspect of capitalism stems from three factors. First, it involves private property, which early liberals like John Locke considered a ‘natural right’. Second, it is individualistic in theory, involving individual traders cooperating and competing. Third, it is thought to be of ultimate benefit to all — thus revealing liberalism’s eternal optimism and belief in progress.
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As with the stress on individualism, liberalism’s endorsement of capitalism is strongly linked to its positive view of human nature. In making the case for free-market economics, Adam Smith had asserted that if obstacles to free trade were swept away, the ‘invisible hand’ of market forces would guide traders towards success, resulting wealth would ‘trickle down’ to everyone, and ‘the wealth of nations’ would be promoted globally. In making these confident assertions, Smith was clearly reflecting the optimistic tone of liberalism’s core values — and, in the view of many non-liberals, being rather naïve about the efficacy of market forces.
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Activity


Explain in approximately 200 words (and with reference to the chapter on conservatism) how John Locke’s view of the state of nature differed from that of Thomas Hobbes.
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The state


Although individualism and capitalism are central to liberalism’s view of society and the economy, it is important to remember that this does not render liberalism unique among political ideologies — this also applies, for example, to several branches of anarchism (known as ‘individualist anarchism’).


What makes liberalism distinctive is that whereas anarchists see the state — any state — as the eternal enemy of individualism, liberals, from John Locke and Adam Smith onwards, believe that individualism and capitalism work best when accompanied by a certain kind of state. But to understand why, it is necessary to explain how liberals think the ‘ideal’ state originates, what it seeks to achieve and how it should be structured.


The liberal state: origins


To appreciate liberalism’s belief in a state, it is important to remember that, while liberalism takes an optimistic view of human nature, it still accepts that, within the state of nature, there would have been clashes of interests between individuals pursuing their own, egocentric agendas. Locke was especially worried that without the sort of formal structures only a state can provide, the resolution of such clashes — particularly clashes concerning property — might not always be swift and efficient. As a result, individualism in the state of nature could have been impeded by stalemated disputes between competing individuals. So a mechanism — a state — was required, to arbitrate effectively between the competing claims of rational individuals.
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Key term


State of nature This was a philosophical device used in the seventeenth century by both Thomas Hobbes and John Locke to justify the very different types of political state they were proposing. It referred to what life might have been like before laws, formal rules and governments came into being.
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To provide a sporting comparison, most footballers would accept that, in the absence of a referee, some kind of football match could still take place, with both teams self-regulating on an ad hoc basis (think in terms of a ‘kick-around’ among friends). Yet, even though it would result in their restriction and occasional punishment, most footballers would also accept that the match would be fairer, more efficient and more rewarding for individual players if a referee was present — especially if the referee officiated according to pre-agreed rules. For liberals, this is analogous to their argument that the state of nature, tolerable though it may be, is still inferior to the particular ‘formalised’ state liberals recommend.


The liberal state: objectives


Although their root justification for the ‘liberal state’ was that it allowed the more effective resolution of disputes between individuals, Locke and later liberals were also keen to show that the kind of state they wanted embodied wider and grander principles. These principles were to be significantly developed by England’s Bill of Rights of 1689, the American Constitution of 1787 and the first French Republic of 1789. From these historical events emerge various objectives, which are central to any understanding of what the liberal state seeks to achieve.


Rejection of the ‘traditional’ state


The liberal state is founded upon an explicit rejection of the type of state common in Europe prior to the Enlightenment — a state marked by monarchical, absolutist and arbitrary rule. In other words, the liberal state renounces the sort of state where power is concentrated in the hands of one individual and where that power is exercised randomly. The liberal state would be especially contemptuous of any government that claimed a ‘divine right’ to govern, according to a subjective and thus irrational perception of God’s will.


Government by consent


Following on from its rejection of ‘the divine right of kings’, liberalism insists that the state is legitimate only if those under its jurisdiction have effectively volunteered to be under its jurisdiction: in other words, governments must have the consent of the governed.


This doctrine has a profound effect upon the relationship between politicians and people. Far from being the ‘subjects’ of the government — as the traditional state had asserted — the people in the state would now have ultimate control over it. As Locke maintained, ‘government should always be the servant, not master, of the people’.


