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UNDERSTANDING
THE CORE OF
MODERN POLITICS:
WHAT IS LIBERAL
IN POLITICS

The  term  "liberal"  is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
frequently  used  and,
a r g u a b l y ,
misunderstood  words
in  political  discourse
today. In conversations
ranging  from  dinner
table debates to cable
news panels, the label
is  thrown around with
varying  degrees  of
precision and emotion.
To  truly  understand
wha t  i s  l i be ra l  i n
pol i t ics ,  one  must

move beyond simplistic
c a r i c a t u r e s  a n d
e x a m i n e  t h e
philosophical  roots,
core  principles,  and
modern interpretations
of  this  influential
political  tradition.
A t  i t s  m o s t
fundamental  level,
liberalism is a political
philosophy centered on
the value of individual
liberty.  However,  the
practical application of
this  ideal  has  evolved
significantly  over
centuries,  leading  to
distinct  branches  that
often  disagree  on  the
best path to achieve a
free  and  just  society.
This article provides a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
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e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
liberalism,  tracing  its
historical development,
dissecting  its  core
tenets,  and  clarifying
i t s  r o l e  i n
contemporary  political
systems  around  the
world.

The
Historical
Roots of
Liberalis
m
To grasp what is liberal
in  politics  today,  we
must  first  look  back  at
the Enlightenment era
of  the  17th  and  18th
centuries.  Liberalism
e m e r g e d  a s  a
revolutionary challenge
to  the  establ ished
order  o f  abso lu te
monarchy,  rigid  class

structures,  and  state-
sponsored  religion.
Thinkers  l ike  John
Locke  in  England laid
the  groundwork  by
arguing  for  natural
rights—life, liberty, and
p r o p e r t y — t h a t
belonged to individuals
r e g a r d l e s s  o f
government  decree.
Locke's concept of the
s o c i a l  c o n t r a c t
s u g g e s t e d  t h a t
legitimate  government
derives  its  authority
from the consent of the
governed,  a  radical
idea that would shape
the  Amer ican  and
French Revolutions.
Later, philosophers like
A d a m  S m i t h
contributed  a  crucial
economic dimension to
liberal  thought.  In  his
work  The  Wealth  of
N a t i o n s ,  S m i t h
champ ioned  f r ee
markets,  arguing  that
individuals  pursuing
their  own  economic
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self-interest  would,
through  an  "invisible
h a n d , "  g e n e r a t e
prosperity  for  society
a s  a  w h o l e .  T h i s
classical  liberalism
w a s  p r i m a r i l y
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h
n e g a t i v e
liberty—freedom from
external  restraint,
par t i cu la r ly  f rom
g o v e r n m e n t
i n t e r f e r e n c e  i n
personal and economic
matters.  The  early
l i be ra l  s t a te  was
envisioned as a "night
watchman" state,  with
a  limited  role  focused
on protecting  borders,
enforcing  contracts,
and maintaining public
order.
The 19th century  saw
the  flowering  of  this
classical  liberal  vision,
coinciding with the rise
of industrial capitalism
in  Europe  and  North
America.  Thinkers  like
John  Stuart  Mi l l

expanded  the  liberal
framework,  arguing  in
On Liberty for a robust
defense of free speech
and  individual  self-
express ion.  Mi l l ’s
"ha rm  p r i nc i p l e "
posited  that  the  only
justification  for
r e s t r i c t i n g  a n
individual's liberty is to
p r e v e n t  h a r m  t o
others.  This  period
solidified  the  core
liberal commitments to
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l
government,  the  rule
of law, civil rights, and
free markets.

Core
Principles
of Liberal
Political
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Philosoph
y
While  the  specific
policies associated with
l i b e r a l i s m  h a v e
changed,  severa l
u n w a v e r i n g
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
commitments  define
t h e  t r a d i t i o n .
Understanding  these
core  pr inc ip les  i s
essential  to  answering
the question of what is
liberal in politics.

