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Lecture Series: From Liberalism 
to Neoliberalism

….and nowhere else to go…..

Ľubica Učník

“We imagine that we know all about” the social 
order of our times…

Domenico Losurdo claims that, according to de Tocqueville, to study “the 
collapse of the ancien régime in France…”[W]e imagine we know all about 
the French social order of that time, for the good reason that its surface 
glitter holds our gaze and we are familiar not only with the life stories of 
its outstanding figures but also, thanks to the many brilliant critical studies 
now available, with the works of the great writers who adorned that age. 
But we have only vague, often quite wrong conceptions of the manner in 
which public business was transacted and institutions functioned; of the 
exact relations between the various classes in the social hierarchy; of the 
situation and sentiments of that section of the population which as yet 
could neither make itself heard nor seen; and, by the same token, of the 
ideas and mores basic to the social structure of eighteenth-century 
France” (Losurdo, 2011, vii).
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So, how much do we know 
about our present?

“BitClout collapses everything – art, 
humor, personhood – into money, 

laying bare just who, and what, we 
are willing to pay for” (Lester, 2021).
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The COVID-19 coronavirus has forced many Western Governments to 
rethink their ideological commitment to private markets using the 
economic calculus as the only solution to human problems. The 
pandemic year of 2020 exposed the problematic nature of private 
corporations driven by profit as primary suppliers of public health 
provisions. Fiscal policies were introduced to support private industries 
as well as help the States’ citizens to withstand the worst consequences 
of closed economies, thereby, supposedly, increasing the role of the 
state in market economies. This shift in pecuniary ‘solutions’ has thus 
led some commentators to proclaim the end of ‘the small state’, which 
is the mantra of neoliberalism. As a result, various announcements 
regarding the death of neoliberalism now abound.
In these three lectures, I will suggest that the obituary for 
neoliberalism’s death is not only highly exaggerated but dangerously 
premature. To explain my reasoning, I will trace the various historical 
trajectories that have led to neoliberalism.
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Let me start with the present, and with 
God. Did we, moderns, really leave 
behind the hypothesis of a God as 

guarantor of our human, finite lives? 
The much more interesting question, for 
the present topic, is this one: ‘On what 

grounds can we defend political ideas in 
the present?’

Liberalism and Religion
As Ronald Beiner suggests: “the Number 1 objection to 
liberalism, humanly speaking, is its banality, its pedestrian 
character as a view of life. (It is very telling that Nietzsche 
and Marx could agree that liberalism offers a philosophy for 
shopkeepers!) However, the more one considers liberalism in 
relation to religion, the more one comes to appreciate the 
heroic side of liberalism: Hence it may well be that this heroic 
aspect of the liberal tradition in its long struggle against 
religious orthodoxy and clerical power represents the most 
powerful rejoinder to such challenges” (Beiner, 2010, 412).
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Benjamin Franklin
• Note the letter of Benjamin Franklin to Thomas Paine, advising him not to 

publish his book: Age of Reason:

“I would advise you, therefore, not to attempt unchaining the 
tiger, but to burn this piece before it is seen by any other 
person; whereby you will save yourself a great deal of 
mortification by the enemies it may raise against you, and 
perhaps a good deal of regret and repentance. If men are so 
wicked with religion, what would they be if without it. I 
intend this letter itself as a proof of my friendship, and 
therefore add no professions to it; but subscribe simply yours, 
B. Franklin” (Franklin, 2016 [date uncertain]).

“God is dead” as Nietzsche announced in The 
Gay Science (1882)

• This is the problem not only for morality but for politics as well

• Perhaps, the best question relating to this problem is posed to Plato’s 
argument in the Republic: “Who guards the guardians?”

• The similar question can be asked: Who does ‘police’ the politicians?

• Who guarantees the laws of the state, if the state is the necessary 
evil?

• Who guarantees the ‘rights’ of the individual?

• If our tradition is defined by the age of the Enlightenment, whereby 
the reason is the ground upon which we erected our political 
institutions; what is the ground of reason?
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Gillian Rose. Love's Work: A Reckoning with Life

“Th[e] unrevealed religion [or, as we more 
commonly call it, a secularisation process] is the 
baroque excrescence of the Protestant ethic: 
hedonist, not ascetic, voluptuous, not austere, 
embellished, not plain, it devotes us to our own 
individual, inner-worldly authority, but with the 
loss of the inner as well as the outer mediator. 
This is an ethic without ethics, a religion without 
salvation” (Rose, 2011, 127, italics in original).

