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Modern Classical Liberalism
The word "liberal" often confuses students as it can have two very different meanings. When
one hears the word deployed in today's American political rhetoric, it signifies (sometimes
disparagingly) someone who believes in big government, high taxes, is weak on defense policy,
and is out of touch with traditional American values. Modern liberalism and modern
conservatism are actually two separate branches grown from the tree of classical liberalism. An
easy, if somewhat oversimplified, way of thinking about the difference is that the two variants
are mirror images of each other.

Modern Conservatism
Modern conservatives believe the government should refrain from excessive intervention in the
economy (e.g., keep taxes and regulations of business low, restrain the growth of government
welfare policies and public employment). The term "social conservative" is often used to
describe those conservatives who believe government should actively promote social and
moral, usually traditional, values and regulate immoral conduct. They are more likely to support
prayer in school, and oppose abortion, same-sex marriage, and flag burning. The term
"libertarian" is used to describe individuals who favor government non-interference in both
economic and moral matters.

Modern Liberalism
Modern liberals believe the government should actively intervene in the economy to correct
market failures and promote fair outcomes (e.g., higher minimum wages, higher taxes on the
wealthy, more regulations protecting worker safety and the environment). However, the
government should refrain from interfering in an individual's social or moral choices (e.g., prochoice, zealous advocacy of separating church and state, and less harsh penalties for
"consensual crimes" such as smoking marijuana). Conservative and liberal are both ideal types.
Many Americans fall somewhere between the two or appear to be closer to one or the other

	
  

	
  
depending on the issue in question. As a generalization, however, Republicans are more likely
to be conservatives and Democrats are more likely to be liberals.

Activity: Check Your Understanding
Covers modern liberalism and conservatism. States that while modern conservatives believe
the government should refrain from excessive intervention in the economy, modern liberals
believe the government should actively intervene in the economy to correct market failures and
promote fair outcomes. Mentions that Republicans are more likely to be conservatives and
Democrats are more likely to be liberals.

Additional Resources
Websites
American Conservative Union
http://www.conservative.org/
The ACU is an American political organization advocating conservative policies and is the oldest
conservative lobbying organization in the country.

Americans for Democratic Action
http://www.adaction.org/
ADA is an American political organization advocating liberal policies. ADA works for social and
economic justice through lobbying, grassroots organizing, research, and supporting progressive
candidates.

CATO Institute
http://www.cato.org/
A nonprofit, public policy research foundation headquartered in Washington, DC. The mission of
the Cato Institute is to increase the understanding of public policies based on the principles of
limited government, free markets, individual liberty, and peace.

	
  