For this reason, ‘government by consent’ can be linked to the notion of ‘government by contract’ — what Enlightenment theorists such as Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) later dubbed a social contract. In simple terms, individuals who ‘contract out’ of the state of nature and ‘contract in’ to the formal state of law agree to accept the latter’s authority and restrictions, but are promised something in return. But what are they promised in return? This leads us to the remaining objectives of the liberal state.
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Key terms


Social contract Linked to Enlightenment philosophers such as Locke and Rousseau, this term denotes that the state should be a ‘deal’ between governments and governed. It states that in return for submitting to the state’s laws, the governed should be guaranteed certain rights and that, if these rights are violated, so is the citizen’s obligation to obey the state’s laws.


Tolerance/harm principle Within liberalism, these twin terms refer to the belief that particular views and activities — particularly those we might frown upon — should be tolerated, just as long as they do not ‘harm’ the freedom of others. Both concepts are strongly linked to the liberal belief in individual freedom.
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Promotion of natural rights/individualism


Liberals always assume that, before any formal state was created, individuals enjoyed ‘natural rights’ that enabled self-realisation, self-determination and — therefore — individualism. So it would be irrational for individuals to abandon both natural rights and individualism by submitting unconditionally to any state. The only rational reason to submit to the state would be if it not only respected but promoted natural rights, ensuring they were more safely and easily exercised than in the state of nature.


Promotion of tolerance


Linked to its devotion to natural rights, the liberal state is also concerned to ensure tolerance towards all those individuals who exercise their natural rights in various ways. Obviously, tolerance was closely linked to individualism — how could an individual seek self-determination if his actions and opinions were to be forbidden by others? It was with this dilemma in mind that the French philosopher Voltaire (1694–1778) issued his famous clarion call for freedom, claiming ‘I detest what you say but will defend unto the death your right to say it.’


This notion was to be developed a century or so later by John Stuart Mill, who insisted that the state should tolerate all actions and opinions unless they were shown to violate the harm principle — the principle that individuals should be free to do and say anything unless it could be proved that this ‘harmed’ the rights and freedoms of other individuals within the state.


Although liberalism is an individualistic creed, it has usually recognised that individuals do not necessarily seek isolation and detachment from their fellow men and women (thus creating an ‘atomised’ environment) but are instead drawn to societies that accommodate their individualism. So, when emphasising tolerance, for example, early liberals were aware that individuals were inclined to congregate into religious communities. It was therefore important that the state should show tolerance towards such communities, especially those representing the religious views of a minority. So, in the wake of the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which cemented the Protestant supremacy in England, Locke was particularly keen that the post-Revolution state should extend tolerance towards Roman Catholics.


Since then, tolerating minorities has been an ongoing passion for those seeking to support and advance the liberal state. Since the mid-twentieth century, American liberals such as the feminist Betty Friedan (1921–2006) (see ‘Key thinker 5’ box) have sought to update Locke’s belief in the tolerance of minorities, campaigning for the state to improve the lot of individuals allegedly hindered by ethnicity, sexuality, physicality or (in the case of Friedan’s campaigns) gender.




[image: ]


Activity


Exemplify, in approximately 100 words, how the liberal state promotes tolerance.
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Meritocracy


Given the liberal state’s stress on individualism, the next principle of a liberal state is that political power should be exercised only by those who show themselves worthy of it. In other words, government should be conducted by individuals who, through their own efforts and talents, have won the trust of the governed. Consequently, there is no guarantee that such responsibility will be conferred upon the descendants of those who govern — unless they, too, can demonstrate competence and integrity.


In this respect, the meritocratic liberal state again stands in contrast to the traditional state. In pre-Enlightenment regimes, power was largely hereditary and aristocratic, with circumstances of birth trumping individual ability. As Thomas Paine (1737–1809) remarked, when justifying the French Revolution’s overthrow of the nobility in 1789, hereditary rule was ‘beyond equity, beyond reason and most certainly beyond wisdom’. Aristocracy thus had no place in the meritocratic liberal state commended by Locke, Mill and other liberal thinkers.


