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        Compulsory unification of opinion achieves only the unanimity of the graveyard.

        —Robert Jackson

        Whatever crushes individuality is despotism, by whatever name it may be called and whether it professes to be enforcing the will of God or the injunctions of men.

        —John Stuart Mill

        All life is an experiment. The more experiments in life you make, the better.

        —Ralph Waldo Emerson
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        Preface

      
      Liberals prize two things above all: freedom and pluralism. Freedom is associated with agency. In liberal societies, people are allowed and encouraged to establish their own path, to take it if they like, and to reverse course if they want to do that. Liberals think that people should be allowed to be authors of the narratives of their own lives. Pluralism follows from the commitment to freedom. Some people will want to marry; some people will not want to marry. Some people will want to have children; some people will not want to have children. Because liberals believe in freedom and pluralism, many of them are romantics. They like it when people fall in love. They think that people should be allowed to have secrets, and to keep them to themselves.

      Liberals promote freedom from fear. They want people to feel safe.

      Who is not a liberal?

      Adolf Hitler was not a liberal. Joseph Stalin was not a liberal. Vladimir Putin is not a liberal. If you do not believe in freedom of thought and freedom of speech, you are not a liberal. If you do not believe in freedom of religion, you are not a liberal. If you reject the idea of pluralism, you are not a liberal. If you do not believe in experiments in living, you are not a liberal (and I will have a fair bit to say on that topic). If you do not believe in the rule of law, you are not a liberal. Antiliberals and postliberals are not liberals (though they may share certain liberal convictions; we should certainly hope so).

      George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four is a shattering depiction of antiliberalism. One of Orwell’s chief villains offers this warning: “If you want a picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face—for ever.”1 And consider this: “All this marching up and down and cheering and waving flags is simply sex gone sour.”2 Here are the novel’s chilling last words: “But it was all right, everything was all right, the struggle was finished. He had won the victory over himself. He loved Big Brother.”3

      More than at any time since World War II, liberalism is under pressure, even siege.4 There is a lot of marching up and down. People are cheering. Plenty of them are waving flags. Many of them seem to love Big Brother. They hope that they have found him.

      On the right, some people have given up on liberalism. They hold it responsible for the collapse of the family and traditional values, rampant criminality, disrespect for authority, and widespread immorality.

      On the left, some people despise liberalism. They insist that it is old and exhausted and dying. They think that it lacks the resources to handle the problems posed by entrenched inequalities, racism, sexism, corporate power, and environmental degradation. They refer to “neoliberalism” with disdain. They do not respect the liberal political tradition.

      Fascists reject liberalism. So do populists who think that freedom is overrated. In ways large and small, antiliberalism is on the march. So is tyranny.

      Many of the marchers do not depict liberalism accurately; they offer a caricature. They describe liberalism in a way that no liberal could possibly endorse. They neglect the history of liberalism. They neglect philosophical debates about liberalism, and within it. Perhaps more than ever, there is an urgent need for a clear understanding of liberalism—of its core commitments, of its breadth, of its internal debates, of its evolving character, of its promise, of what it is and what it can be.

      What is a liberal? Who is a liberal? Any answer must start by saying something about freedom. Liberals are committed to freedom of religion. They believe in freedom of speech. They do not merely acknowledge pluralism and the freedom that makes it possible; they cherish these things. They are committed to the rule of law. They welcome dissent. They believe in experiments in living.

      Among historians, it is standard to attempt to specify the origins of liberalism, and to focus on the particular role of French, German, and British thinkers in helping to create it.5 We know that long before the rise of liberalism, the word liberal referred to certain character traits: generosity and openness of spirit, alongside a commitment to others, to the public interest, and to the common good, rather than to one’s own self-interest.6 The accompanying noun was liberality, not liberalism.7 During the Middle Ages, Christian values, including charity, were connected with liberality.8 The term liberal was associated with concern for the common good, rather than opposition to it, and was not connected with a focus (solely) on one’s self-interest.

