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Liberalism

ALAN RYAN

What is liberalism?

- Anyone trying to give a brief account of liberalism is immediately faced with an
- embarrassing question: are we dealing with liberalism or with liberalisms? It is easy
to list famous liberals; it is harder to say what they have in common., John Locke,
-Adam Smith, Montesquieu, Thomas Jefferson, John Stuart Mill, Lord Acton, T. H.
~Green, John Dewey and contemporaries such as Isaiah Berlin and John Rawls are
certainly liberals — but they do not agree about the boundaries of toleration, the legiti-
macy of the welfare state, and the virtues of democracy, to take three rather central
.political issues. They do not even agree on the nature of the liberty they think liberals
ought to seek (Berlin, 1969, pp. 122-34).

It is a familiar complaint in writing about politics generally that key terms are un-
defined or indefinable; the boundaries between ‘political’ and ‘non-political’ behaviour
and institutions are disputed, the defining characteristics of statehood, the necessary
and sufficient conditions of legitimacy are incessantly debated. Liberalism may be no
worse off than its ideological competitors, of course. In everyday political practice, all
the ‘isms’ seem to be in the same condition; liberals, conservatives and socialists can be
identified only issue by issue, and their stand on one issue offers little clue to their
stand on another. The conservative who opposes railway nationalization supports
government subsidies of defence contractors, while the liberal who applauds the
establishment of an ethics committee to investigate the financial dealings of politi-
~cians will deplore the establishment of a committee to investigate the ethics of school
teachers.

However, even if conservatism and socialism are in the same plight one is still
inclined to ask, is liberalism one thing or many? Is liberalism determinately describ-
,,,,, , able at all (Dworkin, 1985, pp. 183-203)? The observation that the terms of political

-discourse are not easily brought to an agreed definition is not new. More than three
~ hundred years ago, Thomas Hobbes remarked that if anyone had stood to profit
from a similar confusion in geometry, mankind would still be waiting for Euclid.
While Hobbes’ remark suggests that it is the self-interest of priests, intellectuals and
politicians that explains this lack of precise definitions, twentieth-century writers
have suggested another reason, that political concepts are ‘essentially contested’
(Gallie, 1955-6, pp. 167-98; Gray, 1983, pp. 75-101). A third explanation, and
one more relevant to liberalism in particular, is that liberals’ political concerns have
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altered over the past three centuries. All three kinds of explanation suggest, however,
that we should be seeking to understand liberalisms rather than liberalism.

One reason for the indefinability of political terms, or the systematic slipperiness of
our concepts of the state, the political, or, as here, liberalism, is the use of these terms
as terms of praise or obloquy in the political struggle; this is a modern version of
Hobbes' view that disputed definitions are the result of competing interests. Since
the 1970s for instance, there has been an intellectual and political movement known
as ‘communitarianism’ whose main defining feature is hostility to liberalism (Sandel,
1982). Communitarians emphasize the innumerable ways in which individuals are
indebted to the societies in which they are reared: liberals, they say, write as if human
beings come into the world with no social ties, owning no allegiances, and one way
and another entirely detached from the societies they in some fashion inhabit. So
described, liberalism is unattractive, built on sociological falsehoods and moral aut-
ism. Self-described liberals have naturally said that this is a parody of their views
(Rawls, 1985, pp. 233; Rorty, 1991, pp. 179ff).

Liberals themselves have sometimes tried to define liberalism in such a way that
only the very deluded or the very wicked could fail to be liberals. At the height of
the Cold War, it was easy to present the alternatives as liberal-democracy on the
one hand, and assorted forms of one-party totalitarianism on the other. This attempt
to narrow the range of political options was itself resisted. Social-democrats who
opposed both the one-party state and uncontrolled capitalism believed their disbelief
in the legitimacy of private property in the means of production distinguished them
from liberal-democrats. American conservatives distinguished themselves from liber-
als by according state and central governments a greater role in preserving national
identity and some form of traditional moral consensus than liberals accept or else by
advocating a more laissez-faire economy and a reduced role for government (Rossiter,
1982, pp. 235{f). Their critics retorted that they were none the less doomed by Amer-
ican history to remain liberals (Hartz, 1955, pp. 14 5-9).

The attempt to produce a clear-cut definition of a political stance is not always part
of a hostile campaign to present the doctrines in question as incoherent or malign.
Many political movements have devoted much effort to establishing a creed to which
members must swear allegiance. Lenin spent as much time denouncing his Marxist
allies for their misunderstanding of scientific socialism as attacking the Cgarist
regime. He thought a revolutionary movement must know exactly what it thought
and hoped to achieve. If the faint-hearted or intellectually unorganized were driven
out, so be it; as one essay proclaimed: ‘Better Fewer but Better’. Of all political
creeds, liberalism is the least likely to behave like this. Whatever liberalism involves,
it certainly includes toleration and an antipathy to closing ranks around any system
of beliefs. All the same, liberals have often asked themselves what they have in com-
mon, where the boundaries lie between themselves and, say, socialists on the one side,
and conservatives on the other.

Another explanation of the difficulty of defining political terms is that they are
‘essentially contested’ terms, terms whose meaning and reference are perennially
open to debate. If we define liberalism as the belief that the freedom of the individual
is the highest political value, and that institutions and practices are to be judged by
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ment of social justice, an ideal to which classical liberals attach little meaning (Hayek,
1976). More importantly, perhaps, welfare states confer large discretionary powers
upon their politicians and bureaucrats, and thus reduce to dependency their clients,
and those who depend upon the state for their prosperity.