Equality of opportunity


For liberals, it is an article of faith that all individuals are born equal, have equal natural rights and are of equal value — a belief often referred to as foundational equality. Within the liberal state, all individuals must therefore have equal opportunity to develop their potential and achieve control of their own lives. If an individual fails to fulfil their potential, they must be able to assume total responsibility for this failure — and not somehow attribute it to the state.
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Key term


Foundational equality/legal equality This refers to the liberal belief that every individual is born equal, with equal natural rights. Such individuals are therefore entitled to legal equality in a liberal state. This would involve equality before the law and an equal recognition of individual rights.
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Justice


Linked to equality of opportunity is a belief that the state should embody justice: there must be an assumption that it will treat individuals fairly, or justly, without regard to their ‘identity’ (as defined, for example, by their occupation, religion, gender or ethnicity). As a result, individuals within the liberal state must be able to assume a just outcome from any complaints they express and therefore a satisfactory resolution to any grievances they have with other individuals.
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Key terms


Equality of opportunity Liberals believe that all individuals should be allowed similar opportunities to develop their potential. Unlike for socialism, however, equality of opportunity for liberalism does not necessarily exist alongside greater equality of outcome.


Limited government This involves government being ‘limited’, in terms of how it can act, by a constitution’s formal rules and procedures. It is therefore the opposite of arbitrary rule, as practised in medieval, monarchical states.
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The liberal state: methods and structures


Having clarified the aims of a liberal state, it is now important to examine the methods whereby such objectives are guaranteed. For liberals, the structure of the state must embody three features:





•  constitutional/limited government



•  fragmented government



•  formal equality.





Constitutional/limited government


Consistent with its faith in government by consent, liberalism holds that the ‘contract’ between government and governed (see above) should be cemented by a formal constitution. Furthermore, in keeping with its faith in rationalism, this constitution should be preceded by extensive discussion and consensus over what government should do and how it should do it. In this way, constitutional rule is in stark contrast to the arbitrary rule characteristic of monarchical states, where rulers often did whatever they pleased, using whatever methods they wished.


For this reason, constitutional government may be described as limited government, with a liberal constitution imposing upon government two broad limitations. First, it ensures that governments must govern according to prearranged rules and procedures, and not in a random, ad hoc fashion. Second, a liberal constitution is designed to prevent governments from eroding the natural rights of their citizens — a restriction often brought about via mechanisms like a Bill of Rights (see Box 1.2).


Fragmented government


The focus on limited government produces another key feature of a liberal state’s structure, namely the dispersal or fragmentation of state power. Again, this was brought about largely as a reaction against pre-Enlightenment states where power was concentrated in the monarchy. As Lord Acton (1834–1902) famously observed, ‘power tends to corrupt…and absolute power tends to corrupt absolutely’. Fragmented government also reflects liberalism’s belief in the rationality of mankind: if individuals are generally reasonable, and inclined to self-determination, it seems logical to empower as many individuals as possible in the exercise of a state’s functions.


This idea of fragmented political power has its most celebrated embodiment in the Constitution of the United States. Heavily indebted to the ideas of Locke, it introduces a series of ‘checks and balances’, designed to avoid power being concentrated. Since then, such checks and balances have become common in liberal states across the world, and are exemplified in Box 1.2.
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Activity


Explain, in approximately 100 words, why liberals believe in the fragmentation of political power.
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Box 1.2


The liberal state: how is power dispersed?





•  A formal ‘separation of powers’, between the executive, legislature and judiciary.



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



•  A Bill of Rights, immune to the short-term decisions of governments.



•  A Supreme Court, to uphold any Bill of Rights, and whose decisions override those of elected governments.



•  A federal system of government, whereby many of the state’s functions are delegated to various regional governments.
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Formal equality


Given the liberal belief in foundational equality (that all individuals are born with equal rights), it would be illogical for a liberal state not to reflect this in its own structures. As such, the liberal state strives for formal equality, where all individuals have the same legal and political rights in society. It places significant emphasis on the doctrine of the ‘rule of law’, which holds that laws passed in a liberal state are applicable to everyone, with no exemptions granted on the basis of status. In short, no one should be outside the law, but no one should be above it either. Likewise, the procedures whereby the law takes its course — as prescribed by a liberal constitution — will apply to all citizens.


Formal quality is also linked to the idea of equal political rights — for example, the equal right to petition a parliament, the equal right to invoke a Bill of Rights before the courts, or the equal right to criticise the state while exercising the ‘natural’ (and legally protected) right to freedom of speech and publication.




[image: ]


Activity


In no more than 200 words, outline the aims, structures and procedures of a liberal constitution.
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Different types of liberalism



As indicated at the start of this chapter, liberalism may be seen as an ambiguous ideology. To see why, and to understand how liberals can differ, it is helpful to look at its two principal strands: classical liberalism and modern liberalism. It is important to remember, however, that both strands uphold the core values of liberalism examined earlier in this chapter. The variations occur merely in respect of how these values might be applied.