      In 1628, John Donne said that “Christ is a liberal God.” He urged that people should find “new ways to be liberal.”9 In his “city upon a hill” sermon in 1630, John Winthrop argued that the difficult times required “extraordinary liberality,” in which the colonists would “bear one another’s burdens.”10 The idea of “liberality” entailed a willingness to help to reduce the suffering of others. Similarly, John Locke, sometimes counted as the first liberal philosopher, contended that children ought to learn to be “kind, liberal and civil.”11 Once more, Locke’s use of the word liberal was closely connected with liberality.

      During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, people did not speak of liberalism.12 In 1772, the Oxford English Dictionary drew on long-standing understandings in saying that the word “liberal” meant “free from bias, prejudice, or bigotry; open-minded, tolerant.”13 Importantly and revealingly, liberality became closely associated with the idea of religious toleration, which was a particularly central concern during the late eighteenth century.14 It remains a central concern today.

      In 1790, George Washington wrote, “As mankind become more liberal they will be more apt to allow that all those who conduct themselves as worthy members of the community are equally entitled to the protection of civil government.”15 Here Washington offered a strong signal of the importance of respect for pluralism, which has of course become central to the liberal tradition. Washington also associated the idea of being “more liberal” with a conception of equal protection of the law, which became part of the United States Constitution after the Civil War. The adjective liberal was widely applied to that Constitution after its ratification in 1789, even though the word liberalism was not in use.16

      The idea of liberalism, as such, arose in France in the early nineteenth century, probably around 1811.17 It did so in the aftermath of the French Revolution, when people sought to defend the basic principles for which that revolution had been fought, with a particular emphasis on (1) the rule of law, (2) representative government, (3) freedom of the press, and (4) freedom of religion. Benjamin Constant and Madame de Staël were defining figures here.18 It is important to emphasize that in its origins, liberalism was not at all associated with a focus on greed and self-interest. On the contrary, it owed a great deal to previous understandings of what it meant to be liberal. Madame de Staël wrote, “What we need is a lever against egoism.”19 No early liberal argued that human beings were asocial creatures, unmoored from social bonds, the family, culture, religion, and tradition.

      In 1815, Constant wrote a defining book with a stunningly ambitious title: Principles of Politics Applicable to All Governments. The book called for popular sovereignty and hence a form of democracy, and also for a set of freedoms, including freedom of thought, freedom of the press, and freedom of religion. Constant insisted on the importance of the separation of church and state. One of his central themes was the need to ensure that the state, and the law, would respect pluralism with respect to belief and action. Drawing on older traditions, Constant also emphasized the importance of self-sacrifice, virtue, generosity, and dedication to the common good.20 Wilhelm Traugott Krug, a Prussian philosopher, published his Historical Depiction of Liberalism in 1823; this was probably the first attempt at a history of liberalism (and it was pretty early indeed).21 In the next decades, the modern idea of liberalism was essentially born.

      Since that time, liberalism has been subject to an extraordinary number of twists and turns. In some times and places, liberalism has been closely identified with respect for free markets, free trade, and private property (classical liberalism or neoliberalism; see chapter 6). In some times and places, liberalism has been identified with a government determined to provide social services and help those at the bottom of the economic ladder (New Deal liberalism; see chapter 7). Many social democrats are liberal. Some liberals emphasize negative rights: rights to be free from coercion and intrusion, above all from government. Other liberals emphasize positive rights: rights to receive government help, such as education, housing, and health care (again see chapter 7). Liberals who emphasize such rights do not favor government control of the economy; they believe in free markets. But they want to help those at the bottom, and to give everyone a fair chance (see chapter 8).

      In some times and places, liberalism has leaned technocratic, with an emphasis on the importance of experts and expertise. In some times and places, liberalism has leaned populist, with an emphasis on the need for accountability and public control. While rights of some kind have always been a part of liberalism, the strong emphasis on freedom of choice and individual rights, as liberalism’s foundation or core, is relatively recent. Still, that emphasis has continuity with the work of the early liberal theorists, who emphasized freedom of conscience, speech, and religion, and who sought to make space for pluralism.