Modern adherents of classical liberalism often ground their defence of minima]
government on what they take to be a minimal moral basis. Minimal government
may, for instance, be justified by the prosperity that economies deliver when they
are not interfered with by governments; this argument has been current from
Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations defence of ‘the simple system of natural liberty’
(Smith, [x775] 1976, p. 687) down to von Hayek's in our own time. It is not morally
contentious to claim that prosperity is better than misery, and it has been given
greater credibility than ever by the collapse of the communist regimes of Eastern
Europe and the discrediting of military and authoritarian governments elsewhere,

An equally minimalist defence of liberalism as minimal government is provided by
pointing to the nastiness of government coercion, and the contrast between the nega-
tive effects of mere brute force and prohibition compared with the benign effects of
uncoerced co-operation. No classical liberal denies the need for law; coercive law
represses force and fraud, and the non-coercive civil law allows people to make con-
tracts and engage in any kind of economic activity. Still every classical liberal holds
that all the forces that make for imagination, invention and growth: come from the
voluntary sector of the social order.

Classical liberals are not unanimous about the relationship between minimal
government and the cultural and moral order, and this is perhaps the most important
point about their moral views. Unlike ‘modern’ liberals, they do not display any par-
ticular attachment to the ideal of moral and cultural progress. David Hume was more
of a political conservative than Adam Smith, but was more inclined than Smith to
admire the ‘brisk march of the spirits’ typical of a flourishing commercial society.
De Tocqueville was doubtful whether liberty could survive in the absence of strong
religious sentiment, thinking that the self-reliance and self-restraint that he admired
was not natural to modern man (de Tocqueville, 1964, pp. 310-25), and von Hayek
is inclined to think that political liberalism rests upon cultural conservatism (Gray,
1984, pp. 129-31).

Contemporary defenders of ‘classical’ liberalism think it threatened by ‘modern’
liberalism. Modern liberalism, on this view, reverses the ambitions and restraints of
classical liberalism, and in the process threatens the gains that classical liberals
achieved when they replaced the tyranny of kings and courtiers with constitutional
regimes. Modern liberalism is exemplified by John Stuart Mill's On Liberty, with its
appeal to ‘man as a progressive being’ and its romantic appeal to an individuality
which should be allowed to develop itself in all its ‘manifold diversity’ (Mill, [1861]
1974, pp. I20-2). Philosophically, it is exemplified equally by the liberalism of the
English Idealists and ‘new liberals’ such as L. T. Hobhouse (1911).

In practice, it is exemplified by the assault on freedom of contract and on the sanc-
tity of property rights represented by the welfare legislation of the Liberal government
before World War I, by Roosevelt’s New Deal between the wars, and by the explosion
of welfare state activity after World War II. Modern liberalism is usually (but not
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always) agreed even by its critics to be a form of liberalism, for its underlying moral
basis is couched in terms of freedom. Negatively, the aim is to emancipate individuals
from the fear of hunger, unemployment, ill-health and a miserable old-age, and posi-
tively, to attempt to help members of modern industrial societies to flourish in the way
Mill and von Humboldt wanted them to,

It is liberal, too, because it does not share the antipathies and hopes of a socialist
defence of the modern welfare state. Although some defenders of the rights of prop-
erty claim that almost any restriction on the absolute liberty of owners to dispose of
their own as they choose amounts to confiscation (Epstein, 198 5), modern liberalism
has no confiscatory ambitions. In as much as the ideals of the welfare state cannot be
achieved without a good deal of government control of the economy, modern liberal-
ism cannot treat property as sacrosanct, and cannot limit government to the repres-
sion of force and fraud; but distinguished modern liberals such as John Rawls argue
that personal property is a necessary element in individnal self-expression, especially
by means of freedom of choice in careers, even if vast shareholdings are not (Rawls,
1971, pp. 272—4). Critics of modern liberalism usually insist that it is liberalism but
a dangerous variety.

The fear that modern liberalism is inimical to the spirit of classical liberalism and
will in practice threaten the latter’s gains, rests on two things. The first is the thought

" that modern liberalism is ideologically or metaphysically overcommitted. Mill’s vision
of man as a progressive being, with its demand that everyone should constantly
rethink her opinions on every conceivable subject, is one with at best a minority
appeal. To found one’s politics on a view of human nature that most people find
implausible is to found one’s politics on quicksand. There is no need to appeal to
such'a vision of human nature to support classical liberalism; conversely, it is not
clear that the kind of independent and imaginative personalities by which Mill set
such store are best produced in a liberal society. History suggests that many of
them have flourished by resisting an illiberal and conservative environment (Berlin,
1969, p. 172).

The second is the thought that modern liberalism makes everyone an unrealizable
promise of a degree of personal fulfilment that the welfare state cannot deliver, and
that its efforts to deliver will inevitably frustrate. For one thing, people resent being
forced to part with their hard-earned income to provide the resources that supply
jobs, education and the various social services that modern liberalism employs to
create its conception of individual freedom for other people. This creates a hostility
between more and less favoured groups of citizens that is wholly at odds with what
modern liberals desire.

Moreover, the welfare state must employ an extensive bureaucracy whose members
are granted discretionary powers and charged by law to use those powers for the wel-
fare of their clients. This means that the classical liberals’ concern for the rule of law,
and the curtailing of arbitrary discretion is ignored, as bureaucrats have been given
resources to disburse to their clients, and meanwhile the allegiance of the citizenry
has been undermined, as the state has failed to produce the good things it has been
asked to provide. The Lberation the welfare state promises — liberation from
anxiety, poverty and the cramped circumstances of working-class existence — is easily
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obtained by the educated middle class and is impossible to achieve for most others.
There is thus a grave risk of disillusionment with liberalism in general as the result
of its failure when it over-extends itself. Some writers suppose that the world-wide
popularity of conservative governments during the 1980s is explained by this consid-
eration,

Varieties of liberalism: libertarianism and liberalism

There is a closely related but not identical divide within liberal theory, between liberal-
ism and libertarianism. Just as in the case of the conflict between classical and modern
forms of liberalism, there is a tendency for the partisans of one side or the other to
claim that their version of liberalism is true liberalism and the alternative something
else entirely. Contemporary libertarians often claim that they are classical liberals,
This is not wholly true. There is at least one strand of libertarian thought represented
by Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State and Utopia that advocates the decriminalization of
‘victimless crimes’ such as prostitution, drug-taking and unorthodox sexual activities
(Nozick, 1974, pp. 58-9). There is nothing of that in John Locke or Adam Smith.