Individualism:
Liberalism places
the individual at
the center of its
moral and
political universe.
Society is seen
as a collection of
individuals, each
with inherent
dignity and the
right to pursue
their own

conception of the
good life. This
does not mean
liberalism is
selfish; rather, it
holds that
individual
freedom is the
ultimate political
value.
Liberty and
Rights: The
protection of
individual rights
is the primary
justification for
government.
These rights are
often categorized
as negative
rights (freedom
from
interference)
and, in modern
liberal thought,
positive rights
(entitlements to
certain goods or
services like
education or
healthcare). The
specific list of
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protected rights
is a major point
of contention
between classical
and modern
liberals.
Equality:
Liberalism is
fundamentally
committed to the
idea that all
people are born
equal in moral
worth and are
entitled to equal
rights and
opportunities.
This translates
into support for
equal treatment
under the law,
equality of
opportunity, and
opposition to
hereditary
privilege and
caste systems.
Consent and
Democracy:
Legitimate
political authority
must be based

on the consent of
the governed.
This principle
leads liberals to
support
representative
democracy,
regular elections,
and
constitutional
limits on
governmental
power. A liberal
state is, by its
nature, a
democratic
state—though
the specific
mechanisms of
democracy can
vary.
Rule of Law:
Liberalism insists
that government
must operate
under a
framework of
publicly known,
stable, and
impartially
enforced laws.
No one, not even
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the highest
government
official, is above
the law. This
principle protects
citizens from
arbitrary power
and ensures
predictability and
fairness in social
and economic
life.
Toleration and
Pluralism: A
liberal society
accepts and even
celebrates
diversity of
beliefs, lifestyles,
and cultures.
Liberalism
emerged
partially as a
response to the
religious wars of
Europe,
advocating for
toleration of
different faiths.
This has
expanded to
include toleration

of diverse sexual
orientations,
political views,
and cultural
practices, as long
as they respect
the rights of
others.

Liberalis
m vs.
Other
Political
Ideologie
s
It  is  difficult  to  fully
understand  what  is
l ibera l  in  po l i t i cs
without  contrasting  it
w i t h  o t h e r  m a j o r
political  traditions.
Liberalism  occupies  a
distinct  space  on  the
political  spectrum,
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though its position has
shifted over time.
L i b e r a l i s m  v s .
Conservatism: This is
perhaps  the  most
common  distinction  in
modern  politics.  While
b o t h  t r a d i t i o n s
general ly  support
democracy and market
economies,  they  differ
marked ly  in  the i r
attitude toward change
a n d  t r a d i t i o n .
Conservativism tends
to  emphasize  order,
s tab i l i ty ,  and  the
p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f
established institutions
and social  hierarchies.
Conservatives  are
often skeptical of rapid
social change and may
prioritize  communal
values  over  individual
autonomy  in  certain
areas.  Liberals,  by
contrast,  are  typically
more  open  to  social
reform and  change  in
the  pursuit  of  greater
equality and individual

f reedom.  In  many
countries,  modern
conservat ism  has
incorporated  elements
of  classical  l iberal
e c o n o m i c s  ( f r e e
markets,  low  taxes)
wh i l e  re ta in ing  a
socially  traditionalist
bent.
L i b e r a l i s m  v s .
Socialism:  This  is  a
more  fundamental
d ist inct ion.  Whi le
l i b e r a l i s m  a n d
soc ia l i sm  share  a
concern  for  equality,
they  differ  sharply  on
the  role  of  pr ivate
property and the state.
Socialism  typically
a d v o c a t e s  f o r
col lect ive  or  state
o w n e r s h i p  o f  t h e
means  of  production
( f a c t o r i e s ,  l a n d ,
resources)  to  reduce
economic  inequality
and  eliminate  class
d i s t inc t ions .  The
socialist  state is  often
envisioned as having a
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planning and directive
role  in  the  economy.
Liberal ism,  on  the
other  hand,  remains
committed  to  private
property  rights  and
m a r k e t - b a s e d
economic  systems,
even  when  modern
liberals  advocate  for
r e g u l a t i o n  a n d
redistribution.  The
socialist  critique  of
liberalism  is  that  it
to le ra tes  o r  even
perpetuates  deep
economic  inequality
and  alienation.
L i b e r a l i s m  v s .
Authoritarianism:
T h i s  i s  a  d i r e c t
o p p o s i t i o n .
Author i tar ian ism
rejects the core liberal
principles of  individual
rights,  consent  of  the
governed, and the rule
of  law.  Authoritarian
systems  concentrate
power in the hands of a
single leader or a small
g r o u p ,  s u p p r e s s

dissent,  and  often
prioritize  collective
goals  (national  unity,
s e c u r i t y )  o v e r
individual  freedom.
Liberalism  stands  as
t h e  m o s t  d i r e c t
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
a l t e r n a t i v e  t o
a u t h o r i t a r i a n
governance,  defending
the right of individuals
to think and act freely
within a framework of
law.