So, a further question is: ‘in 
our secular age, how can we 

think about liberty of the 
individual and equality of 

humans?’
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In other words, how can we 
think about liberalism?

Guido de Ruggiero. The History of European 
Liberalism

For “the English political view” the main stress in their 
political practice “lies still upon liberty rather than upon 
equality”. Despite “a hundred years of history” of liberal 
thought in England and on the continent, this difference was 
not overcome: “the traditional relation between the two 
terms by which the Englishman of past generations 
distinguished themselves as lovers of liberty from the French 
as lovers of equality” remains unchallenged (Ruggiero, 1927 [1924], 157).
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If Ruggiero is correct, then 
what does ‘liberal

democracy’ stand for?

• A difference between liberal and democratic theories is their 
respective stress on liberty and equality.

• For liberals, it is the liberty of the individual which is sacrosanct;
• for democrats, it is the equality of all to participate in the business of 

government.
• For liberals, of primary importance are the rights of the individual to 

follow her own private goals, typically understood in terms of 
economic exchange. Therefore, liberals stress private rights and the 
private-social sphere.

• Democrats privilege political rights for all, so that the public-political 
arena is the most important.

• For liberals, the problem is the rule of all, where the majority can 
override the rights of the individual. After all, had not the democratic 
government of Athens sent Socrates to death? Is not, then, the rule of 
all inferior, and even fraught with danger for the liberty of the 
individual?
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•Perhaps the biggest difference between a liberal and a 
democrat is in their respective conceptions of the state.
• For classical liberals, the state is seen as always being a 

threat to individual freedom and should never interfere with 
the private lives of individuals. The state must restrict all its 
activities to a minimum, to be ‘an umpire or neutral referee 
in society.’
•Democrats see the state as assuming responsibility for the 

disadvantaged and promoting an environment conducive to 
all being able to participate in public life.
•Hence, liberal democracy is a hybrid of these two different 

conceptions of the individual and her relation to the state. It 
is an uneasy relationship between liberty and equality.
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The term first appears in 1794, 
‘simmering’ until 1856… then it ripples 

up in 1933, 1936, 1947… with the 
peak in 1988, then 1997, while sharply 
rising in 2007–8. What does it mean? 

How those years relate to the 
‘trending’ of this concept?

For this wondrous graph, see the reference at the end.

Liberalisms:
Intellectual history
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“From Trump’s Big Lie to Repressive State 
Laws, National Politics Are Still in Disarray”

…the protesters …[are] not just trafficking in COVID denialism and participating 
in the “infodemic,” a term used by the World Health Organization to define the 
spread of false COVID information. They’re representative of a broader problem 
sweeping the country: the growth of widespread conspiracies about the 
legitimacy of government, including continued support for former president 
Donald J. Trump’s “big lie” that he actually won the 2020 election.

Or let me put this another away: …They’re built on the fundamental idea that 
the government can’t be trusted, which is a lie being pushed by the former 
president, large swaths of the GOP, and movements like QAnon. When these 
conspiracy theories start taking hold, objective truth becomes subjective and is 
often used and abused by those seeking power” (Pewter, 2021).

In these three lectures, I will challenge this (now so obvious) 
claim that “the government can’t be trusted” since it is, 
supposedly, an outcome of the conspiracy theories, etc…

I will remind you that ‘the government cannot be trusted’ is 
the fundamental idea of liberalism. I will suggest, of course, 
that if we want to understand our political present, we need 
to revisit ideas that have led us to where we are today. How 
can we think about the doctrine of liberalism that is 
supposedly predicated on the idea of defending the liberty of 
the individual in opposition to the always threatening state. 
What does the idea of the individual really mean?

21

22



21/09/2021

12

In the first lecture, I will address the difference between the 
development of the idea of the modern individual in the 
continental European intellectual tradition and the Anglo-
Saxon tradition, to show how this idea of the individual and her 
rights has been conceptualised differently, leading to a 
different understanding of the liberty of the individual, which I 
will address in the second lecture.

And, in the third lecture, I will argue that, today, defined by 
neoliberal ideology, we are now really individuals that 
liberalism argued for. But the result is somehow very different 
from the initial ‘liberating’ dream of Enlighteners and liberals.

