Revolutions against monarchies in France
and America were part of the process of
forming states based on ideals of citizenship.
Execution of Louis XV1I, Paris, 1793.




CHAPTER 7

The Expansion of Civil Society

The Varieties of Liberalism

We hold these Truths to be sclf-coident, that all Men are created equead, that they are
edoreed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness—That to secure these Rishts. Governnonts
are tsfituled among Men, deriving their just Powers from the Cousent of the
Governed, that whenevey any Form of Covermnent becomes dvstructive of these
Ends, if 1s the Right of the People to alter or abolish it, and to instifute new
Goeernment, laying its Foundations on such Principles and organizing its Powers
i such Form, as to them shall seem most Bkely fo effect theiv Sufely and Happiness.
—Thomas Jefterson, Declaration of Independence, 1776.

You're a French businessman in the eighteenth century, enraged by the special privi-
leges of the nobility and the arbitrary powers of the king. You're an African American in
Mississippi in 1950: You are barred from voting, you have to use the “colored” drinking
fountain and washroom in the local bus station, and your children have to attend un-
derfunded segregated schools. You are a woman in Argentina in the early 1980s, whose
son is among the disappeared by action of the military regime: you fear that he has been
tortured and murdered—and so, you and other mothers stand silentiy in front of the pres-
idential palace every day to draw the attention of the world to what has happened. You
are a Chineseg student in 1989, demonstrating in Tiananmen Square, in the heart of Bei-
iing, for a free press and the right to form political associations. . . . Does a single ideal-
ogy encampass all these feelings? Do the movements that these individuals are form-
ing sum up to a single movement? This chapter proposes a yes (o both these questians.

LIBERAL IDEOLOGY

Basic [deas

The French playwright Moliére has one of his characters—an ignorant fellow

express surprise when he is told he has been “speaking prose all his lile.” A
similar surprise grips many Americans when they are informed that they are
liberals! In the last few decades, in American political discourse, the word “lilr-
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eral” has been used ina narrow and historically inaccurate sense to mean some-
one who Tavors a lot of government intervention in the cconomy and, espe-
vially, is keen on “taxing and spending.” Young people often use the word to
mean people who are permissive about sexual matters, perhaps even libertines
themscelves. This discussion suggests a larger and more complicated set of
meanings for liberal that will encompass these current connotations and give
(hem histerical perspective.,

Classical Liberalism  Classica] liberalism is an ideology that emerged around
the beginning of the nineteenth century. The dlsumamn is based on many
sources (de Tocqueville, 1990; Hartr, 1955; Hofstadter, T948; Laski, 1936; Lowi,
1969, Macpherson, 1963, 1973; McCoy, 1982; Mill, 1974/1859; Przeworski, 1991;
Wills, 1981}, Basically, classical liberals supported svhat had happened in the
French Revolution and were in favor of the new course of capitalism, which was
freeing itself from the mercantilist system. Mercantilism was an early form of
modern capitalism in which the state maintained control over trade. Classical
liberals believed in three interrelated premises.

The first was that the state should be limited in its richt to intereene in civil soct-
ety. The state is a sphere of coercion; civil society is the entire set of other prac-
tices and relationships. Civil society;'By definition, is based on private, volun-
tary, and consensual relationships. Liberals favor a small sphere for the state
and a large, separate spherc for civil society. More specitically, the state should
be separate from religion. Religion is a private matter; the state should not sup-
port or establish any specific religion or even promote religion in general.

Furthermore, the state should not intervene in the economy. In sharp contrast
to the mercantilist model of development, liberals stood for free trade. The state
should not give out monopoly charters to favored companies (as the English
crown had done for the East India Company and the Hudson's Bay Company).
Entrepreneurs should be able to enter any sector of industry or trade freely. Gov-
ernments should make little or no attempt to regulate trade or industry.

The second wajor presntse of classical liberalishr was Hrat the stale is established vol-
witarify aird operates with the consent of ifs citizens. Allhough the established state
has coercive power over its citizens, it should reflect a social contract among
free individuals. These individuals are citizens, not subjects. In practice, this
premise usually implies a representative democracy, with two or more parties.
In turn, democracy implies the right to form autonomous organizations and as-
sociations, mdependent of the state and political partics. These organizations
represent the interests of individuals and can represent citizens in dealings with
the state (Lipset, 1960).

