
How do you account for the durability of the Liberal tradition 

 

We will look at the period of the last 150 years of the Liberal Party, prior to 

this period, Liberalism was central in British politics.  Liberalism was at this time 

affected by thinkers such as John Stuart Mill; Herbert Spencer and T.H.Green all of 

whom contributed to the philosophy and principles of the Liberal idea.  Their 

forefathers Jeremy Bentham, Adam Smith and John Locke all contributed to early 

Liberalism during the period of revolution and the end of medieval and ecclesiastical 

dominance in Britain.  The Liberal Party was born out the Enlightenment period and 

the industrial and political revolutions.  Liberal’s believe in the idea of progress, 

through the expansion of knowledge, welfare and conditions.  The Enlightenment also 

gave Liberalism its perception on human agency (one of rational and responsible).  

The emphasis on equal rights has always been a central principle.  Liberalism 

developed with capitalism resulting from their advents in Britain in the 17th and 18th 

centuries.  The Liberal Party has been accused of being bourgeois in value terms 

resulting from the members who were capitalist and industrialists.   

 

To look at the basic principles of the Liberal Party, firstly, the individual is the 

centre of all Liberal thought.  The prerequisite position of Liberal stance is that state is 

sophisticated enough —to present the maximum universal rights of the individual.  

Those rights starting with personal safety and protection of private property.  This 

leaves the role of the state as one of protectorate.  The next role of government is to 

influence capitalism or the market only in the protection of individual’s rights, or to 

improve opportunity and fairness.  The state is then tasked to improve rights and 

maximise choice, and non-interference represented through the term freedom.  The 

perception of Liberal thought, is, that all, is obtained through society and that society, 

should be where the act of servicing should reside.  The state looking at national 

issues and interest —and the continuance of individual’s security.  This statement of 

national interest does expose the existence of nationalist tendencies and its belief in 

nationhood.  Liberals also believe in health care and social welfare being in the hands 

of the private sector. 

 

The changes in Britain in the mid to late 19th century saw urbanisation take off 

and huge industrialisation taking place.  This brought issues associated with modern 
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life —issues of health, welfare and public services, working conditions and health and 

safety, education and growing demands for representation.  The spread of inequality 

through privilege and the lack of meritocracy and opportunity, for the Liberal Party 

required real action.  The value of the individual held in Liberal thought is summed up 

by John Stuart Mill in his work on Liberty published in 1859, which stated the 

following: 

 

“ The worth of a state, in the long run, is the worth of the individuals composing it…a 

state which dwarfs its men in order that they maybe more docile instruments in its hands even 

for beneficial purposes —will find that with small men no great thing can really be 

accomplished; and that the perfection of machinery to which it has sacrificed everything will 

in the end avail it nothing, for want of the vital power which, in order that the machine might 

work more smoothly it has preferred to banish”.[PP29 Pearce and Stewart]  

 

The Liberal Gladstonian period saw the Liberals reasserting their morality on 

the state and with calls for modernisation and reform of government not only 

government practices but promoting social and economic reforms.  The Liberal party 

at this time was full of variety with: Peelites, Whigs, and Non-Conformist making up 

the party.  The Non-Conformists of the Liberal Party pushing for the separation 

between the Anglican Church from the state —this move gaining support from 

Catholic and Non-Conformist alike, on the subject of church rates, and the Anglican 

church in Ireland.  The Liberal party saw the value of universal education, though it 

would take the extraordinary skills of a Liberal member called Chamberlain of the 

Education League, to bring about changes in the Churches hold over education.  His 

Birmingham Caucus not only set-up education systems, but, setting the precedence of 

the Liberal Party in the expansion and development of local government and the 

controls and services that followed.  This period would see the development of the 

British national and local government.  The Liberal and Conservative battleground 

would be set around the modernisation of Party beliefs and their practices, which 

followed this period of changes taking place in all areas of social political and 

economic arenas. 

 

Liberalism was to surge again at the turn of the century with the advent of the 

1906 Liberal government under Asquith. This government was said to be the most 

dynamic Liberal government of its time.  The degree of public legislation and social 
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welfare previsions are said to expose their influence in the British government action, 

evident during the proceeding governments —for some, showing the Liberals as the 

forefathers of the welfare state and social provisions.  This was expounded by the Post 

War Labour Party government under Atlee and their social and welfare provisions. 

 

Moreover, at the turn of the century the Liberal Party saw the birth of a new 

Party.  All of which, set about the change in the British party system of two-Party 

elections, now became three. The blow for the Liberal Party came about in the 

splitting up of the Party after the First World War.  None of these episodes, whilst 

clearly showing their loss of political power, reflect —neither, their congruence in the 

values of the majority —nor the trials and dilemmas that we face daily, which are 

those issues, which the Liberal ideology hold within their beliefs.  For this reason, 

whilst the Liberal Party has struggled during their low (or more precisely, their thinly 

spread support,) to such small numbers as to be capable as in the 1950’s, of taking 

their seats in government, whilst all arriving in the same taxi, exposing how close to 

death the Party came.  One of the reasons for Liberal survival is their natural 

attraction to displaced conservative voters.  When the conservative government’s 

loose favour with voters, the Liberal Party gain. This surrounds their values in 

freedom from encroachment by either an over intrusive government and the 

protection of individual freedom, particularly in commerce. 

 

Locke worked in the area of political power and the distinction of that power 

under various conditions.  The Liberal preoccupation in the rule of law, legislation 

and the division of power, as well as constitutionalism and civil liberties, are all areas 

of concern in Liberal philosophy.  The Liberal party has moved towards and away 

from government and laissez-faire practices, during periods seen as demanding direct 

indirect action.  This exposes the liquidity of Liberal though as to how and what 

methods are applicable in the basic attainment of freedom, choice and maximum 

individual liberties.  The value set on private property is counter balanced by the 

concerns of the liberal perspective surrounding potential for excess privately held 

power verses overly excessive government power. 

 

The diversity of Liberal beliefs is so varied that in America the Liberal 

approach to government actions are seen as expansionist with Liberalism representing 
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government involvement in education welfare and social security.  For the US, the 

public sector is seen as the most successful place for social service programmes.  The 

development of democracy has also impacted on Liberal ideals.  Concerns over 

majority rule, were shared by thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle also Madison, 

Tocqueville and Mills.  America’s constitution by the separation of power has tried to 

ensure that the state majority ruling and interest are not engulfed by the federal 

majority position as outlined in Madison’s work The Federalist in 1787.  Madison’s 

preoccupation with the state in producing a Liberal Democratic Federal system fell 

short of protecting the individual rights of Black Americans until the amendments in 

the 1960’s.   

 

The expansion of capitalism and the complexity of modern societies have 

given all those who express Liberal ideals as part of their political posture plenty to 

consider.  The expansion of the US system of government in the period of American 

expansionism was set-up with the Liberal principles.  The New Deal of the 1930’s 

was seen as the correct act of the US federal government in trying to repair the 

depressed capitalist markets that went into meltdown in and the rise of poverty and 

unemployment.  The shortfalls within the system of capital are where the liberals see 

their role in not just the combating the negative aspects of capitalism such as a 

tendency towards poverty, illness and negative discrimination and lack of education.  

All of these shortfalls seen as a violation of human rights.   
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