The Age of the Enlightenment

During the 18th-century Age of Enlightenment, the traditional 
authority of the Church was undermined by scientific discoveries, 
and the idea of monarchs ruling by divine right was called into 
question. In Europe, particularly France, many political philosophers 
began to investigate the power of the monarchy, clergy, and 
aristocracy. Foremost among these were Voltaire, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and Montesquieu.”

Montesquieu argued for “a separation of the powers of government.
At the heart of [Montesquieu’s] argument was the division of the 
administrative power of a state into three distinct categories: the 
executive (responsible for the administration and enforcement of 
laws), the legislative (responsible for the passing, repealing, and 
amending of laws), and the judicial (responsible for interpreting and 
applying the laws) (The Politics Book, 2013, 110–111).
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Articuli Fidei of Liberalism

• Distrust of the state: The state is 
either a necessary evil or a Night 
watchman

• A separation of the powers of the  
government

• The rule of law

• A conceptual separation of society 
and the state

• The concept of the individual

• The concept of liberty

• Harm Principle

• The Unmitigated Right to Property
• Laissez-faire

• Free trade (see Daniel B. Klein)

“…the only purpose for which power 
can be rightfully exercised over any 
member of a civilised community, 
against his will, is to prevent harm to 
others” (J. S. Mill).

Let me quote in full from John Stuart Mill: On Liberty

“The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple 
principle, [concerning] the dealings of society with the 
individual …, whether the means used be physical force in the 
form of legal penalties, or the moral coercion of public 
opinion. That principle is, that the sole end for which 
mankind [sic] are warranted, individually or collectively, in 
interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is 
self-protection. That the only purpose for which power can 
be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized 
community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others” (Mill, 2003 

[1859], 80).
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“the only purpose for which power
can be rightfully exercised over any
member of a civilized community,
against his will,
is to prevent harm to others”
(Mill, 2003).

Thomas Paine: Common Sense (1775–1776)
“Some writers have so confounded society with government, as to leave little or no 
distinction between them; whereas they are not only different, but have different origins. 
Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness; the former promotes 
our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by restraining our 
vices. The one encourages intercourse, the other creates distinctions. The first is a patron, 
the last a punisher.
Society in every state is a blessing, but government even in its best state is but a necessary 
evil; in its worst state an intolerable one; for when we suffer, or are exposed to the same 
miseries by a government, which we might expect in a country without government, …. 
…For were the impulses of conscience clear, uniform, and irresistibly obeyed, man would 
need no other lawgiver; but that not being the case, he finds it necessary to surrender up a 
part of his property to furnish means for the protection of the rest; and this he is induced to 
do by the same prudence which in every other case advises him out of two evils to choose 
the least. Wherefore, security being the true design and end of government, it 
unanswerably follows that whatever form thereof appears most likely to ensure it to us, 
with the least expence and greatest benefit, is preferable to all others (Paine, 1998, 5, italics in original).
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Pierre Manent: An Intellectual History of Liberalism

“One of the principal ‘ideas’ of liberalism, as we know, is that of the ‘individual.’ The 
individual is that being who, because he is human, is naturally entitled to ‘rights’ that 
can be enumerated, rights that are attributed to him independently of his function or 
place in society and that make him the equal of any other man. As familiar as this 
idea may seem, it really ought to strike us as strange. How can rights be attributed to 
the individual as individual if rights govern relationships between several individuals, 
if the very idea of a right presupposes an already instituted community or society? 
How can political legitimacy be founded on the rights of the individual, if he never 
exists as such, if he is always necessarily linked to other individuals, to a family class, 
profession, or nation? However, it is on this idea, so obviously ‘asocial’ and 
‘apolitical,’ that the liberal body politic was progressively constructed. What is an 
election with universal suffrage, if not that moment when each person strips himself 
of his social or natural characteristics – income, profession, even sex – to become a 
‘simple individual’? It is that moment when the body politic peacefully breaks up, 
becoming a ‘state of nature,’ only to reconstruct itself immediately afterward. Nor is 
there any doubt that this individual, so obviously ‘imaginary,’ has tended more and 
more to become reality. The inhabitants of 'Western democracies have become ever 
more autonomous, ever more equal, and have felt themselves progressively less 
defined by the family or social class to which they belong” (Manent, 1994, xvi).