The line between liberal and libertarian theories is not easy to draw. Both are com-
mitted to the promotion of individual liberty; both rest most happily on a theory of
human rights according to which individuals enter the world with a right to the
free disposal of themselves and their resources. The line of cleavage lies between the
libertarian view that government is not a necessary evil but a largely (and for so
called ‘anarchocapitalists’ a wholly) unnecessary evil, and the liberal view that gov-
ernment power is to be treated with caution, but like any other instrument may be
used to achieve good ends. Perhaps the most important point of difference is that lib-
ertarians see our rights as a form of private property, what Nozick has called ‘entitle-
ments’ (Nozick, 1974, pp. 150ff). The individual is the owner of his or her person and
abilities; so viewed, our rights have two sources only — our initial ownership of our
own selves and capacities, and the claims on whatever resources and abilities other
people have freely agreed to transfer to us. The state, if legitimate at all, may do no
more than secure these rights. It has no resources of its own and cannot engage either
in the redistributive activities of modern welfare states or in the quasi-charitable activ-
ities of such states. Nobody has the right to deprive anyone else of their property by
force — if they have committed no crime — and neither does the state.

This is in sharp contrast to the most famous recent account of welfare state liberal-
ism, John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice. In Rawls’ account, we arrive at an understanding
of what rights we possess, and of how far our liberty extends, by asking ourselves a
hypothetical question — ‘what rights would we all demand for ourselves and acknowl-
edge in others if we were to establish a social and political system de novo, knowing
nothing about our particular abilities and tastes, and therefore being forced to strike
a fair bargain with everyone else?’ (Rawls, 1971, pp. 11-17). Rawls’ claim is that
we should acknowledge two rights: the right to the most extensive liberty consistent
with the same liberty for everyone, and a right to just treatment enshrined in the
thought that inequalities are justified only to the extent that they improve the situa-
tion of the least advantaged (Rawls, 1971, pp. 60-1).

This second principle is often called the maximin theory of justice, since it explains
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social justice as maximizing the size of the minimum holding of social resources. This
principle is clearly inimical to any account of the state that restricts it to the defence of
property rights. The introduction of a conception of social justice into.the defence of a
liberal political theory rests on the idea that individuals have a right to self-develop-
ment, and therefore on the kind of theory of individual development that underpins
Mill's On Liberty and alienates defenders of ‘classical’ liberalism.
All dualisms ride roughshod over a complicated world. There are forms of liberalism
that are non-libertarian, but also more nearly ‘classical’ than ‘modern liberalism’,
Locke’s Two Treatises is on the face of it more kindly to private property than the
views of Rawls or Mill, and yet Locke shows none of the hostility to the state that
libertarians do. The state is obliged to act according to the rule ‘salus populi suprema
lex’ — ‘the good of the people is the highest law’' — and there is no suggestion that
this is only a matter of repressing force and fraud (Locke, [1690] 1967, p. 391). On
the other hand, there is also no suggestion that the least advantaged members of
society have a right to do as well as possible. Locke suggests that they have to do
well enough to make membership of civil society a good bargain — otherwise, they
might as well emigrate to some unoccupied part of the world and start again — but
he does not suggest that they have any claim beyond; that (Locke, [1690] 1967,
Pp. 314-15). Certainly, Locke's individualism treats each person as responsible for his
or her own welfare, but, Locke's concern with our moral welfare rather economic well-

being means that he was more concerned with religious toleration than with ‘health
and human services'.

Liberal antipathies

Because we are tempted to acknowledge that we are faced with liberalisms rather than
liberalism, and also inclined to say that they are all versions of one liberalism, it is
tempting also to suggest that liberalism is best understood in terms of what it
rejects. Nor would it be surprising to come to such a conclusion, Conservatism is no
easier to define than liberalism, and it is not infrequently observed that what conser-
vatives believe is a matter of what they want to conserve and who threatens it. Indeed,
Louis Hartz's The Liberal Tradition in America argued that conservatives in the United
States as opposed to their counterparts in Britain and Europe were in a bad way
because the society and political system they want to conserve has always been a
liberal one; temperamental conservatives are thus forced to be ideological liberals
(Hartz, 1955, PP. I45-54). However that may be, it is not implausible to argue
that liberalism is well defined in negative terms. Its central commitment, liberty, is
in general a negative notion — to be free is to be not in jail, not bound to a particular
occupation, not excluded from the franchise) and so on — and the history of liberalism
is & history of opposition to assorted tyrannies.

Anti-absolutism

One way of understanding the continuity of liberal history in this light is to see liberal-
ism as a perennial protest against all forms of absclute authority. It is notoriously dif-
ficult to suggest a starting date for liberal political theory, or, rather, it is notoriously
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easy to suggest all sorts of starting dates, running from the pre-Socratics onwards, but
notoriously difficult to find any kind of consensus on one of them. In British politics, for
instance, it was only in the 1860s that the more radical members of the Whigs called
themselves the Liberal Party. Yet it would be odd not to count Locke among early
liberals, just as it would be absurd to call Hobbes a liberal even while one might
want to acknowledge that he supplied many of the ingredients for a liberal theory
of politics in the course of himself defending absolute and arbitrary authority as the
only alternative to the anarchy of the state of nature and the war of all against all.

