Liberalism 
What in the world does this word mean? 
Oxford Dictionary 
 Noble, generous 
 Befitting free men 
 Free from restraint in speech or action 
 Free from prejudice, tolerant 
 Tending in favor of freedom and democracy 
Liberalism includes: 
 Tolerance 
 Rule of law 
 Individual rights 
 Freedom (political and economics) 
 Constitutional democracy (recent phenomenon) 
o Focus on individualism – it’s essence is the toleration of different beliefs 
 Liberalism relies on  
 existence of free markets.   
 democratic (majority rule) and anti-democratic (individual and group rights which counter majority rule) elements which must eternally navigate a balance with one another. 

 In a liberal society there is no vision of the “good life” (e.g. how to live your life according to philosophers, religious leaders)  
 what is good is whatever each of us individually choose for ourselves.  No moral picture of how things should be. 
 Concern: how do you create a unified society if everyone is focused on themselves? 
Classical Liberalism 
 First recorded: Athens; Roman Republic (not empire) 
 Dark Ages – ideals of liberalism lost 
 Renaissance – rebirth of ideas 
 Enlightenment (philosophers develop liberal ideology) 
The philosophers 
 Enlightenment (philosophers develop liberal ideology) 
Hobbes - the first liberal? Not really. 
 Man ruled by passions, self-preserving 
 We live in state of scarcity “life of man is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short” – scarcity leads to war 
o people want peace = create the social contract 
 people trade away their freedom for civic (political) security 
Locke 
 natural liberty (freedom) and equality (opportunity, not outcome)  
 direct opposition to divine right

 private property essential for power, control 
 Consent to gov to protect property, freedoms 
 Can revolt if gov is not protecting those rights 
Liberal Critic: Edmund Burke 
 Liberalism = bloodshed (he writes in 1790 – right in the middle of the French Revolution’s  Reign of Terror, guillotine, schools closed, hospitals closed “because we no longer have sick people”, destroy economy) 
 Concern: we need to respect the work and ideas of previous generations, you cannot destroy this wholesale 
 Concern: liberalism ignores relationships that exist between us (you may not like the group you belong to, but it is a part of you) 
 Canada is a Lockian/Burkian society – we have had rights (based on values established in Glorious Revolution), we just did not have them codified and written until 1982 (acceptance of tradition – unwritten constitution) 
Modern Liberalism 
 By the beginning of the 20th century, political liberalism had become the norm throughout the West, but economic  liberalism had resulted in a vast concentration of wealth, with  the majority of mankind living in a state of poverty.  The economic world was shaken by a series of depressions.  Freedom, which in the past had been threatened by autocratic governments, was now threatened by the despotism of the rich. 
Responding to the failures of liberalism 
 Failure of liberalism – abuse of those without power   (economic) 
 People turned to dictatorships for solutions – the state had the duty to protect the well-being (economic, security) of its  citizens.  
 Communism offered a revolutionary alternative to liberalism, promising a more just distribution of wealth.   
 The political history of the 20th century can be seen as a cold war between liberal democracy and communism, although  other enemies of liberalism – fascism and more recently Islamism – have also struggled for dominance. 
Liberalism’s response to the critics 
 Liberalism began to define itself in opposition to totalitarianism, which promoted the idea that democracy was weak in and incapable of decisive action.  
 Liberalism’s answer to communism came in the form of social liberalism.   
 Social liberalism was seen as the best defense against totalitarian threats 
 promote freedom by providing health care and education, and fight the forces of prejudice and ignorance. 
 In the 1970s the liberal pendulum swung away from the idea of increasing the role of government 
 toward the greater use of laissez-faire principles.   
 Many of the pre-WW I ideas were making a come back.   
 According to some, deregulation in the 21st century, especially in the banking industry, led to the world to  temporary prosperity and then to the brink of economic collapse in 2008. 
Difficulty in defining liberalism 
 Essentially there is no ideology of liberalism – no unified vision
o socialists (NDP) and conservatives (Conservative Party) have much in common because they focus on the group, the community, just in different ways, while liberals focus more on the individual 
o Difficulty: creating a secure environment that allows for a diversity of individuals


 There is no modern definition, because there are many forms 
o Welfare or reform liberalism (economic liberalism was destroying itself, needed to set up social safety net, expand franchise, rights of women, workers’ rights) 
o Post-modern liberalism (1960s): questioning all principles, everything is constructed (reality is made by us – The Matrix),  
o Feminism – moved through various degrees of liberalism (to the point of being post-modern liberals – e.g. Vagina Monologues)  
Consider:  
 If you believe all people are created equal, then should we open our borders and allow anyone to come in and share our resources with them? Despite the UN declaration of equality, our rights stop at the border = civil (us vs them) 
 Liberalism and democracy have an uncomfortable relationship: rights were originally believed by philosophers like Locke to stop us from being oppressed by the state and now states give/take those rights.  
 What do we do with someone who does not come from a society that agrees with our notions of liberalism and rights? 
 Trudeau – hoped that a focus on individual rights would destroy the need for group rights (Locke) – however we have seen that the individual rights are not enough for groups like the French or Aboriginal – collective rights  
 Notwithstanding Clause – not just used by the French in Quebec, Alberta used it for five years after 9/11 to arrest without cause 
Wordle Activity 
 Find a major article on the definition of liberalism.   
 Cut and paste the text into a Wordle document  (www.wordle.net) and create a word cloud. 
 When you are finished creating, print off the word cloud and answer the following question (attach it to your word cloud)  
 Does the word cloud effectively demonstrate the key ideas of liberalism as we have discussed today? 