“the principles of the new politics – the rights of man and 
citizen, freedom of conscience, sovereignty of the people –
had been forged during the two previous centuries in a 
bitter fight against Christianity, and particularly against the 
Catholic Church. The decisive question then is the 
following: must the Enlightenment’s war against 
Christianity be seen as the expression of an immense 
misunderstanding, for which we must seek to grasp the 
‘historical reasons’? Or does this period give us the 
meaning of the modern political venture, and thus of 
liberalism, much more clearly than the subsequent period 
of reconciliation”  (Manent, 1994, xvii).
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Hence, my question from the 
beginning:

How can we think about this 
‘fight’ by liberals and On what 

grounds can we defend political 
ideas in the present?

So, what is liberalism

•Two traditions ‒ actually one might even speak 
of three:
• (1) Anglo-Saxon and (2) American
• (3) Continental

•The basic building block is the concept of the 
individual
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Timeline for Liberal Ideas
Galileo Galilei 1564–1642 an Italian astronomer, natural philosopher and engineer,

Francis Bacon 1561–1626 an English philosopher and statesman

René Descartes 1596–1650 a French philosopher, mathematician, and scientist

Hugo Grotius 1583–1645 a Dutch diplomat, lawyer, theologian, jurist

Thomas Hobbes 1588–1679 one of the founders of modern political philosophy

Samuel von Pufendorf 1632–1694 a German jurist, political philosopher, economist and 
historian

John Locke 1632–1704 an English philosopher and physician, widely regarded as 
one of the most influential of Enlightenment thinkers and 
commonly known as the ‘Father of Liberalism’

The Treaty of 
Westphalia

1648

The Treaty of Westphalia 1648
The 1648 Treaty of Westphalia established three focal principles in regard to International 
Relations (IR):

• A sovereignty of the states

• Collective (European) Security with the fundamental task to maintain the peace among the 
key actors

• The balance of power

All three of these focal principles remained as the foundations of global politics and IR up to 
1945 and became revived after the Cold War in the updated form. The treaty marked the 
start of the modern system of IR between the states by legitimizing the governmental 
authority to be both the final and only sovereign administration over the inhabitants within 
the geographic-political borders of their own political entity (state). Such arrangement meant 
both that the government became a sole arbiter in the internal state’s affairs and that the 
other states did not have any right to interfere into the internal affairs and policy of another 
state (i.e., to ‘cross the borders’ of the others). In essence, to be a sovereign (i.e., 
independent) political entity (state) meant two crucial features for the state’s administration:
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1. To live according to your own legislation (to be autonomous – in Greek, auto = 
self and nomos = law).

2. To arrange your own internal affairs by yourself, i.e. without interference from 
outside, that meant, in fact, to be independent of all others, what presumed to 
possess supreme political authority within your own territory.

These principles of sovereignty inflicted a strong blow to the Roman Catholic 
Church in Vatican and its head (pope), as it meant that the European monarchs 
were able to decide in full independence all matters of their own domestic (home) 
affairs, like the official state’s religion (Cuius regio, eius religio), free from any 
outside intrusion. The 1648 Peace Treaty of Westphalia brought a new political 
order in Europe fundamentally based on the state’s sovereignty and independence 
of their rulers who received the rights to maintain standing armies, build defense 
fortifications, and collect taxes from their subjects. The principle of state’s 
sovereignty was later, by the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, finally consolidated ‘by 
linking sovereign authority to a fixed territorial boundary’ (“The Peace Treaty of Westphalia (1648) and Its 

Consequences for International Relations”, 2019).

Note also that this is a treaty relevant to the 
continental monarchies

“These principles of sovereignty inflicted a strong blow to the Roman Catholic 
Church in Vatican and its head (pope), as it meant that the European monarchs 
were able to decide in full independence all matters of their own domestic 
(home) affairs, like the official state’s religion (Cuius regio, eius religio), free 
from any outside intrusion”.

For the British Empire, this was not an issue. There was no strong power of the 
RC church dictating to the king what is appropriate or not ☺.
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Moreover, as John Rapley argues in his article “Plagues 
and empires”, “in England, the evolution of Common 
Law had created a framework that made it possible for 
land tenure to change from feudal to market-based 
relations” (Rapley, 2021).

In other words, “when the Black Death caused an 
agrarian crisis, English society produced new forms of 
tenancy, thereby accelerating the decline of feudalism,” 
much earlier than it happened on the continent. Hence, 
the struggle was very different in England (Rapley, 2021).