Whatever liberalism has been concerned with, it has been concerned with avoiding
absolute and arbitrary power. It is not alone in this. English constitutional theory had
for several centuries an aversion to anything that smacked of confiding absolute
power to anyone whatever. Neither parliament, nor the judiciary, nor the king was
entitled to a monopoly of political authority, The imagery of the body politic was
called upon to suggest that the elements in the political system had to co-operate
with one another for the body to function coherently. What makes liberal hostility
to absolute rule liberal rather than merely constitutionalist is the liberal claim that
absolute rule violates the personality or the rights of those over whom it is exercised
(Locke, [1690] 1967, pp. 342-8). '

This argument connects Locke’s Second Treatise, with its claim that absolute and
arbitrary authority were so inconsistent with civil society that they could not be con-
sidered a form of government at all, with the twentieth-century liberal’s contempt for
the totalitarian regimes of Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia. Liberals have disagreed
about just which sorts of absolute authority are intolerable. Locke agreed that a
general needed absolute authority over his soldiers in battle, and might shoot deser-
ters out of hand. But this was not arbitrary authority — generals might shoot deser-
ters, but not take sixpence from their pockets (Locke, [1690] 1967, pp. 379-80).

J. 8. Mill thought the principles of On Liberty did not apply to people who could not
benefit from rational discussion (Mill, [1861] 1974, pp. 69-70). Elizabeth and Peter

_ the Great had rightly exercised unaccountable power over sixteenth-century Britain
and eighteenth-century Russia, respectively, and the despotic power of the East India
Company over its Indian subjects was legitimate. The nineteenth-century British
working class, on the other hand, was entitled to full civil and political rights, and
women of all classes as much as men. Other liberals have been rather less ready to
describe entire populations as ‘childish’, and have thought absolute authority over
colonial possessions as indefensible as any other absolute power.

The thought behind liberal opposition to absolute power is not complex, although it
has several strands. One is the idea that political authority exists for purely secular
ends, towards which we should adopt a rational, scientific attitude, adjusting our poli-
tical institutions and our policies in an instrumentally efficient way. Negatively, this
means that liberals do not see authority as conferred either by the voice of God, as
in theories of divine right or charismatic authority, or by the dictates of history as
in Marxist theory, or by racial destiny as in Nazi theory. Authority exists only to
enable a society to achieve those limited goals which a political order enables us to
achieve — the security of life, property and the pursuit of happiness (Locke, [1689]
1956, pp. 128-9).

298




Ir - LIBERALISM

since their title to exercise power
an efficient fashion. A second idea
e limited goals can only be set by
hat authority, or at least all those

own purposes, and to engage in varied ,

Absolute authority is inimical to, and unwilling to share control over the lives of
the citizenry with the leaders of other, secondary groups. The history of twentjeth-
century totalitarian states indeed shows that such states have always destroyed the
independent authority of all other associations they could lay hands on, Liberals
believe that the energy and liveliness of g society comes from thege secondary
allegiances, and therefore that absolute power is both an affront to the moral person-

ality of individuals and destructive of the life of soclety at large {Dworkin, 1985, pp.
193-200). :

Anti-theocracy

The opposition to absolutism, which links Locke to Mill and both of them to-Rawls,
Dworkin and contemporary liberal thinkers, had its origins in another issue, This
was the liberal hostility to the confusion of secular and religious authority, and the
liberal obsession with the rights of conscience. It has often been pointed out that
the first usage of the term ‘liberal’ in a political context was in the context of European
anticlerical politics in the nineteenth century. For many Roman Catholics the term
Tiberal’ was, except when used

not a whole-hearted liberal, but

the repressive and brutal power

became a rallying cry of anti-clerical liberals all over Europe.

Liberalism was associated with the nineteenth-century movement of European
ideas that was concerned to drive a wedge between church and state and to make
the Catholic Church no more influential in the politics of Catholic countries than
the various Protestant churches were in the countries where they flourished. In
€ssence, the argument Was an argument in favour of religious toleration and against
any kind of religious monopoly.,

It is sometimes thought that toleration arises when people are convinced that there
isno way of knowing what the truth is in matters of religion, and that toleration is the
 fruit of scepticism, But this is quite wrong. Hobbes was sceptic, but he was also

deeply hostile to supposed rights to toleration. It is this that marks him as g non-
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liberal. The advocacy or denial of toleration as a matter of right divides the liberal and
the non-liberal more sharply than anything else. For Hobbes, religious doctrines were
too important to be left to private men to pick and choose; even if those doctrines were
intellectually quite absurd, they stirred up the passions and so threatened the peace. It
was thus the task of the sovereign to regulate what might and might not be said in
public on all such matters; if the sovereign failed in this duty, the peace would be
broken, exactly the outcome which the sovereign existed to prevent (Hobbes,
[1651] 1991, pp. 124-5).

Locke put forward the modern doctrine of toleration some thirty years after Hobbes.
In Locke’s eyes, there were two distinct realms, the sacred and the secular. Locke
thought the first much more important than the second, but he also thought that
secular authority was quite impotent to achieve anything useful in that realm. The
political realm dealt with what Locke termed bona civilia, the goods of earthly peace
and security, which he otherwise characterized as life, liberty, property and physical
well-being (Locke, [1689] 1956, p. 128). A sovereign who tried to dictate how we
practised our religion was overstepping the proper bounds of his authority. Conver-
sely, a church that tried to dictate the secular law was overstepping the bounds of
its authority. The state was essentially a-non-voluntary organization, and one to
which we owed obedience willy-nilly; churches were essentially voluntary, and prob-
ably plural.