Modern
Liberalis
m and Its
Variation
s
The late 19th and early
2 0 t h  c e n t u r i e s
witnessed  a  major
t ransformat ion  in
liberal  thought,  giving
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rise  to  what  is  often
c a l l e d  m o d e r n
liberalism  or  social
l ibera l i sm .  Th i s
transformation  was
largely  a  response  to
t h e  s o c i a l  a n d
economic  problems
generated by industrial
c a p i t a l i s m — m a s s
p o v e r t y ,  l a b o r
exp lo i ta t ion ,  and
extreme  inequality.
The old classical liberal
f o r m u l a  o f  " l e s s
government  is  better
government"  seemed
inadequate to  address
these challenges.
Thinkers like the British
e c o n o m i s t  J o h n
Maynard Keynes and
t h e  A m e r i c a n
ph i losopher  John
Rawls  argued  for  a
more active state role.
Rawls, in his landmark
w o r k  A  T h e o r y  o f
Justice, proposed that a
just  society  must  not
only  protect  formal
equality  (equal  rights)

but  also  ensure  that
social  and  economic
inequalities work to the
benefit  of  the  least
advantaged  members
o f  s o c i e t y .  T h i s
provided  a  powerful
moral  justification  for
the  welfare  state.
Modern liberalism thus
embraces  positive
liberty—the  idea  that
true  freedom  requires
not just the absence of
coercion  but  also  the
p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e
r e s o u r c e s  a n d
capacities  needed  to
exercise one's choices.
Key policy positions of
modern  l iberal ism
include:

Progressive
taxation to fund
social welfare
programs.
Government
regulation of
the economy to
protect
consumers,



10

10 What Is Liberal In Politics 2025-03-02

workers, and the
environment.
Public
investment in
education,
healthcare, and
infrastructure.
A social safety
net including
unemployment
insurance,
retirement
benefits, and
food assistance.
Civil rights
protections for
marginalized
groups, including
minorities,
women, and
LGBTQ+
individuals.

It is important to note
that  not  all  l iberals
subsc r i be  t o  th i s
m o d e r n  v i s i o n .
Classical  liberals  or
libertarians  continue
t o  a d v o c a t e  f o r
minimal  government,
free  markets,  and  a
strict focus on negative

liberty.  In  the  United
S t a t e s ,  t h e  t e r m
"liberal"  has  become
almost  exclusively
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
m o d e r n ,  s o c i a l
liberalism,  while  in
many  other  parts  of
the world, "liberal" can
st i l l  re fer  to  f ree-
market, classical liberal
positions.  This  creates
significant  cross-
cultural  confusion
about what is liberal in
politics.

Liberalis
m in the
21st
Century:
Challenge
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s and
Debates
Liberalism today faces
a  host  of  significant
challenges  that  are
reshaping  the  political
landscape  in  many
c o u n t r i e s .
Understanding  these
forces  is  crucial  for  a
contemporary grasp of
wha t  i s  l i be ra l  i n
polit ics.
P o p u l i s t  a n d
N a t i o n a l i s t
Backlash:  In  many
Western  democracies,
a  r i s i n g  t i d e  o f
p o p u l i s m  a n d
n a t i o n a l i s m  h a s
directly  challenged
l iberal  pr inciples.
Populist  movements
o f t e n  p r e s e n t
t h e m s e l v e s  a s
champions  of  "the
people"  aga inst  a
corrupt elite, which can
i n c l u d e  l i b e r a l