The Language of Rights
Nowadays, the concept of liberalism and the notion of rights 
are often taken as synonymous. However, that has not always 
been the case. Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), for one, 
rejected the idea of natural rights as “nonsense on stilts.” 
Bentham’s answer to the management of a state is the social 
calculus of happiness of all members of society to compute 
the needs of society, and so to evaluate the good and 
successful policies of government as well as our impulses to 
behave morally. The policies of the government should be 
such as to make the sum of pleasure felt by individuals higher 
than the sum of their pain.
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On this model, the language of rights does not make 
sense because the calculus takes into account collective
happiness, not the desires of particular individuals. It 
can be argued, then, that the value of one individual’s 
happiness might be obliterated in the calculated overall 
happiness. Those who do not consider a particular 
policy to be their idea of happiness will be sacrificed by 
the government’s commitment to a happiness of the 
biggest number. And if this occurs, then the rights of 
individual members of society are overridden by the 
imperatives of utilitarian demands.

The Individual and his/her Rights

In Thomas Hobbes, “the condition of Man” 
implies “a condition of Warre of every one against 
every one,” (I, xiv, 189) inevitably leading to his life being 
“solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short” (I, xiii, 186). By 
contrast, for Hugo Grotius, “among the traits 
characteristic of man is an impelling desire for a 
society, that is, for social life” (Grotius cited in Buckle, 1991, 18–19).
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Where the idea of Human 
Rights came from and what 

is the ground on which it was 
erected?

Jusnaturalism – Natural Law
(ius naturale, lex naturalis)

According to Ernst Cassirer, theorists of jusnaturalism
grounded the concept of natural law “in the sphere of 
pure reason.” This move avoided confrontation with 
divine and worldly powers. Cassirer also points out 
that the idea of civil and human rights, most 
eloquently expressed in the French Declaration of the 
Rights of Man and of the Citizen of 1789, “[goes] back 
to the beginning of modern natural law in Grotius” (Cassirer, 

1979 [1932], 239–249).
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Let us note here that Natural Law is an unwritten 
law, eternal, universal and independent of the 

state, the essence of which is the general equality 
of all people, the demand for justice and the 

prohibition of discrimination against any human 
person. It is based on legal dualism; in other 

words, it precedes positive laws of the states and 
is superior to them.

Hugo Grotius (1583–1645)

A Dutch diplomat, lawyer, 
theologian, jurist
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Grotius was encouraged by the example of natural 
science to formulate a precept for lasting peace. He 
proposed the re-articulation of natural law on the 
model of mathematics. His ambition was to articulate 
the idea of rational government and rational morality 
based on natural law. Grotius understood that in 
order to formulate his rationally informed natural law 
he had to first overcome the power of God; and, 
second, override the power of the absolute state. 
Grotius asserts the autonomy of jurisprudence from 
divine and monarchical powers and asks: How can law 
be independent of God and monarchy?

Indeed, how can law be 
independent of God and 

monarchy? Or independent 
of the state?
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According to Grotius’s infamous claim from “the 
Prolegomena” to De Iure Belli ac Pacis, natural 
law and rights would exist even if God did not.

Grotius in his seminal work Introduction to the 
Jurisprudence of Holland (Inleidinghe tot de 
Hollandsche Rechts-gheleertheydt) couched the 
notion of positive laws in the language of rights; 
becoming the first theorist who conceptually 
restructured the existing jurisdiction.

• Thus, by denying God to be the guarantor of natural law, Grotius 
formulated a new ground for this law and, by extension, provided a new 
account for the possibility of human agency. According to Grotius, natural 
law applies only to humans since only they can act morally by virtue of 
their reasoned conduct. Only humans can understand the difference 
between good and evil.

• We alone must be able to communicate our beliefs and adjudicate 
between different moral claims. For Grotius, we are rational social beings 
living in this world together and we need each other to survive.

• Grotius bases natural law on human sociability and human reason which 
have become the ground of morality and politics. Contemporaries 
condemned him, and Pufendorf and John Locke, while adopting some of 
Grotius’ insights, re-installed God as the guarantor of human morality once 
again.
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Hugo Grotius. The Rights of War and Peace

“The natural Inclination of Mankind to live in Society is a Principle which has 
been admitted by the Wise and Learned of all Ages” (Grotius, 2005 [1625], 79, note 2).