      In political philosophy, it is standard to emphasize the liberal commitment to freedom, but also to make a distinction between two kinds of liberalism. Some people, like John Rawls and Charles Larmore, endorse what they call political liberalism.22 They think that different people, from radically different starting points, ought to be able to accept certain liberal principles. Political liberals think that Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, agnostics, and atheists can embrace the basic liberties. They believe that those with different philosophical commitments can agree to be liberals. Rawls himself gives priority to this principle: “each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others.”23 By way of elaboration, Rawls singles out the “basic liberties of citizens,” which include “political liberty (the right to vote and to be eligible for public office) together with freedom of speech and assembly; liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person along with the right to hold (personal) property; and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure as defined by the concept of the rule of law.”24 We can understand this catalog as an effort to summarize the arc of liberal thought since the early nineteenth century.

      Rawls refers to a liberal idea about legitimacy: “Our exercise of political power is fully proper only when it is exercised in accordance with a constitution the essentials of which all citizens as free and equal may reasonably be expected to endorse in the light of principles and ideals acceptable to their common human reason.”25 Note here the emphasis on human agency. All citizens are taken to be “free and equal,” and they are put in the driver’s seat, equipped with their “common human reason.” Rawls urges that liberal principles can be endorsed by people with different “comprehensive doctrines”—that is, doctrines about right and wrong, good and evil, the existence of God, and the foundations of morality and politics.26

      By contrast, some people, like John Stuart Mill, Immanuel Kant, and Joseph Raz, are perfectionist liberals. They think that liberalism is not only a doctrine about political legitimacy. In their view, liberalism offers an account of what it means to have a good life. They believe that liberalism should be founded on a commitment to individual autonomy, in which each of us is allowed to be the author of the narrative of our own lives. Those who do not give pride of place to individual autonomy will not be enthusiastic about perfectionist liberalism, though they should be open to political liberalism. If you emphasize duty and faith, for example, the idea of autonomy might not be so central.

      Political liberals object that perfectionist liberalism is too sectarian and hence illegitimate; it excludes people who would not make individual autonomy so central. For their part, perfectionist liberals believe that political liberalism gives up on liberalism’s deepest moral foundations. Still, it is essential to see that both endorse the basic liberties.

      Liberal philosophers disagree with one another about many other things as well. Some liberals, like Robert Nozick, are libertarians; they believe that redistribution from rich to poor is fundamentally unjust. Other liberals, like Rawls, do not share that belief at all. They might even believe that large-scale redistribution is mandatory. So long as you are committed to freedom, you can be a liberal whether you agree with Nozick or instead Rawls. Other liberals, like Philip Pettit, emphasize the central importance of a principle of freedom as nondomination, by which no one is subject to the will of another.

      Whether we look to history or to philosophy, which form of liberalism is best? Of course I have my views, and they will make an appearance here. Above all, I will be emphasizing the idea of experiments of living, a term from John Stuart Mill with powerful implications for liberalism today. I will stress the importance of such experiments for both individual and social development, and the relationship between experiments in living and respect for individual agency. (Also: Three cheers for Rawls, and another three for Franklin Delano Roosevelt.) My larger goal is to offer a kind of portrait of liberalism now—of its big tent and its edges, of what it stands for, of what it stands against. Liberalism is indeed a big tent, but it is also a fighting faith.

      I should emphasize that while there is some engagement with political philosophy here, this is not a work of political philosophy. My hope is that we can make a great deal of progress in understanding liberalism, and what is right with it, without answering the hardest theoretical questions.

      This book is structured as follows. Chapter 1, the heart of the book, is a kind of manifesto, in the form of a long list of propositions, or sets of propositions, about liberalism. Chapter 2 explores the central idea of experiments of living, with a suggestion that a liberal constitutional order might give pride of place to that idea. As we shall see, the commitment to experiments of living helps to unify many liberal ideas. Chapter 3 turns to Mill and Friedrich Hayek, two of liberalism’s greatest thinkers (and they haunt these pages), with an emphasis on what I see as the intensely personal sources of Mill’s enthusiasm for experiments in living. For all his greatness, Hayek was insufficiently attuned to what made Mill tick, and to what (in my view) makes the best forms of liberalism tick. I love Hayek, but I love Mill more.

      Chapter 4 gives an account of the rule of law as liberals understand it. As we shall see, the rule of law is a critical ideal, but a limited one. It should not be confused with other ideals and values. Chapter 5 explores freedom of speech, with specific reference to the question whether that form of freedom includes lies and falsehoods. I approach that question by explaining why liberals generally protect the thought they hate, including statements that are untrue.

