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Liberalism isthemostsustainedideologyincontemporary

democraticworld.Ithasbecomesinequanonofademocratic

politicalsystem andsocialorder.Itsemergenceasadistinctive

politicalpositionintheearlynineteenthcenturyisoftentakento

markthebirthoftheageofideologies.However,liberalism has

wideconnotations.Itisnotmerelyanideologybutalsostandsas

adoctrine,aprinciple,aschool,amovement,anideaandan

attitude.Asapoliticalphilosophy,liberalism standsforindividual

rights,autonomyandfreedom ofchoice.

Ifliberalism is defined as fundamentally committed to

individuallibertyasthehighestpoliticalvalue,thisopensupa

rangeofcontroversiesaboutlibertyasafinalvalue.Isliberty

positive ornegative? Whatis its limit? Whatare its social

preconditions?Isaperson’slibertyconstrainedonlybyphysical
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restraints,bythreats,bysocialdisapproval,orbysomeother

means?Whatdowemeanbyliberalism?How hasitoriginated?

Whatarethebasicprinciplesofliberalism?Inordertoanswer

these questions,itis necessaryto define whatwe mean by

‘liberalism’.

WhatLiberalism Is

Theword‘liberal’canbeusedbothasanadjectiveandasa

noun.Theadjective‘liberal’denotesanattitudeofmindratherthan

apoliticalcreed.Inoursociety,tobe‘liberal’isthehallmarkofa

civilizedperson-openminded,generous,tolerantandconcerned

toapproacheveryissuefrom animpartialandrationalstandpoint

uncloudedbyprejudiceandsuperstition.Thisiswhy,manypeople

describethemselvesas‘liberal’mindedeventhoughtheydonot

subscribeto‘liberalism’asanideology.Suchpeopletendtodislike

authoritarian laws, as well as oppose practices which

disadvantageparticularsocialgroups.Therightoffreespeech,the

righttopicketandprotest,therightsofwomenandhomosexuals,

prisonersandethnicminoritiesareamongtherightslikelytobe

defendedbypeoplewitha‘liberal’attitude.

The noun ‘liberalism’is ofmore recentorigin than the
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adjective‘liberal’.Itwasfirstusedtodesignateapoliticalcreedby

Spanish,FrenchandEnglishwritersduringtheearlypartofthe

nineteencentury,oftenasadoctrinewithitsunwaveringfaithin

libertyofindividual.EncyclopaediaBritannicadefinesliberalism in

thisspiritonly:

Liberalism,whetheraphilosophyoranideology,may

bepreciselydefinedasanideacommittedtofreedom

as a method and policy in government,as an

organizingprincipleinsociety,andawayalifeforthe

individualandcommunity.

TheOxfordEnglishDictionaryindicatesthatthewordliberal

haslongbeenintheEnglishlanguageinthesenseof‘freenoble,

generousmenandalsointhesenseoffreefrom restraintin

speechandaction’.Butsincethebeginningof1776-88theterm

gotimbued with a core idea ’free from prejudice and being

tolerant.’Ingeneral,liberalism believesthatitistheaim ofpolitics

topreserveindividualrightsandtomaximizefreedom ofchoice.

Intheearlydaysofitsevolution,liberalism putemphasison

individualrights.Itsoughtasocietycharacterizedbyfreedom of

thought for individuals, limitation of power (especially of

governmentand religion),ruleoflaw,freeexchangeofideas,
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marketeconomy thatsupports free private enterprise,and a

transparentsystem ofgovernmentinwhichtherightsofcitizens

areprotected.Liberalsfavora‘liberal’democracywithopenand

fairelections,wherecitizenshaveequalrightsbylawandanequal

opportunitytosucceed.ThesecharacteristicswerefoundinJohn

Locke’sphilosophywhocanberegardedastheprofounderof

liberalism.

But,slowly and gradually,this classicalliberalism was

revised bymanythinkerswho advocated a greaterdegree of

governmentinterferencetoprotecttheworker’sinterestsinafree

economy.Someofthesethinkersare:JohnStuartMill,T.H.Green,

L.T.Hobhouse,IsaiahBerlinandJohnRawls.

Classicalliberalism ischaracterisedbyabeliefina‘minimal’

state,whosefunctionislimitedtothemaintenanceofdomestic

order and personalsecurity.Modern liberalism,in contrast,

acceptsthatthestateshouldhelppeopletohelpthemselves.

OriginofLiberalism

Theoriginsofliberalism canperhapsbetracedbackasfar

astoagriculturalsocieties,whenpeoplestartedlivinginsettled
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communitiesandwereforcedforthefirsttime,to findways

tradingandlivingwithstrangers.Whenonegoestothehistoryof

liberalism,onediscoversthatliberalism emergedonthehistorical

scenewiththebreakupofEuropeanfeudalsocieties,whichwere

organic,centralizedandrunbypowerfullordsandkingswithstrict

divisionsbasedoncasteandclass.Thespiritofliberalism was

furtherreinforcedwiththehappeningofcertainrevolutions.The

EnglishRevolution,whichbeganwiththe civilwarin1640and

ended in the politicalsettlementof1688,produced the first

modernstatebasedonliberalprinciples.Theearliestliberalswere

theProtestantreformerswhochallengedreligioushierarchyand

orthodoxyinthechurchduringthe16th century.TheProtestant

reformersrepudiatedtheauthorityoftheclergyininterpretinga

‘true’religion thatsoughtto establish a directcommunion

betweenhumanbeingandGod.Increativelyinterpretingthistrue

religionfreedfrom thegripofthepriestsandrestinginsteadon

thevolitionofthebelievers,thereformationproducedgroundsfor

discoveringtheautonomyoftheindividual-afundamentalmoral

resourceforlaterdevelopmentsinliberaltheory.Theobjectives

forwhichthisliberalrevolutionstoodare:liberalconstitutionalism:
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therightofopposition,theruleoflaw andtheseparationof

powers.Thesettlementalsoincludedrecognitionofimportant

civillibertiesbyactsin1688,andlibertyofthepressin1695.

Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, the American

DeclarationofIndependencein1776andFrenchDeclarationof

theRightsofManin1789reinforcedtheideasofliberalism.

Butthepoliticallabel“liberal’’firstappearedintheSpanish

‘Cortes’(parliament)in1810.The‘liberals’werethoseMembersof

Parliamentrebellingagainstabsolutism.Spainwasinthemidstof

waragainstthe invading armies ofNapoleon;King Ferdinand

seventhremainedinexileinFrance.Thecentraljuntaandits

successor,theregency,recalledtheCortesinCadiztolegitimize

theconductofthewarin Ferdinand’sabsence.Thisrequired

creatingministersandParliamentthoughinasystem ofprovinces

andmunicipalitieswithoutspecialrepresentationfrom thechurch

ornobility.
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