“For by reason that Man above all other Creatures is endued not only with this 
Social Faculty of which we have spoken, but likewise with Judgment to discern 
Things pleasant or hurtful, and those not only present but future, …; it must 
therefore be agreeable to human Nature, that according to the Measure of our 
Understanding we should in these Things follow the Dictates of a right and 
sound Judgment …And whatsoever is contrary to such a Judgment is likewise 
understood to be contrary to Natural Right, that is, the Laws of our Nature” 
(Grotius, 2005 [1625], 87).

“No Man either was or is by Nature a wild and unsociable Creature” (Grotius, 2005 [1625], 

161).

“…for Man is born for Society” (Grotius, 2005 [1625], 585).

Thomas Hobbes 1588–1679 

One of the founders of modern 
political philosophy
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In Hobbes, regarded by many as the successor of Grotius, we find a different 
account of natural law and a different approach to the individual and her 
position vis-à-vis society. Hobbes writes,

“The Right Of Nature, which Writers commonly call Jus Naturale, is the 
Liberty each man hath, to use his own power, as he will himselfe, for the 
preservation of his own Nature; that is to say, of his own life; and 
consequently, of doing any thing, which in his own Judgement, and Reason, 
hee shall conceive to be the aptest means thereunto” (I, xiv, p. 189).

Jacques Taminiaux asserts that, for Hobbes, man is apolitical, asocial, and 
amoral by nature (Taminiaux, 1985, p. 5).

So, how did we get from the sociability of humans to the war of all against 
all?

Indeed! The Law of Nature
“The Right Of Nature, which Writers commonly call Jus Naturale, 
is the Liberty each man hath, to use his own power, as he will 
himselfe, for the preservation of his own Nature; that is to say, of 
his own life; [by] the aptest means…”
The concept of the law of nature left behind sociability and found 
its ground inside the lonely individual.

And one of the answers to Hobbes’ change of focus is Galileo and 
the success of the natural science.
Hobbes proposed to find laws of human society based on the 
Galilean law of moving bodies.
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Hobbes utilises the new scientific approach to unveil social laws. 
As with all natural phenomena, he needs to reduce the whole into 
its “component parts” and then rebuild the whole from those 
parts. The change from Grotius to Hobbes in understanding society 
and the individual is a shift from logical and mathematical laws 
governing our rational conduct to the laws of physics. This 
theoretical modification was accompanied by Hobbes’s desire to 
use a thought experiments to observe all movements of 
individuals in the state of inertia. In the case of a state, “the 
general will of the State is treated as if it were composed of the 
wills of individuals” and these individuals are conceived as ‘atoms’ 
by Hobbes. This approach will allow Hobbes to identify a 
“universal law” operating in the inception of a state (Cassirer, 1979 [1932], 18–19).

The Hobbesian State of 
Nature
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John Locke (1632–1704)

An English philosopher and physician, widely 
regarded as one of the most influential of 

Enlightenment thinkers and commonly known as 
the ‘Father of Liberalism’.

From Locke: Two Treatises of Government

Despite many differences, for Locke also, it is the individual who alone “is 
bound to preserve himself” and only then can he be supposed to “preserve the 
rest of Mankind.”

He writes, “for in that State of perfect Equality, where naturally there is no 
superiority or jurisdiction of one, over another, what any may do in 
Prosecution of that Law, every one …have a Right to do.” The rule of each 
individual in her very singularity fending for herself is preserved. As he says, 
“every Man hath a Right to punish the Offender, and be Executioner of the Law 
of Nature.”

Locke admits that his claim might be considered “a very strange Doctrine to 
some Men,” and he suggests that precisely “this strange Doctrine, viz. that in 
the State of Nature, every one has the Executive Power of the Law of Nature” 
should be an incentive for men to seek “Civil Government [which] is the proper 
Remedy for the Inconveniences of the State of Nature.”
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Charles De 
Montesquieu

1689–1755 a French judge, man of letters, historian, and 
political philosopher. He is the principal 
source of the theory of separation of powers, 
which is implemented in many constitutions 
throughout the world

David Hume 1711–1776 a Scottish Enlightenment philosopher, 
historian, economist

Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau

1712–1778 a Genevan philosopher

Adam Smith 1723–1790 a Scottish economist, philosopher, moral 
philosopher, pioneer of political economy, and 
a key figure during the Scottish Enlightenment

Immanuel Kant 1724–1804 a German philosopher and one of the central 
Enlightenment thinkers

Thomas Paine 1737–1809 an English-born American political activist, 
philosopher, political theorist, and 
revolutionary

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778)

By contrast, for Jean-Jacques Rousseau, men living in a state of 
nature were all equal. Furthermore, contrary to the Hobbesian war 
of all against all, and Lockean executioners, which supposedly 
define humans in the state of nature, (Part I, 51) Rousseau asserts that 
“savage man, when he has eaten, is at peace with all nature and 
the friend of all his fellows” (Notes, i, p. 95).

