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Section 1 – Core Ideas and Principles 

Overview  

Liberalism is an ideology located on the libertarian axis of the political spectrum. Liberalism is characterised by 

a positive view of human nature and a belief in social progress. Liberals also favour notions such as capitalism, 

meritocracy, rationalism and constitutionalism. However, the main concept within liberalism is that of 

freedom. There are several illustrations one might consider. For instance, Thomas Paine spoke for many 

liberals when he said that “the liberty of speaking and writing … guards our other liberties.” The liberal stance 

on free speech is also encapsulated by the French philosopher Voltaire’s famous comment that “I detest what 

you write, but I would give my life to make it possible for you to continue to write.” Furthermore, liberals are 

sympathetic towards freedom of assembly and freedom of worship. 

 

Key terminology 

Foundational equality and formal equality 

Liberalism holds a firm belief in foundational equality and formal equality. In terms of the former, liberals 

claim that we are born equal with an equal entitlement. This is reflected in their support for the inalienable 

rights of man. In terms of formal equality, the liberal world-view favours equal status for all members of 

society regardless of social background. Liberalism could therefore be described as ‘difference blind.’ In 

practical terms, liberalism entails an emphasis upon everyone being equal before the law and that all adults 

are entitled to vote. 

Equality of opportunity 

The essentials: 

It is an article of faith amongst liberals that society should be based upon equality of opportunity. Liberals 

throughout the ages have endorsed measures designed to break down those barriers that hold people back 

(such as racism, homophobia, sexism and transphobia).  

Extension material: 

Support for equality amongst liberals is very different to that of socialists. Whereas liberals argue in favour of 

state intervention to enhance equal opportunities, socialists favour a more equitable distribution of wealth 

and resources. The distinction between a liberal and a socialist in terms of equality is analogous to a race. 

Liberals will always support legislative measures designed to ensure a more even start in life. However, 

liberals tend to oppose those measures that confiscate wealth from those who work hard. Liberals take the 

view that people’s abilities and aptitude for work differs greatly. Provided the start is relatively equal, the 

outcome should be viewed as a fair one. An uneven distribution of wealth is therefore entirely compatible 

with liberalism. Liberals claim that an unequal outcome is socially just. In contrast, equality of outcome, as in 

socialism, treats unlike individuals alike – which is anathema to any genuine liberal. 

The liberal perspective is based upon the premise that a dichotomy exists between equality and liberty. 

Inevitably, society must make a choice between equality of outcome or the preservation of individual liberty. 

This argument is particularly vociferous amongst classical liberals. For instance, Milton Friedman observed 

that “a society that puts equality ahead of freedom will end up with neither equality nor freedom.” From a 

similar position, Friedrich Hayek (1988) argued that “a society that does not recognise that each individual has 
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values of his own which he is entitled to follow can have no respect for the dignity of the individual and cannot 

really know freedom.”  

Social contract 

The essentials: 

The social contract is a common term within political discourse which refers to an invisible contract between 

the people and the state. Both parties to the contract should behave as if it was tangible and real. Thomas 

Paine once observed that the social contract “is the only mode in which governments have a right to arise, and 

the only principle on which they have a right to exist.”  

The liberal position on the social contract derives almost entirely from the pioneering work of John Locke 

(1690). John Locke argued that individuals consent to be governed. This consent may be tacit; in that it is not 

formally expressed, but consent exists and is provided to the government. Locke also believed that individuals 

are shaped by their rational interest. For instance, they leave the state of nature (in which no social contract 

exists) to protect their individual rights. Crucially, only the agents of the state are powerful enough to provide 

the required level of protection against that which threatens our liberty. By entering a social contract with the 

state, the individual is seeking to protect their liberty from the actions of those that pose a threat to it. Far 

from representing a loss of liberty, offering consent to the state strengthens the liberty of the individual.  

As with any contract, there are rights and duties that both parties must abide by. To illustrate, the state has 

the right to punish those who break the law in some way. Equally, the state must limit itself to that which 

protects our liberties and freedom. In Locke’s words “government has no other end than the preservation of 

property.” If the state were to exceed this power, it would violate the social contract. Individuals would 

therefore be within their rights to withdraw their consent to be governed. This right is enshrined in the 

American Declaration of Independence.  

Extension material: 

The Lockean notion of the social contract remains one of the most enduring aspects of liberal thought. As with 

all liberal theorists, Locke believes that authority should arise from below rather than above and can only be 

based solely upon the consent of the governed. In other words, the role and legitimacy of the state must be 

based upon the agreement of the people. Locke was also the first to put forward the liberal view that law is an 

essential prerequisite of freedom itself with his maxim “where laws do not exist, man has no freedom.”  

