Liberalism

Liberalism emerged in the struggle against monarchy and hereditary privilege, and in the struggle to defuse the religious violence that followed the Reformation.  One can find precursors in the 16th century (e.g. Sebastian Castellio, who wrote the first full-length defense of religious toleration), but the movement really began to gather steam in the late 17th century—for instance, as a result of John Locke’s influential writings.

Famous liberals in history:  John Locke, Adam Smith, Immanuel Kant, Baron de Montesquieu, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, John Stuart Mill

Well-known recent liberal philosophers:  Isaiah Berlin, John Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, Will Kymlicka, Martha Nussbaum, Thomas Nagel, Robert Nozick., Joseph Raz.
It is fair to say that the core substantive commitments of liberalism are as follows (they are “core” in the sense that all those who have called themselves liberals have accepted them in one form or another):

· Constitutionalism (i.e. rule of law, as opposed to rule by a dictator’s whim)

· Basic individual rights, such as rights to life and bodily integrity; rights to freedom of religion, freedom of expression, freedom of association, and free choice of occupation and spouse; and a right to some kind of personal possessions.

· An assignment of special priority to those rights with respect to the common good (i.e. not just any gain in the common good will justify sacrificing citizens’ rights; rights can only be infringed, if at all, to prevent some terrible disaster).

There are at least two sources of variety among those who call themselves liberal.  

1.  There are differences in interpretations of basic rights. For example, consider the debate between those who interpret freedom of religion in terms of strict church-state separation, and those who would allow the government to engage in religious symbolism (e.g. hanging the Ten Commandments in the courthouses).  Or consider the debate between those who interpret freedom of expression expansively (very few exceptions) and those who treat it less expansively (e.g. make an exception by banning violent pornography, say, or cigarette advertising, etc.).  Finally, and most prominently perhaps, consider the debate between on the one hand, libertarians who argue for a robust set of property rights that rules out government redistribution and requires a laissez-faire capitalist economy with a minimum of taxation, and on the other hand, liberals who argue that some redistribution and/or progressive taxation is necessary to preserve equality of opportunity and to prevent or ameliorate poverty.  (The former, libertarian type of liberals are often called “classical liberals,” and sometimes “libertarian liberals,” while the latter are called “modern liberals” or “egalitarian liberals.”)

To make things more confusing, in Europe the term “liberal” is associated most often with classical liberalism (i.e. small government, keeping economic regulations and taxation to a minimum), whereas “liberal” in the U.S. is associated most often with egalitarian liberalism—especially by radio talk show hosts! A person who is called “liberal” in the U.S. would often be called a “social democrat” in Europe.

2.  Liberals sometimes differ in what purposes or procedures governments should or should not adopt beyond the core commitments.  For instance, many early liberals were skeptical of democracy and universal suffrage, and favored instead property requirements for voting and/or a limited constitutional monarchy.  Another example:  Libertarians do not believe there is a basic right to equality of opportunity, whereas this is core commitment for egalitarian liberals.  Indeed, some egalitarian liberals argue that a commitment to equal opportunity is a core commitment of all versions of liberalism, so that libertarians are not really liberals—despite their claim to be  modern-day heirs to the tradition of classical liberalism.  (In choosing what to count as a core commitment above, my criterion was to include only what anyone who called himself or herself a liberal would agree with.  Since some libertarians call themselves liberal in the classic sense, I have not listed a commitment to equal opportunity as a defining feature of liberalism.) 

Note:  In addition to the core substantive commitments of liberalism identified above, Jon Mandle in his book Global Justice identifies what he takes to be a core methodological commitment of liberalism, namely, a liberal method of justification.  According to this method, “principles for the organization of society are to be defended and justified in terms that could be accepted by the people who are to live under them.”  

I think this methodological commitment is indeed a core commitment of the social contract tradition within liberalism (the exemplars of which include Locke, Kant, and Rawls).  I am doubtful, though, as to wisdom of making this methodology a core commitment of liberalism per se, for utilitarian liberals (e.g. John Stuart Mill) and others who defend liberalism with reference to contested ideals of personal autonomy (e.g. Joseph Raz)  do not necessarily share it.