Locke was, as Hobbes was not, a devout Christian, who thought a great deal about
religion as religion, rather than from a sociological perspective. It was this that made
Locke a passionate defender of toleration. One of the arguments in favour of toleration
and against the mingling of church and state was precisely that human beings —
especially late seventeenth-century human beings of a Protestant persuasion — were
extremely tender about matters of conscience. To force someone to assert a belief he
did not really hold was to outrage his deepest nature.

Where Hobbes had suggested that men quarrelled over matters of conscience
because there was next to nothing to be known about religion by the light of reason
alone, and therefore ought to be made to assert something in common, simply for the
sake of peace, Locke was committed to the view that God required a willing assent and
a real faith, so that whatever kind of forced assent the state might induce us to make
was an insult to God as well as an outrage upon the individual (Hobbes, [1651] 1991,
pp. 260ff; Locke, [1689] 1956, pp. 132-3).

Conversely, true religion can make no demands upon the state. This is a view that
modern readers find harder to accept. Locke thought it impossible that there might be
a valid religious reason for a'group to do anything that might come into conilict with
the ordinary criminal law. Thus he would have differed with most liberals of today
over the case in 1990, in which the US Supreme Court found that the First Amend-
ment guarantees of religious liberty did not entitle Native Americans to use the hallu-
cinogenic drug peyote in their religious rituals once the state of Oregon had banned
the consumption of peyote. : '

Locke would have sided with the Court, but many contemporary liberals thought
the demands of any religion should weigh more heavily than that. Locke also con-
fined toleration to opinions that did not threaten the political order; modern readers
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are often shocked to find that neither Roman Catholics nor atheists would be tolerated
jn any society that followed Locke’s prescriptions. In both cases, the argument was
that they were politically dangerous; atheists lacked motives to keep their promises
~and behave decently, while Catholics professed earthly loyalty to the Pope and so
could not be relied on by the rulers of whatever state they happened to belong to
(Locke, [1689] 1956, pp. 157-8).
This reflected Locke's sharp distinction between those matters over which secular
authority might be exercised and those over which it must not. Locke argued that
 earthly governmerits existed for certain simple tasks and no others, an argument
. that depended very heavily on the idea that it is obvious what the function of earthly
‘k government s, and that it does not include saving men’s souls. Mill's On Liberty took a
different route to much the same conclusion, not by arguing that it was obvious what
the function of government was, but by showing that a consistent utilitarian who
pelieved in the importance of individuality and moral progress must agree that
coercion, especially the organized coercion exerted by governments, was legitimate
only to defend certain this-worldly interests — our own liberty and security above
all else (Mill, [1861] 1974, pp. 119ff; Gray, 1983).
Mill's argument is no more conclusive than Locke's. An enthusiast for the mixing of
church and state may set no value on individuality for its own sake, and believe that
an enlarged freedom would lead to depravity rather than moral progress. It is on this
asis that s/he demands the union of spiritual and secular authority. In the second half
fthe twentieth century, liberals have generally taken a less rhetorical, more practical
¢ than Tocke and Mill. Totalitarian regimes, the lineal descendants of confessional
tates, have two great drawbacks. The first is that they employ a distasteful amount of
orce in securing their goals. Because it is so difficult to tell whether one’s subjects are
eally saved or really loyal to the Nazi Party, or whatever, the temptation is to pile on
the penalties for dissent, and to engage in acts of exemplary brutal punishment, which
oes little to secure a real loyalty to the regime and much to make its rulers insecure
when they contemplate the hatred of the population they have intimidated (Arendt,
968). )
The second is that such regimes are inefficient; they may be effective when fighting
a real, all-out war, but they are economically less efficient than liberal societies in
which the division of labour between the sacred and the profane is respected in
approximately the form Locke laid down. Whether this practical argument captures
the liberals’ deepest beliefs is doubtful. It is hard not to suspect that liberals feel
more passionately than that about the wickedness of totalitarian regimes and for
that matter about the wickedness of authoritarian clerical regimes of the kind typified
by the Spain of General Franco. When they feel passionately about such regimes, it is
in much the same way as Locke, for modern notions of the violation of persanality
:l'eﬂect in a secularized fashion, Locke's view that the imposition of belief on any
dividual was an affront to that individual and God their creator (Rawls, 1971, pp-




Liberal prescriptions

The tidiness of a definition of liberalism couched in terms of its oppositions is only
apparent. Certainly, liberalism is anti-despotic, anti-clerical and hostile to twentieth-
century manifestations of those evils, including the perverted manifestations of totali-
tarianism. But, just as there is a tension between classical and modern liberalisms, the
same tension reappears between pro- and anti-capitalist liberalisms. And just as most
liberals would not wish to pursue the goals of the welfare state to the lengths of threa-
tening the survival of limited, lawful government, so they would not wish to restrain
the operations of a capitalist economy to the point where it turned into a command
economy. Whether we start from liberal enthusiasms or liberal antipathies, we find
the same controversies. .

The wish to find a position that is intellectually attractive and politically responsible
expoges liberals to accusations of not knowing their own minds or of being ‘wishy-
washy’. Liberals have retorted that it is not their fault that the world is a complicated
place that requires nuanced handling. One way of underpinning that reply is to pro-
vide the positive liberal theory that explains both why liberalism is hostile to the
threats to freedom that it encounters and why these threats have varied over time.

A theory for individuals

In spite of the suggestion that liberalism should confine its attention to political insti-
tutions, liberalism is best understood as a theory of the good life for individuals linked
to a theory of the social, economic and political arrangements within which they may
lead that life. John Rawls’ Theory of Justice provides some persuasive arguments for the
view that we should build a liberal theory for institutional design without committing
ourselves to any particular view of ‘the good life", and its eventual failure to convince
tells us a lot about why a broader theory is needed.