A very important concept (or liberals is that the power of the state should
always be carcfully circumscribed by law. No party or individual should have
lotal or arbitrary power. Officcholders, whether elected or appointed, must al-
ways follow the Yaw. Thus, liberals reject the notion of an absolute monarch or
2 charismatic leader who stands above the law. Social scientists sometimes use
Lthe Gernuin word Rechtsstaat to describe this type of state, which implies the
clabaration ol a code of eivil rights. Such rights include the right to organize,
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petition, speak and write frecly, and be protected from torture and lorced sel!

incrimination. Some of these rights protect the individual from the power of the
state; others ensure the right to organize in order to influence the political
process. The Bill of Rights—the first ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution

1s a good example of this type of code.

The third major premise of classical liberal ideology is that the free deoclopiieitt of
indiziduals should be the afm of socivty. Society and the state exist to serve, protedt,
and nurture the individual, not the other way around.

In terms of the framework elaborated in Chapter 4, “Movements, Socicties,
and States,” classical liberalism calls for a small, confined sphere for the state and
a large sphere for civil society. Furthermore, it calls for a separation of sphercs,
particularly a separation of the state (Tom civil society, from all the spheres of vol-
untary and private practices and relationships. And finally, it uses the criterion of
individual choice and individual freedom as the standard of a good society.

Perhaps, vou can see why [ think most Amer:cans—Reahan Republicans as
well as left-wing Democrats—are really liberals, and why columnist George
Will said that R(mald Reagan is a liberal. In his brilliant book, The Liberal Tradi-
fron inr America, Louts cht/. {1955) argued that the United States was a liberal
society from its very beginning. Although citizens of the Uniled Slates differed
in the extent to which they favored some expansion of the functions of the state,
these disagreements were about matters of degree; in the final analysis thev all
agreed that individualism was a guiding value, that the state should not run the
economy, and that a good socicty has a large sphere of private voluntary rela-
tionships, which the state respects. The practice of the slave owners was a glar-
ing exception to this idea of free and equal citizens engaged in voluntary, con-
tractual relations with each other; the slave owners and their ideologues even
tried to use liberal concepts—the state's obligation not to intertere in the prop-
erty rights of cilizens—to justify their system (Harlz, 1955).

From Revoelution to Institution The initial support base for classical liberal-
ism in the United States and western Europe included capitalist entrepreneurs,
professionals, and middle-class intellectuals at the core of the revolutionary
bloc, along with allics among the poor, the peasants, and a few of the more pro-
gressive nobles and gentry. The ideology of classical liberalism is a powerful
package that conlains free-market ideas as well as the concept of civil liberties.
[t reflects the seli-interest of entreprencurial classes as well as a universal vision
of human treedom. The rising bourgeoisic and associated middle strata conld
originate hiberal ideology and consider it a seamless web, a coherent view of
what society should be like (Macpherson, 1965, 1973).

If we look at classical liberalism from the point of view of other social
groups, it tends to look incomplele and highly self-interested. For example,
from the viewpoint of the mercantile classes, liberalism is an attack on the role
of government in organizing trade; the merchants who held roval monopoly
charters that gave their companies exclusive trading rights were not likely to be
keen on tree markets. From the point of vicw of the clergy of an established
church, freedom of religion was both an attack on their power and a foolish -
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vilation todisorder. From the point of view of poor people, civil rights were dif-
ficul to pul into effect as long as a society contained great disparities of wealth.
Classical liberalism had a great advantage in the fact that “men of ideas”
were part of its social base (Coser, 1965). Middle-class intellectuals and profes-
sionals—lawyers, writers, journalists—were elogquent specialists in disseminat-
ing ideas.

The social groups that were actually or potentially in opposition to liberal-
ism were not as good at creating and disseminating a universalistic ideology.
The ruling strata of the old order had “lived” their ideas and had difticulty in
presenting them in an explicit, untversaliving, and attractive new package. The
poor produced few political theorists {as distinet from activists and radical
preachers) from their ranks, They had little access to printing presses to givea
permanent form to their voice. In the short run, they supported some liberal
goals, forming part of a bloc against the old regime and the landed clites. It was
only later, in the nineteenth contury, that their differences with liberalism took
the form of a svsiematic alternative vision—-socialism (Thompson, 1963).

The hold of liberalism in the United States is particularly strong and reflects
the carly and extensive power of entrepreneurs and middle-class intellectuals.
The liberalism of the United States is associated with the weakness of bwo other
kinds of ideology that were important in Europe (Hartz, 1955).