The central themes of the social contract have been explored further by latter-day liberals such as Karl 

Popper. He argued that good government can only exist in an open society in which we are free to express our 

thoughts effectively and replace the government by peaceful means. He also claimed that restrictions upon 

freedom of speech tend to serve the vested interests of the powerful. Partly because of this, liberals strongly 

support dissidents who express opinions that are critical of the ruling regime. They also celebrate those who 

seek to impose change via peaceful measures. 

In the contemporary era, the issue of consent remains as relevant as ever. The principle that consent should 

derive from the people holds a large degree of consensus (particularly in the West), although its application is 

hardly applied in a consistent manner. Where power is exercised without the consent of the people, the 

principle of gaining the consent of the people offers the hope of a more democratic way of life. In doing so, 

Lockean ideas are brought to life. 
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Meritocracy 

The essentials: 

Meritocracy strives to ensure that we are defined by merit and ability rather than the social circumstances of 

our birth. In a meritocratic society, the emphasis is firmly upon achieved status rather than acquired status. As 

such, a meritocracy is underpinned by liberal notions such as equal opportunities and opposition to the 

hereditary principle. Meritocracy is also contrary to those ideologies that prevent social mobility (namely 

feudalism). 

Extension material: 

Some of the most potent arguments in favour of meritocracy derive from those who experienced life under 

communism, a system that rejected liberal notions concerning the individual. The Soviet prisoner and 

dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1963) published a powerful polemic over how a system based upon 

equality of outcome tramples over the rights of so-called ‘enemies of the state’ and those who associated with 

them. From a more economic perspective, the Russian-born philosopher Ayn Rand wrote extensively upon the 

dangers of collectivism to the rights of the individual. For instance, in ‘We the Living’ (1936) she demonstrates 

how altruism in the form of living not for oneself but for others leads to evil. Rand argues that it is unfair and 

morally wrong to lead one’s life for others; be it in the form of communism, fascism or religious 

fundamentalism. In a particularly revealing passage, the central character Kira asserts that “I know no worse 

injustice than the giving of the undeserved. Because men are not equal in ability and one can’t treat them as if 

they were.”  

Mechanistic theory 

The essentials:  

Liberals believe that the state is akin to an artificial machine and is created by individuals with the express 

purpose to protect their freedoms. Take the case of the social contract outlined by John Locke. He argued that 

individuals move from a state of nature towards a social contract with rights and duties on both sides. The 

purpose of the social contract is to uphold personal freedom, the government is created by the people and 

can be replaced if it fails to maintain the core value of liberty. 

Mechanistic theory also stipulates that our behaviour is determined by the interactions between individuals. 

Mechanistic theory is therefore the opposite of the conservative view that society is an organism in which the 

state evolves over time. Mechanical societies are also based upon the equal worth of individuals. This reflects 

the liberal support for foundational and formal equality explored in the opening section. Mechanistic theories 

emerged from the Enlightenment, a crucial period of history within the context of political ideas. 

Tolerance 

The essentials: 

The liberal position on tolerance may at first appear quite straight-forward. In everyday language, to be liberal 

is to be tolerant of diversity. Everyone holds an equal moral worth and everyone should therefore be granted 

the same rights as others. Consequently, a liberal society is entirely comfortable with what the liberal 

philosopher John Stuart Mill called “experiments in living.” 

Liberals loudly celebrate the right of the individual to chart their own path in life. Human beings possess free 

will and we should all be allowed to make the very most of our abilities and potential. Ultimately, society must 

welcome the vast array of lifestyle choices provided no-one is being harmed by such actions. We should 

therefore adopt forbearance towards those who differ from the norm no matter how eccentric or strange. 
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This argument also applies to diverse cultures. Liberals are comfortable within a multi-ethnic society in which 

immigrants celebrate their own distinct cultures. The only proviso here is that such actions are consistent with 

liberal principles. To illustrate the point, laws to prevent arranged marriages or FGM are entirely consistent 

with the ideology of liberalism. This is because liberalism seeks to enable us to pursue our own path rather 

than being coerced into the supposedly proper way to live. 

Extension material and application: 

The reality of implementing the liberal stance on tolerance is of course not so straight-forward. Whereas 

liberals fully accept a wide diversity of lifestyle choices they do not tolerate the intolerable. This line of 

argument is most readily applicable towards those laws which restrict freedom of speech. It is perfectly fine to 

express one’s religious beliefs, but not if those beliefs provoke hatred and prejudice against those who do not 

conform to those beliefs. Another important distinction to be aware of is that illiberal thoughts are tolerated 

provided they do not in any way influence other-regarding actions. A government that seeks to control or 

monitor our private conversations would be contrary to liberal principles. It is essential that we have a sphere 

of privacy that is outside the range of the official authorities.  