Rawls argues that the search for a consensus in favour of liberal political and eco-
nomic institutions will go more smoothly if we seek foundations that are neutral with
respect to the great, but sharply contested, issues of religion and personal ethics
(Rawls, 1989, pp. 233-8). Critics have noted, however, that Rawls' minimalist
assumptions about ‘the good life’ remain decidedly liberal — he takes it for granted
that slavery is an unspeakable evil, that the suppression of conscientious belief is S0
intolerable that no rational person could trade the chance of being in command of
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the Inquisition for the risk of being one of its victims, and that freedom of choice in
career and lifestyle is essential for life to have any meaning.

The same critics have also pointed out that the principles of justice proposed by
Rawls are not suited to absolutely anyone but especially to persons holding a late
twentieth-century conception of themselves and the meaning of their lives. The thin-
ness of the premisses about human nature and the human good that Rawls builds on
do not reflect scepticism or a lack of moral conviction so much as the eminently liberal
thought that each person is in command of his or her own moral destiny, and that it is
not for others to dictate it, as Rawls has subsequently tended to agree (Rawls, 1975).

At all events, liberalism viewed as a doctrine for individuals can be understood in
terms one might borrow from Immanuel Kant, Wilhelm von Humboldt, J. S. Mill,
Bertrand Russell or John Dewey, since a variety of formulations seize on the same
points. The essence is that individuals are self-creating, that no single good defines
successful self-creation, and that taking responsibility for one’s own life and making
of it what one can is itself part of the good life as understood by liberals. Dewey
labelled this experimentalism, Kant defined it as the spirit of the enlightenment; Mill
borrowed from von Humboldt to argue that the fundamental aim is to develop human
nature in all its diversity (Mill, [1861] 1974, pp. 121—2; Dewey, [1931] 1984, pp.
114—20; Kant, 1991, pp. 53—4).

Its positive attractions become clearer when they are contrasted with pre-liberal or
anti-liberal views. Self-discipline is a great good, because nobody can conduct ‘experi-
ments in living’ without the self-control that allows them to stand back and assess
their success or failure; submission to discipline, as praised by many Christian
writers, and before them by Plato, is not a good in itself (Plato, Republic, pp. 127—
40). Attachment to one’s country and fellow citizens is a great good, because few
human virtues flourish except against a background of loyalty and strong fellow feel-
ing; ‘my country right or wrong' is an illiberal sentiment, suggesting an immersion in
patriotic sentiment inconsistent with the ideals of individual autonomy.

Plato condemned democratic Athens for its attachment to diversity and variety;
liberals condemn Athens for being insufficiently hospitable to diversity and variety
as good in themselves. Pericles’ famous funeral oration praises the Athenians for their
willingness to allow others to live as they pleased, but suggests no positive enthusiasm
for variety as a human good, denies that women have any place in public life and
ranks politics higher than any private good. Liberals generally praise public spirit,
and most at any rate would agree that in time of crisis we are obliged to put aside
our private concerns and do what we can for our country, but they would also see
this as a sacrifice of one good for another, while Pericles was true to the classical ideal
in ranking the goods of private life much lower than the goods of public life (Thucy-
dides, Peloponnesian War, pp. 143—-5I).

It is true that liberalism has no single positive picture of ‘the good life for man’. It is
true because liberals have commonly been empiricists, and inclined to believe that
only experience can reveal what really conduces to individual flourishing, and also
because liberals have often been pluralists and have thought that autonomous indivi-
duals might choose a great variety of very different, but equally good lives (Berlin,
1969, pp. 172—4). It is not, as critics often maintain, that liberals elevate choice to
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the only absolute good; no liberal would applaud a life of crime merely because the
criminal bad chosen it. It is, however, true that most liberals have thought that the
kind of autonomous individual they have admired can only become a fully autono-
mous being by exercising his or her powers of choice. Some people may strike lucky
and find what suits them without very much exploration of alternatives; others
may need to search much longer. But a person incapable of making a choice and stick-
ing to it will have little chance of leading a happy life.

This vision is not uncontroversial, and it is unattractive to many critics, It is unsym-
pathetic to a vision of an orderly universe in which the best lay down the rule of life to
the rest of us; it is anti-aristocratic, at odds with a belief in Platonic guardians, Aris-
totelian aristocrats and the Catholic Christian tradition’s claim to know what we
must do to be saved. Conversely, it is too strenuous for anyone who thinks most peo-
ple do well enough by thoughtlessly following the habits and customs of their fellows.
It is too optimistic for anyone who believes in the essential depravity of the human
race. Liberals look for improvement, not merely to prevent our worse natures getting
out of hand. Writers like Joseph de Maistre and Georges Sorel have not unpersuasively
ridiculed this outlook.

Looked at from the other side, it can be criticized as insufficiently serious about its
own premisses. Nietzsche claimed that liberals did not take choice seriously, since they
assumed that everyone would share their ideas about what constituted good choices
and good reasons for choosing one way rather than other. His successors in the exis-
tentialist tradition made essentially the same point. As observed before, liberals are
uncomfortably aware that they can seem equivocal at worst or wishy-washy at
best in their attempts to steer a tidy course between the critics who complain that
they overestimate the value of autonomy and critics who complain that they have
not understood that human freedom is a curse and a source of anguish rather than
an achievement. It is too late in the day to rely on Aristotle’s claim that the truth
in these matters is to be found in the mean between extremes, but the liberal can at
any rate reply that there is no more reason to suppose that it lies in the extremes
than in the ground between them that liberalism occupies.

