
2,2 Liberalism

lntroduction
Whereas  conserva t ives  t rad i t iona l l y  emphas ise  the  ro le  o f  soc ie ty  in  shap ing  ind i , , , idua ls ,  l ibera ls  p lace  a  g rea ter  emphas is  on
the  impor tance o f  the  ind iv idua l .  L ibera l  soc ie ty  i s  to  be  fo rmed o f  f ree  ind iv idua ls ,  au tonomous and equa l ly  va luab le .
Covernment intervention in relat ions between individuals should be considered only rvhen exist ing practices threaten
individual autonomy or freedom. Therefore, legit imate Bovernment act ion centres on protecting the individual. Over t ime, this
l iberal view of deregulated 'small  government' ,  where people interact freely, has been tenrpered by a real isat ion that, rvi thout
some regulat ion, abuses can occur. In practice, therefore, tradit ional ( 'classical ')  l iberal ism has become moderated by the need
to protect people from a form of capital ism that appears to restr ict freedom.

Main facets of liberalism

Limited government
.  .  .  where  there  migh t  be  a
separation of powers - along the
lines advocated by writers such as
Montesquieu - between executive,
legislat ive and judicial branches.
There might then be a system of
checks and balances between
branches, which would protect the
people from any one branch
becoming dominant and infr inging
those . .  .

Rationality
John Locke bel ieved in rat ional
thought over dogmatism. He
believed that differences of
opinion were inevitable and that
free and rat ional individuals
should - as far as possible - be
allowed to resolve problems
without the need for oppressive
state intervention. There would in
e f f e c t b e . . .

Government by consent
Jean Jacques Rousseau in lhe
Social Contract \1762) put forward
the idea that men gave up natural
fieedom in return for social
freedom. They could not,
therefore, do al l  that they could
in their natural state, but they
would gain from the greater
protection afforded in a society in
wh ich  a l l  men gdve up  the i r
ireedom to certain things. This
wou ld  lead to  a  .  . .

Inalienable rights
.  .  .  considered vital for individual
fulf i lment: equali ty before the law,
freedom of expression etc. (Ch
14). ln so doing, l iberals would
crea le  a  sor  ie ly  in  wh ich  .  .  .

Toleration
.  .  .  would become the norm and
different tradit ions could be valued
and respected. There could be an
equali ty of opportunity, regardless
of background.

A liberal view of human nature
Liberals have a general ly posit ive view of human nature. Some early I iberals saw men as self-seeking and egotist ical,  but later
wr i te rs  be l ieved tha t  humans are  ra t iona l  and compass ionate ,  i f  cor rup t ib le .  L ibera ls  p lace  the  emphas is  on  gu idance
(encouragement  fo r  ind iv idua ls  to  deve lop  in  the  r igh t  d i rec t ion) ;  they  be l ieve  tha t  ind iv idua ls ,  g iven  cho ices ,  can  be  he lped to
make the decisions that benefi t  them and society at large.

Different forms of liberalism

Glassical liberalism
Parl icularly common in the
n i neteenth century, classical
l iberal ism saw minimal state
intervention as being the ideal.
There was an emphasis on freedom,
tolerat ion and equali ty. lndividuals
were rat ional and had choices to
make. Classical I  iberal ism
emphas ised the  des i rab i l i t y  o i  se l f -
help and self- improvement,

New/progressive liberalism
The social impact of industr ial isat ion
- part icularly i ts more exploitat ive
face - made many l iberals real ise
that greater regulation might be
needed. The market could not be
al lowed to go unchecked. Self-help
would not be enough. There was a
need for state provision of schools
and hospitals. Pensions and
unemployment benefi t  could be
provided. Such ideas were put
forward by writers such as T H
Creen and, later, L T Hobhouse.
John Maynard Keynes and Wil l iam
Beveridge provided the basis for the
mixed economy and welfare stat ism
o{ the years fol lowing the Second
World War.

Neo-liberalism
Often associated with the'New
Right ' ,  neo-l iberal ism involved
'rol l ing back the frontiers of the
s ta te ' ;  end inB or  a t  leds t  min imis ing
state provision/intervention. It was a
return to classical l iberal ideas of
self-help and equali ty of opportunity
rather than outcome. Neo-l iberals
once again emphasised the
central i ty of the market in providing
for the needs of individuals.
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