The argument about the private sphere is particularly relevant to cyberspace. This presents a real and genuine 

dilemma for any liberal democracy. A balance must be reached between honouring the social contract by 

protecting the people from terrorism whilst respecting our right to online privacy. For example, the state 

needs to protect its people from harm and therefore has a legitimate interest in monitoring Internet chatter 

on hate-fuelled websites. However, it should also ensure that those who seek to cast light upon the secretive 

decision-making process such as Edward Snowden, Julian Assange and the website WikiLeaks have a forum by 

which to do so. Finding a balance is essential towards the maintenance of a truly liberal democratic society. 

To tolerate is to show a degree of forbearance of the immense diversity of human life. Liberals are 

comfortable with such diversity because it reflects an expression of the individual. They also believe that 

exposure to diverse ways of living is beneficial towards society. This ‘marketplace of ideas’ is an essential 

feature of a liberal democracy. In the classic text On Liberty (1859), John Stuart Mill famously argued that “if 

all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only one person were of the contrary opinion, mankind would 

be no more justified in silencing that one person than he - if he had the power - would be justified in silencing 

mankind.” This is a seminal argument within liberalism and one worthy of further reflection. 

Limited government 

A limited government is one in which the powers of the state are limited by law, usually in a written/codified 

constitution. The distinction between the two main strands of liberalism holds significant implications for the 

role of the state. Under classical liberalism the state performs the role of a night-watchman. A minimal state 

ensures that contracts are honoured and that the marketplace performs effectively. However, under social 

liberalism the state performs an enabling role based on positive liberty. T.H. Green defines positive liberty in 

the following terms - “when we speak of freedom … we mean a positive power or capacity of doing or enjoying 

something worth doing”. He also argued that the government should emancipate the poor from the 

limitations of poverty.  

Based on this understanding, the role of the state can incorporate the provision of welfare from the cradle to 

the grave and the maintenance of a mixed economy. Yet despite this level of state intervention, social liberals 

fully accept the desirability of unequal outcomes. Even John Maynard Keynes - a figure widely celebrated as a 

champion of state intervention in the economy - once argued that “there is social and psychological 

justification for significant inequalities of income and wealth.” He also believed that the efficient allocation of 

scarce resources requires an economic system that facilitates the “animal spirits” of market competition. In 
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other words, liberals of all persuasions believe the role of the state should be limited to that of providing 

liberal values such as equal opportunities. 

The core ideas and principles of liberalism 

The core ideas include: 

• Individualism 

• Freedom and liberty 

• State 

• Rationalism 

• Equality and social justice 

• Liberal democracy 

Ideologies are conventionally labelled along a horizontal and vertical axis. The horizontal axis consists of left-

wing to right-wing, whereas the vertical axis goes from authoritarian to libertarian. Ideologies of the left 

believe in equality whereas those on the right contend that society is inherently unequal. Following on from 

this, those on the left of the political spectrum favour social justice whereas those on the right approve of 

natural justice. With regards to the vertical axis, liberals are opposed to authoritarianism. 

Individualism 

• the primacy of the individual in society over any group 

The essentials: 

Liberalism is a term which derives from the Latin word “liber” meaning free men. All liberals would agree 

wholeheartedly with John Stuart Mill’s words that “over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign.” 

This argument applies to both main strands of liberalism. At this early stage, it is sufficient to note that 

classical liberalism is on the right-libertarian axis whereas social liberalism is left-libertarian. Liberals also 

concur with Immanuel Kant’s conception of the individual as an end in themselves rather than the means 

towards the satisfaction of a collective goal. 

Individualism is the beating heart of liberal ideology, and nowhere is this more apparent than in the 

relationship between the individual and the state. Indeed, to qualify as a liberal is to be instinctively suspicious 

of how the various agents of the state might use their power. Regardless of the country in question, liberals 

share an automatic distaste for an excessive level of power held by the state. Fundamentally, liberalism places 

a high degree of trust and responsibility upon the shoulders of individuals. For an ideology that is so strongly 

associated with a secular (i.e. non-religious) mindset, it is very much an article of faith amongst liberals that 

the individual is a rational human being responsible for their own behaviour. Ultimately, liberals seek to 

empower the individual with as much freedom as is practically possible. As the former Liberal Party leader 

William Gladstone once so neatly observed, “liberalism is trust in the people.” 

Extension material: 

Authoritarian ideologies offer an intriguing critique of liberalism. Marxists for instance perceive liberalism as 

flawed by its bourgeois assumptions, whereas fascists associate the liberal celebration of the individual with 

decadence and immorality. However, in the modern era it is religious fundamentalists who routinely face the 

forces of liberalism. This conflict is evident within the United States between the religious right and 

progressive forces such as pro-abortion groups. Christian fundamentalist groups like the Moral Majority 

criticise liberalism for its moral relativism and aggressive secularism. On an international level, a great many of 

the conflicts fought during the twentieth century were between liberal democracies and forces hostile 