A theory for society

It is a common complaint against liberalism that it undervalues the role of commu-
nity. Over the past fifteen years this has been a constant refrain, but it replicates
the complaints made by critics of philosophical radicalism in the early 1800s and
by philosophical idealists in the late 1800s (Sandel, 1982, passim). One response to
the complaint might be to list those liberals who took the role of the community
entirely seriously — they include de Tocqueville, Mill, T. H. Green, L.T. Hobhouse,
Fmile Durkheim, William James and John Dewey. This is only the starting point for
an answer to the question whether liberalism has or even can have a liberal theory
of society. The answer is plainly that it can and indeed that it does. In fact, one might
argue that it is only because liberals are so impressed by the ways in which society
moulds and shapes the lives of its members that liberals are so eager to ensure that
society does not also cramp and distort those lives.

Sociologists used to claim that their opponents were attached to a contractual
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account of society, and by this they meant that their opponents believed that society
literally had its origins in some kind of agreement. Although it is plain that no contem-
porary liberal would think anything of the sort, it is true that liberals find it illuminat-
ing to think of society as if it involved a sort of contract. The authority of the group
over the individual is not absolute, but extends only to the hypothetical terms of a
bargain by which individuals agree to accept that authority (Nagel, 1991, pp.
33ff). The terms of the bargain are what remain in dispute. In his essay On Liberty
Mill essentially treated it as a compact for self-protection. Society was as it were a
device for lending individuals the force of the whole group in fending off attacks on
their persons and property (Mill, [1861] 1974, PD. 119-22).

This only covered the coercive authority of society. A more elusive topic was what a
liberal society would look like, going beyond the question of what rules it might
properly enforce on its members. Just as in the case of its account of the values that
give point to an individual existence, liberalism is to some extent hampered in giving
a very rich account by its attachment to the value of choice. Once we have said that a
society full of liberals would be replete with voluntary associations devoted to enhan-
cing the existences of all their members, there is little more to say. We may agree thata
liberal would think it desirable that stamp collectors should get together and discuss
their enthusiasms, exchange stamps, circulate journals about their hobby and all
the rest, but it defies the imagination to offer a liberal theory of philately.

Liberals would object strongly to any regime which made philately difficult - it
would be a pointless interference with liberty — and would divide on the question
whether a government might properly assist philatelic societies to get started by a
temporary subsidy, as liberals have always divided in their attitudes to government
assistance for art, education, and high culture. Beyond that, the liberal answer to
the question of what a society attached to liberal principles would actually look like
is that the answer is a matter for the society in question. It might have many
churches or none, a multitude of different schooling systems or one, an effective pub-
lic transport system or not; what would matter would be that the human rights or
individual liberty of its members were respected in the process of reaching these out-
comes. In particular, liberalism is agnostic about what the implementation of the
vision of a society of free individuals entails for the economic arrangements it
embraces. Certainly, too many state controls threaten liberty, a state monopoly of
employment threatens liberty (Rawls, 1971, pp. 377f). So does a capitalism that
allows rich men to buy politicians. Where the best feasible regime lies is a matter
for experiment. i

A theory for the state

What applies to society does not apply in the same way to the state. Society is the
realm of both informal and formal associations, a realm in which public opinion plays
some coercive role, but there is much scope for voluntary association; in a manner of
speaking society is a plurality of smaller societies. The state is essentially the realm of
coercively sanctioned co-ordination, and its essence is that it has no competitors or
alternatives. That a liberal state must operate according to the rule of law goes with-
out saying; that it must employ as Jittle coercion as possible in its dealings with its
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citizens also goes without saying. What is more hotly contested is whether liberalism
dictates any particular form of government.

Liberals have historically thought at one time that liberalism was threatened by
democracy, and at another that liberalism entailed democracy. What liberalism is
always committed to is constitutional government. Save in emergencies, where the
preservation of a liberal regime may force governments to take powers that would
otherwise be intolerable, the requirements of the rule of law extend to the ways in
which governments acquire power and exercise it. How this is achieved has no fixed
answer. It is an ongoing argument whether the British view that governments are
kept liberal by public opinion and fear of the voter is more or less plausible than the
American view that a written constitution and a formal Bill of Rights are uniquely
effective. It is more than plausible that. such institutional devices as an independent
judiciary, a diverse and free press, and a great variety of watchdog organizations
such as the US Council for Civil Liberties are all of them useful, and that one needs
both the formal protections of American constitutionalism and a liberal-minded
citzenry that makes them more than parchment barriers to oppression (Madison,
1987, Paper 48, p. 309).

This leaves the connection between liberalism and democracy for further analysis. If
democracy is just a matter of majority rule, it is a contingent matter whether the
majority will generally subscribe to liberal views. If they do, there will be a liberal
democracy, if not, not. Various devices may be set up to restrain the majority, such
as an entrenched Bill of Rights, but all such devices favour liberty by restricting
democracy. They are intrinsically undemocratic in so far as they restrict the authority
of the majority. On the whole, this view was the view of Jefferson, de Tocqueville and
Mill, who were correspondingly anxious to educate the fledgling democracy of their
day in order that democracy should not be majority tyranny (Mill, 1974, pp. 62ff;
de Tocqueville, [1835] 1964, pp. 269f).

. The alternative view is that liberalism is committed to democracy, and that illiberal
democracy is not democracy at all. Each individual has a right to take part in the
decisions that affect his or her society. Nobody ought to be governed without their
voice being heard, for that is a violation of their human rights, or of their right to
be treated as a free and equal member of their society (Dworkin, 19835, pp. 193ff).
To the objection that majority rule may be inconsistent with liberty, the sophisticated
reply is essentially that the authority, as distinct from the power, of the majority is
Infrinsically self-limiting. We cannot claim the right to vote, for instance, on terms
that violate others’ rights. On this view, a Bill of Rights does not limit the majority’s
authority so much as spell out what its authority is. Liberal democracy is not some-
thing one may realize if one is lucky; the only legitimate democracy is liberal
democracy.