Classical liberalism (late seventeenth–late nineteenth centuries)


Given its timespan of two centuries, classical liberalism (or original liberalism) is itself somewhat ambiguous, and includes a diverse cast of politicians and philosophers. For this reason, it is helpful to divide it into two sections: early classical liberalism and later classical liberalism.


Early classical liberalism (late seventeenth century and eighteenth century)


Early classical liberalism represents the attempt, during the late seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, to relate the ideology’s core beliefs to the political and economic climate of the time. It had four distinctive features:





•  revolutionary potential



•  negative liberty



•  minimal state



•  laissez-faire capitalism.
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Key term


Laissez-faire capitalism Based on the liberal belief in private property, and the classical liberal belief in ‘negative liberty’, this is an economic system which allows private enterprise and capitalism to operate with little or no interference from the state.
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Revolutionary potential


As we have seen, Locke’s argument for government by consent, and the notion that a state should be driven by the representatives (not masters) of the people, is one of the most important ‘core’ principles of liberalism; it therefore applies to all strands of liberal thinking. Yet, in the context of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it needs to be emphasised that such Lockean ideas — now commonplace in western democracies — required vigorous argument and sometimes revolutionary upheaval.


In repudiating the twin pillars of the traditional European state (absolute monarchical power and the ‘divine right of kings’), Locke’s philosophy became associated with England’s Glorious Revolution of 1688, which duly secured constitutional government and the end of concentrated political power. Locke’s blueprint for representative government also inspired both the American revolt against the British crown after 1775 and the subsequent American Constitution of 1787 — both of which reflected his insistence upon natural rights, the separation of powers and the principle of government by consent.


Similarly, the core liberal idea of rationalism — that humanity’s prime characteristic was a capacity for reason and logic — was far from firmly accepted in the eighteenth century; neither was the central liberal idea that society should be geared to maximum individual freedom. Other key thinkers within classical liberalism, such as Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–97) (see ‘Key thinker 2’ box), argued that the treatment of women during this period was a general affront to reason and a particular affront to the individual liberty of half the adult population. Wollstonecraft duly contested that English society in the eighteenth century could only conceive of women as emotional creatures, suited to marriage and motherhood but little else. As Wollstonecraft observed, instead of developing their individual potential, Hanoverian society contrived to ‘keep women in a state of listless inactivity and stupid acquiescence’.


Wollstonecraft’s subsequent argument — that individual men and women required a formal education to release their innate powers of reason — would later be seen as indisputably liberal; yet during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, such arguments were considered dangerously radical by most in authority.


Negative liberty


Early classical liberals, such as Voltaire (1694–1778) and Charles-Louis Montesquieu (1689–1755), were conscious that individual liberty — a crucial ‘natural right’ — was vital to self-determination and self-reliance, as well as being the condition of government by consent. In England, early ‘liberal-feminists’, like Wollstonecraft, also tried to relate such ideas to the individual liberty of women. However, early classical liberals were also conscious that ‘liberty’ was a somewhat vague term, which needed clarification if individualism were to be protected. So what was meant by ‘liberty’?


The definition that emerged from classical liberal thinking would later be termed negative liberty, one which saw freedom as the absence of restraint. Individuals should therefore assume that they were ‘naturally’ free until something or someone put a brake on their actions. According to this definition, therefore, a man alone on a desert island might be lonely, but he could still exercise a high degree of personal freedom: an assumption complementing one of liberalism’s core beliefs that individuals were potentially autonomous, atomistic and self-reliant. For early classical liberals, this definition would have consequences for both the size of the state and the emerging ‘science’ of economics.
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Key term


Negative liberty A key feature of classical liberalism, this is a notion of freedom that involves individuals being left alone to pursue their destiny. Any attempt to interfere with individual actions may therefore be judged an infringement of liberty.
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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 actually rooted in liberal philosophy.





•  Wollstonecraft’s primary claim was that the Enlightenment’s optimistic view of human nature, and the assumption that it was 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 they were thus denied individual freedom and formal equality. Women, for example, were rarely allowed land ownership or remunerative employment and sacrificed what little individualism they had in order to become wives. Once married, a woman had little legal protection against violence inflicted by her spouse, and no recourse to divorce. Furthermore, women could not 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 as a result of fettering female individualism, nations like England were limiting their stock of intelligence, wisdom and morality. As Wollstonecraft observed, ‘such arrangements are not conditions where reason and progress may prosper’. She asserted that the effective denial of liberty to an entire gender left society vulnerable to doctrines that threatened the whole spirit of the Enlightenment.



