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Origins of Classical Liberalism
Liberalism, or what we might now refer to as "classical liberalism" to distinguish it from today's
usage of the term, emerged as a reaction to Europe's decaying feudal order in the 17th and
18th centuries. The rising urban business class, sometimes called the bourgeoisie, sought
increased political influence to match their growing economic and social power. Momentum for
change accelerated as political philosophers, developing ideas of natural rights and the social
contract, began to articulate an ideology that rejected hereditary privilege and fit the political
aspirations of these growing political actors. These ideas were profoundly influenced by two
major movements in Western civilization. The first movement was the Protestant Reformation
and its notion that a person has an individual relationship with the divine. The second movement
was the Enlightenment with the assumption that the world has a natural order that individual
reason can discover and understand independently of faith, a rationalist philosophy.

Individualism
Classical liberalism holds that there are certain natural rights of which no government, elected
or otherwise, may deprive its citizens. This is an important distinction. Governments do not give
rights to their citizens. Rights belong to citizens because they are inherent in the natural order or
granted by God Almighty (take your pick). John Locke, a political theorist of the 18th century
identified three such basic rights, "life, liberty, and property." Thomas Jefferson memorably
plagiarized Locke's idea in the Declaration of Independence when he wrote that all men share
certain inalienable rights, among them "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness."
Given the political and economic interests of its beneficiaries, classical liberalism places a very
strong emphasis on the individual's right to property. This ideology is thus a natural favorite for
proponents of a capitalist economic system. A capitalist economy allocates economic decisionmaking to individuals meeting in free markets. In such a system individuals, rather than the
state, are the predominant owners of property. This highlights another key aspect of classical
liberalism: its clear suspicion of centralized political power and its earnest advocacy of limited
government. You may recall another famous phrase credited to that prolific phrase-turner,
Thomas Jefferson: "That government is best which governs least."

	
  

	
  

Limited Government
This emphasis on limited government is notable in three particulars. First, classical liberalism is
hostile to government interference in the marketplace. It was a reaction against the repressive
medieval guild system of trades and the heavy-handed state policy of mercantilism, typified
under France's economic minister, Colbert. Adam Smith, a Scottish political economist, invoked
the metaphor of an invisible hand to describe how individual selfishness in an unregulated
economy actually promotes the public good. More bluntly, big government is bad for business
and prosperity. Second, the classical liberal tradition emphasizes separation of church and state
(though not always the wall of separation endorsed by some modern constitutional scholars).
The emerging business elites who embraced classical liberalism were often Protestants and
victims of persecution or discrimination by Catholic, Anglican or other state churches. State
control of religious practice was bad for business and, more fundamentally, a matter best left to
individual conscience. They saw proof for these points in the apocalyptic bloodshed of Europe's
Thirty Years War, a war waged in the name of religion.
Third, while the classical liberal tradition celebrates civil society (associations of individuals and
institutions outside of government control) and charitable giving to the poor, it rejects the
proposition that the state is responsible for the welfare of society's less fortunate, whether the
poor or ill. This is a notable difference between classical liberalism and socialism. It is inclined to
see an individual's fate as the outcome of his or her individual decisions, good or bad. It is
relatively optimistic about an individual's capacity for self-transformation and accents individual
responsibility. It is skeptical of theories emphasizing environmental determinism (the idea that
individuals are severely limited by the social conditions into which they are born). The cliché
maxim that someone should "pull himself up by his own bootstraps" is a reflection of the liberal
ideal. Thus concerning the cardinal value of equality, it embraces equality of opportunity but
rejects equality of results. Classical liberalism is adverse to the welfare state.
In conclusion, classical liberalism is a political ideology grounded in the notion of individualism
and limited government, with a large helping of property rights on the side. It demands formal
political and legal equality, but does not require or even expect social and economic equality.

Activity: Check Your Understanding
Covers classical liberalism. Classical liberalism holds that no government may deprive citizens

	
  

	
  
of their rights because these rights are inherent in the natural order. It is relatively optimistic
about an individual’s capacity to "pull yourself up by your bootstraps" and stresses individual
responsibility. Likewise, it contends that big government is bad for business and prosperity, and
is hostile to government interference in the marketplace. Classical liberalism’s emphasis on an
individual’s right to property (i.e. assets) is a key component of capitalism.

Additional Resources
Websites
Declaration of Independence
http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/declaration.html
The National Archives’ website provides a transcription of the complete text of the Declaration
and a downloadable high-resolution scan of the original document. The site also provides a
detailed history of the Declaration.
Wealth of Nations
http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smWN.html
Adam Smith’s 18th century book offers one of the first descriptions of the workings of a market
economy. The Library of Economics and Liberty provides the complete text online.

Books
Liberalism, by Ludwig von Mises.
Starting from the principle of private property, Mises shows how the other classical liberal
freedoms follow from property rights and argues that liberalism free of government intervention
is required to promote peace, social harmony, and the general welfare.

Classical Liberalism: The Unvanquished Ideal, by David Conway.
Professor Conway summarizes the arguments for and defends against criticisms of classical
liberalism.

	
  