- However we decide between these two conceptualizations, liberal government must
be limited government. Freedom of conscience, freedom of occupational choice,
Privacy and family rights all place limits on what governments may do. Limited
Bovernment may none the less be active government; securing these rights will
!{eep government busy. More to the point, liberal governments will inherit many
illibera] arrangements from their predecessors. Abolishing racial and sexual discrimi-
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nation in the United States has been neither quick nor easy. Reducing the effects of
inherited privilege in the United Kingdom has hardly begun. A government that takes
liberalism seriously will be a busy government, especially since it will also have to be
ingenious in pursuing its goals through lawful channels.

On this point, defenders of ‘classical’ and ‘modern’ forms of liberalism can agree,
Both deplore the advantages of monopolists; sexual and racial discrimination, and
the advantages of inherited positions, share in the wickedness of monopolies, for
they give undeserved advantages to their beneficiaries and undeserved handicaps to
their victims. It may be that ‘classical’ liberals suppose that once a ‘level playing
field’ has been achieved, it will remain level, while modern liberals suppose that it
will need constant attention. It is certainly true that modern liberals emphasize the
‘equal’ in equal opportunity, where their predecessors perhaps stress ‘opportunity’,
and have no particular liking for equality of any other kind. Still, the point remains
that limited governments need not be inactive or lazy governments.

Success or Failure?

It is a task of some delicacy to sum up the successes and failures of the liberal project.
In the terminology of practising politicians, it has been avowed conservatives who
have prospered in the Western democracies over the past two decades, though they
have often been at odds among themselves as to whether they were conservatives
tout court or ‘neo-liberals’, trying to revive the political and economic ideals of the
early nineteenth century. ‘Roosevelt liberals’, on the other hand, enthusiasts for an
expansive welfare state and for an energetic egalitarianism in social and economic
policy, have done rather badly. Here, too, however, it is an open question whether
the voting public in the Western democracies have turned against the liberal welfare
state, or have merely decided that. they are grateful for what they have received and
are sceptical about the chances of going much further.

One success for the liberal project is the striking collapse of Marxist regimes world-
wide. Since Marxist governments drew their legitimacy from the supposed superiority
of Marxian socialism over its liberal alternatives, the wholesale failure of Marxist
regimes in all possible respects — their failure as economic systems, their inability to
secure the political loyalties of their subjects, their failure to secure the human rights
of the citizenry, and so on —in effect amounts to a practical demonstration that liberal-
ism of some kind has won.

In this contest, it is liberalism only in the very broadest sense that has triumphed —
that is, a liberalism that stresses human rights, economic opportunity and the values
of the open society, rather than one with narrower party political attachments. This
liberalism has triumphed, not only over Marxism, but also over the illiberalism of
nationalistic military regimes of the kind that once held power all over Latin Amer-
ica. It has, up to a point, triumphed over the apartheid regime of South Africa.
Whether a narrower liberalism is particularly popular is another matter entirely, as
is the prospect of any kind of liberalism making inroads into military dictatorship in
Asia and most of Africa. A

That it is only liberalism in the broadest, non-party political sense that has
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triumphed is obvious enough. Western conservatives do not support theocratic
. absolutism, or government by divine right, but would still reject the liberal label as
a description of their politics. Liberalism has been equally criticized for the past forty
years or so from another direction for its lack of interest in political participation
and the development of an active citizenry. Writers who take their cue from classical
republicanism think, as do the communitarians, that the liberal view of the individual
is of someone essentially cut off from public life, concerned with affairs that are private
in the sense of being jealously protected from everyone else. This, they argue, makes
for a less healthy politics than the participatory politics described by Aristotle, Machia-
velli and other republican writers.

On the republican view, there is certainly a place for the negative liberty — immunity
from oppression by the government or any other powerful organization or individual —
that liberalism puts at the front of its political demands. But this liberty cannot be pre-
served unless the citizenry is active in preserving it. In effect, one republican complaint
is that liberalism is unable to offer a coherent story about how liberal goals are to be
secured, while the other is that liberalism in action tends to turn individuals in on
themselves, encourages them to quit the public stage and concentrate only on domes-
tic, or economic goals: To this, many liberals reply that the French Revolution of T 789
is a sufficient warning about the dangers of trying to make ancient republicans out of
modern Frenchmen, and by the same token, out of modern Americans, Australians or
Englishmen, too ~ as Benjamin Constant’s ‘Essay on the liberty of the ancients com-
pared with that of the moderns’ pointed out in 1818 (Constant, 1990, pp. 309-—
12). Having said so, however, they are as quick as anyone to lament the failure of
public spirit and political engagement that seems to afflict the Western world at the
end of the twentieth century.

The liberalism that has triumphed, then, is not an intellectually rigorous system,
manifested in its only possible institutional form. It is an awkward and intellectually
insecure system, committed to democracy tempered by the rule of law, to a private
enterprise economy supervised and controlled by government, to equal opportunity
so far as it can be maintained without too much interference with the liberty of
employers, schools, and families. It by no means embraces laissez-faire with the
same fervour that Marxism brought to its attack on property and its passion for
rational, central control of economic activity, a point made eloquently by Daniel
Bell (1961, pp. 393-407). Moreover, the inhabitants of liberal democracies are
deeply, and properly, conscious of the shortcomings of their societies, and certainly
feel their ‘success’ is an equivocal one.

To know how permanent the success of liberalism is, or how complete it is, one
would need a crystal ball rather than the resources of philosophy or political
science. In any case, a liberal society can never be more than a partial ‘success’ by
its own standards; its aspirations for the individual, for society and for the conduct
of government guarantee that its ambitions will always exceed its performance. On
‘the other hand, its members may, under most circumstances, feel that their failures
are only partial and temporary, and that the way in which liberalism institutionalizes

self-criticism is itself a guarantee of some progress even if it is also a guarantee of per-
Manent dissatisfaction.
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