•  Like many upholders of ‘classical’ liberal ideals, Wollstonecraft welcomed both the American Revolution of 1776 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 2). Wollstonecraft thus stressed her support for republican government and formal equality, involving a constitutional defence of individual rights. But such formal equality, she restated, must be accorded to all individuals, and not just to 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, she contested, individuals could never develop their rational faculties, never realise their individual potential and never recognise the ‘absurdity’ of illiberal principles such as the divine right of kings.
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Activity


Summarise, in no more than 200 words, how Wollstonecraft’s early feminism relates to liberalism’s core values.
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Minimal state



The notion of negative freedom defined the answer to another key question facing early classical liberals: just how much governing should the new constitutional states undertake? Given that liberty was now seen as the absence of restraint, the answer became obvious: governments should not just be limited in terms of how they could act, but also limited in terms of what they would do. In other words, the limited state should co-exist with the minimal state.
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Key term


Minimal state A feature of classical liberalism, the minimal state was one that reflected the concept of ‘negative liberty’ by minimising state activities — for example, legislating and taxing as infrequently as possible, while confining its range to areas such as defence and the protection of private property.
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The case for the minimal state was perhaps best summarised by Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), one of the USA’s Founding Fathers, who noted:




‘The government that is best is that which governs least…when government grows, our liberty withers.’





The notion of a minimal state also served to strengthen classical liberalism’s faith in the dispersal of political power: a state with assorted checks and balances, after all, would be one where bold state action was fraught with difficulty — and therefore infrequent.


Laissez-faire capitalism


Negative liberty and a belief in minimal government eventually led classical liberalism into the realms of economic activity. More specifically, it became linked to the issue of how the state should respond to the emergence of capitalism in the eighteenth century.


The most famous response, that of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776), became one of the most important expressions of classical liberalism and, arguably, the original economics textbook. Smith duly argued that capitalism, via the ‘invisible hand’ of market forces, had a limitless capacity to enrich society and the individuals within it. The wealth acquired by individuals would accordingly ‘trickle down’ to the rest of the population — just as long as the state took a laissez-faire (let-it-happen) approach to the workings of a market economy.


Smith therefore advocated the end of tariffs and duties, which had ‘protected’ domestic producers, and the spread of ‘free trade’ between nation-states and their commercial classes. In the UK, these ideas were radical in 1776, but became orthodox in the century that followed.



Later classical liberalism (early–mid nineteenth century)


By the 1800s, countries like Britain and the USA looked very different to the societies surveyed by Locke and the Founding Fathers. They had become more industrialised; most individuals now worked and lived in an urban environment; individuals had a growing sense of class consciousness; and, as a result, there was growing interest in concepts like democracy and socialism.
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In such a changed environment, classical liberals faced a serious challenge if their core ideas were to remain relevant. A response duly came, but it was far from uniform. The ideas of four ‘late classical’ liberals provide an indication of how variable the response was.


Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), known as the father of utilitarian philosophy, developed a supposedly scientific alternative to natural rights theory, based on the idea that each individual would seek to maximise their own ‘utility’ by maximising personal pleasure and minimising personal pain. Yet Bentham also acknowledged that, in an industrialised society, this could produce more clashes between individuals than early classical liberals had envisaged. As a result, he suggested that the liberal state would need to be more proactive, using the algebraic formula of ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ to inform legislation and government policy. In the process Bentham laid the foundations of ‘political science’ and provided liberalism with one of its earliest justifications for democracy: as Bentham observed, governments were more likely to follow the ‘greatest happiness of the greatest number’ if they were elected by and accountable to ‘the greatest number’ of voters.


Samuel Smiles (1812–1904), fearing that individualism was threatened by the advent of socialism, with its related calls for more state provision, argued in his influential book Self Help (1859) that self-reliance was still perfectly feasible for most individuals, including members of the new working class. Smiles acknowledged that industrialised societies made it harder for individuals to be self-reliant: an increasing number were faceless employees in a bulging factory system. Yet Smiles argued that, in seeking to overcome the new obstacles, individuals would merely be challenged more rigorously and, in the process, become more fully developed. If ‘self-help were usurped by state help’, Smiles argued, ‘human beings would remain stunted, their talents unknown, and their liberty squandered’.
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