So, what has happened to change this happy state of affairs? 
According to Rousseau, the “true founder of civil society was the 
first man” who erected a fence around “a piece of land,” 
announcing “This is mine” (Part II, p. 55). Here was the beginning of 
property rights and inequality.
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American Revolution 22 March 1765 – 3 September 1783

French Revolution 5 May 1789 – 9 November 1799

Jeremy Bentham 1748–1832 an English philosopher, jurist, 
and social reformer regarded as 
the founder of modern 
utilitarianism

John Stuart Mill 1806–1873 an English philosopher, political 
economist, Member of 
Parliament, and civil servant

Alexis de Tocqueville 1805–1859 a French aristocrat, diplomat, 
political scientist, political 
philosopher and historian

Spring of Nations: 
Revolutions of 1848

23 February 1848 – early 1849

American and French 
Revolutions

The Declaration of the Rights of Man and 
of the Citizen as opposed to the American 

Bill of Rights is the most important 
distinctions, leading to different political 

ideas and, of course, outcomes.

59

60



21/09/2021

31

We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal, that 

they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that among 

these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness

This sentence was written by Thomas Jefferson in 1776 during 
the beginning of the American Revolution.

The Ancient Regime
The French Ancien Régime (Old Regime), a three-estate system used until the French 
Revolution (1789–1799). The monarchy included the king and the queen, while the 
system was made up of clergy (the First Estate), nobles (Second Estate), peasants and 
bourgeoisie (Third Estate). In some regions, notably Scandinavia and Russia, burghers 
(the urban merchant class) and rural commoners were split into separate estates, 
creating a four-estate system with rural commoners ranking the lowest as the Fourth 
Estate. Furthermore, the non-landowning poor could be left outside the estates, 
leaving them without political rights. In England, a two-estate system evolved that 
combined nobility and clergy into one lordly estate with "commons" as the second 
estate. This system produced the two houses of parliament, the House of Commons 
and the House of Lords. In southern Germany, a three-estate system of nobility 
(princes and high clergy), knights, and burghers was used. In Scotland, the Three 
Estates were the Clergy (First Estate), Nobility (Second Estate), and Shire 
Commissioners, or "burghers" (Third Estate), representing the bourgeois, middle 
class, and lower class. The Estates made up a Scottish Parliament.
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Here Alexis de Tocqueville’s insight is 
important

According to Tocqueville, in America, people are not positioned 
against feudal lords or clergy; they are born already equal and free.

Hence, those two Revolutions were very different. In France, 
bourgeoisie was over-run by the poor, which were all constituting 
the third estate and to appease them, the human rights became 
social rights.

The equality of humans based on reason and human rights does not 
challenges property owners, as does the equality of social rights.

Human Rights and the Individual
Once again, two different lineages of this idea:

The first, as continental thinkers express the concept, rights 
as relational, that is, characterised by ‘an interaction between 
human beings’.

The second is, broadly speaking, the Anglo-Saxon route that 
posits the concept of the individual and her rights as primary 
and prior to society, and which considers the individual first 
and foremost in her singularity. On this second view, each and 
every individual has rights prior to society by virtue of their 
humanity and the state must recognise those rights.
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Conceived in this way, the theory of 
liberalism is a theory of a hostile 
state which is always a potential 

threat to this imagined individual. A 
state is then always defined as being 

at the opposite pole to the 
individual.

Revolutions of 1848 – The Spring of Nations

“During the spring of 1848, several republican uprisings took place 
across Europe in countries like Italy, France, Germany and the Austro-
Hungarian empire. Only the French Revolution of 1848 succeeded” 
(Debreceni, 2021).

Note the term used – republican not liberal. It was a revolutionary 
wave against Absolute Monarchies, enlightened or not. Except in 
France, they were all crushed.

In the end, the changes to political systems across the continental 
Europe was brought about by the end of the WW I.
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So, in the end, I want to return 
to my initial question:

‘On what grounds can we 
defend political ideas that have 

led us to the present?’
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