i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s t s ,
globalist  economists,
a n d  c u l t u r a l l y
progressive  elites.
These  movements
frequently question the
value  of  immigration,
multiculturalism,  free
trade, and international
alliances—all  of  which
are typically supported
by modern liberals. The
tension between liberal
universalism  (belief  in
universal  rights  and
open  borders)  and
n a t i o n a l i s t
p a r t i c u l a r i s m
(prioritizing  one's  own
nation  and  culture)  is
one  of  the  defining
political  struggles  of
our  era.
The  Quest ion  of
Economic Inequality:
Even  within  l iberal
circles, there is intense
debate  about  the
degree  of  economic
inequa l i ty  that  i s
acceptable in a liberal
society.  Critics  argue
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that extreme inequality
undermines  political
equality—the  wealthy
have  disproportionate
political  influence—and
creates  conditions  of
d o m i n a t i o n  a n d
dependence  that  are
incompatible  with
meaningful  freedom.
Defenders  of  more
m a r k e t - o r i e n t e d
liberalism  argue  that
i n e q u a l i t y  i s  a n
inevitable  and  even
beneficial  result  of
economic  growth  and
innovation,  and  that
a t t e m p t s  t o
redistribute wealth too
aggressively  will  harm
economic productivity.
Free  Speech  and
Cancel  Culture:  The
p r i n c i p l e  o f  f r e e
speech,  a  bedrock  of
liberalism,  is  facing
new tests in the age of
social  media.  Debates
rage about the limits of
acceptable speech, the
respons ib i l i t y  o f

platforms to moderate
c o n t e n t ,  a n d  t h e
p h e n o m e n o n  o f
"cancel culture" where
individuals face severe
social and professional
consequences  for
expressing  unpopular
opinions. Balancing the
commitment  to  free
expression  with  the
n e e d  t o  p r o t e c t
vulnerable groups from
harassment  and  hate
speech  is  a  central
c h a l l e n g e  f o r
contemporary  liberal
societies.
E n v i r o n m e n t a l
Sustainability  and
Climate Change: The
liberal  emphasis  on
individual freedom and
economic  growth  has
often  been  at  odds
with  environmental
s u s t a i n a b i l i t y .
H o w e v e r ,  m a n y
modern  liberals  argue
that addressing climate
change requires robust
g o v e r n m e n t
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action—regulation  of
emissions,  investment
in  green  technology,
a n d  p o t e n t i a l l y
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
coordination that limits
national  sovereignty.
T h i s  p u t s
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
liberalism  in  tension
with  both  classical
liberal  free-market
pos i t ions  and  the
nationalist  tendencies
of  populism.
Neoliberalism  and
Its  Critics:  The  term
" n e o l i b e r a l i s m "
emerged  to  describe
the  resurgence  of
classical liberal ideas in
the late 20th century,
associated with leaders
like Ronald Reagan and
Margaret  Thatcher.
N e o l i b e r a l i s m
e m p h a s i z e d
d e r e g u l a t i o n ,
privatization,  free
trade,  and  reduced
government  spending
on  social  programs.

While  this  approach
achieved  significant
economic  growth  in
some contexts,  it  was
a l s o  b l a m e d  f o r
increasing  inequality,
weaken ing  soc ia l
s a f e t y  n e t s ,  a n d
creating  economic
instability. Critics argue
that  neoliberalism has
c o r r u p t e d  t h e
tradit ional  l iberal
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
freedom, turning it into
a  hollow  defense  of
corporate  power  and
market  domination.

Common
Misconce
ptions
About
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Liberalis
m
Given  the  complexity
o f  t h e  t e r m ,  i t  i s
unsurprising that many
misconceptions  have
proliferated.  Let  us
address  a  few  of  the
most common ones to
further  clarify  what  is
liberal in politics.
Misconception  1:
Liberalism  is  the
same  as  socialism.
This is one of the most
p e r s i s t e n t  a n d
misleading  errors.  As
argued  above,  while
modern  l iberal ism

supports  a  welfare
s t a t e  a n d  s o m e
g o v e r n m e n t
intervention  in  the
economy,  it  remains
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
c o m m i t t e d  t o
capitalism,  private
property,  and  free
markets.  Socialism,  in
its various forms, seeks
to  replace  capitalism
w i t h  a  s y s t e m  o f
col lect ive  or  state
ownership.  The  two
t r a d i t i o n s  h a v e
different  philosophical
foundations and policy
prescriptions,  even  if
they sometimes agree
on specific policies.
Misconception  2:
Liberals