One ideology that did not exist in the United States 1s conservative reaction.
Lacking a feudal aristocracy, the United States provided little support base for
a European-stvle conservatism that celebrated feudal hierarchies, the absolutist
monarchy, and an established religion. There were mercantile interests in New
England; they formed the social base of the Federalist Party. But, within a fow
decades of the Revolution, they lost their political and economic power; the
presidencics of Jefferson and Ja{ kson wiped out their access to government. So,
in the United States, conservatism has consistently been liberal—that 1s, it has
focused on a discourse of free markets and individual freedom.

The other ideology is socialism. There certainly was a working-class base
for socialism in the United States and, in facl, there were socialists, but they
were not able to form the type of mass party thal appeared throughout western
FEurope by the end of the nineteenth century (Laslett and Lipsel, 1974). Liberal-
ism continued to be the ideology of most North Americans: the tendency of
many Americans toidentify themselves as “middle class” is assoclated with the
power of liberal ideology.

But, in the course of the next 2000 vears, liberalism underwent a series of
¢hanges. One might sav it mutated into diverse forms that embodied different re-
sponses to changes in society. Liberal ideology developed many variants, corre-
sponding to different movements and social support bases. The forms that will be
discussed in the following pages are liberalism as hegemonic ideology, liberal
democracy and the expansion of political participation, negative liberalism and
laissez-faire ideology, and positive liberalism and the expansion of state functions.

Hegemonic Ideology  In much of western Europe and North America, liber-
alisny lost its radical and revolutionary fervor. It was the ideclogy of the new
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classes that rose to power after the landed nobility were defeated and dimin-
ished. Large capitalists and their allies among professionals (like doctors and
lawyers), government officials, small businesspersons, and commoercial farmers
were not keen on additional revolutions which would have threatened their
new power and prosperity. Therefore, they tended o ignore or tone down the
revolutionary themes in liberal ideology. Thomas Jefferson had written of wa-
tering the tree of liberty with the blood of tyrants; this sort of rhetoric came to
seemn a bit violent and reckless.

Liberalism changed from a revolutionary ideology into a defense of the new
status quo in much of Eurepe and the Americas. It may be useful in this context
to remember that, in the United States, a substantial portion of the population
were property ewners, especially farmers, merchants, and sclf-employed artisans.
Rural property owners were also numerous in France, since a stratum of small
farmers was formed when peasants seized nobles” estates during the Revolution.
[n Latin America and southern and eastorn Furope, the social support base of lib-
eralism was much narrower; most people were still peasants, living at a subsis-
tence level, and often involved in sharecropping or even serfdom and peonage.

In the process of becoming the ideology of states, liberalism began to pick
up some of the ideas of the conservative reaction. Liberals did not support mer-
cantilism, the rule of the landed nobility, or a reestablishment of the king and
the church—but some of them did come to like Burke's idea that change should
be slow and organic, not sudden and revolulionary.’As long as the bourgeoisie
and its allics werce a revolutionary class, they put forth a stirring and universal
call to revolution against the monarchy, the nobility, and the mercantile inter-
ests. Once they became a new ruling class, these social forces had to emphasize
the universal benefits of the new status quo.;

The new hegemonic ideclogy still upheld the universal value of liberalism
and insisted that the benefits were now available to all. [n the new social order,
citizens were juridically equal and could participate in politics, and the [ree
market provided opportunities for anyone with ambition and initiative. From
the viewpoint of liberals in power, these conditions meant the fulfillment of the
goals of liberalism as a revolutionary lm_)\-'ement.tl"hey ignored two issues that
engaged new movements: one was that many people remained excluded from
political life, chicfly women, pecple of color, and (in many nations} white males
who owned no property; the other issue was that large economic disparities—
class inequality—persisted3The first of these ssues was addressed by maove-
ments for liberal democracy.iThe second was taken up by socialists?

Liberal Democracy: Political Participation Only gradually and under great
pressure did liberal stales become liberal democratic states, states that had insti
tutions of representative democracy and universal suffrage (Dahl, 1963, {9K3).
In the United States, white males had voting rights in most states by the 18:40s,
but racial and gender barriers persisted inte the twenticth century. In western
Yurope, propertly qualitications were gradually reduced during the nineteenth
century, but women did not gain the vote in some countries of Europe anud
Japan until after the Second World War. With the gradual expansion of voting


























