      Chapter 6 explores free markets and how liberals think about them. It explains how liberals think about regulation and when it is justified. It explores the relationship between classical liberalism and behavioral economics. (Disclosure: We’re going to get a bit technical there.) Chapter 7 discusses, and largely embraces, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Second Bill of Rights, which includes social and economic guarantees; it investigates where the Second Bill fits within the liberal tradition. Chapter 8 explores opportunity (from an admittedly unusual angle; you’ll see). The epilogue offers some words about fire and hope.
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        On Being a Liberal

      
      1. Liberals believe in six things: freedom, human rights, pluralism, security, the rule of law, and democracy. In fact, they believe in deliberative democracy, an approach that combines a commitment to reason-giving in the public sphere with a commitment to accountability.1

      2. Liberal authoritarianism is an oxymoron. Because liberals believe in freedom, personal security, and pluralism, they reject authoritarianism in all its forms. Illiberal democracy is illiberal, and liberals oppose it for that reason.

      3. Liberals are keenly aware that reasonable people disagree on many things, including the nature of a good life and which God to worship (if any). They seek to make space for these disagreements.

      4. Liberals do not merely acknowledge pluralism; they cherish it, on the ground that it increases the likelihood that people will learn from one another and from experiments in living. Liberals want people who disagree with each other to find a way to live together, and to smile—or at least to nod respectfully—at their differences. They embrace these words from John Stuart Mill: “He who knows only his own side of the case knows little of that. His reasons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally unable to refute the reasons on the opposite side, if he does not so much as know what they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion.”2

      5. The liberal emphasis on pluralism is closely connected to the liberal commitments to freedom and security. Those who reject pluralism render people unfree and insecure (and sometimes imprison or kill them).

      6. Understood in this way, liberalism consists of a set of commitments in political theory and political philosophy, with significant implications for politics and law. In North America, Europe, and elsewhere, those who consider themselves to be “conservatives” may or may not embrace liberal commitments. Those who consider themselves to be “leftists” may or may not qualify as liberals. You can be, at once, a liberal, as understood here, and a conservative; you can be a leftist and illiberal. There are illiberal conservatives and illiberal leftists. In politics, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and Angela Merkel all count as part of the liberal tradition. This is so even though there are many fierce disagreements among them.

      7. Abraham Lincoln was a liberal. Here is what he said in 1854: “If the negro is a man, is it not to that extent, a total destruction of self-government, to say that he too shall not govern himself? When the white man governs himself that is self-government; but when he governs himself, and also governs another man, that is more than self-government—that is despotism. . . . No man is good enough to govern another man, without that other’s consent. I say this is the leading principle—the sheet anchor of American republicanism.”3

      We might change the term American republicanism to liberalism. The idea of a sheet anchor is a useful way of linking self-government, in people’s individual capacities, with self-governance as a political ideal. A sheet anchor is not an ordinary anchor. It is the most reliable one you have, the one least likely to fail under extreme stress. It is the equivalent of a port in a storm. Liberals especially like this: “No man is good enough to govern another man, without that other’s consent.” They can embrace that general proposition while having disparate views about the right attitude toward long-standing traditions or the proper approach to smoking, abortion, immigration, alcohol consumption, artificial intelligence, climate change, and constitutional law.

      8. We should connect Lincoln’s sheet anchor to the animating liberal ideals: freedom, human rights, pluralism, security, the rule of law, and democracy.

      9. While liberals have not always been committed to democracy, they have always been committed to freedom. Some liberals have thought that there is a right to immunity from the power of the state while also denying that there is a right to self-governance, in the form of popular control of the power of the state. But Lincoln had it right. He captured the underlying logic of liberalism in linking freedom (“no man is good enough to govern another man, without that other’s consent”) with self-government and hence democracy. Freedom in one’s personal life (a right to self-governance, writ small) is connected with freedom in one’s civic life (a right to self-governance, writ large).

      10. Liberals are committed to individual dignity. They see people as subjects rather than objects, and they prize the idea of agency. They agree with Lincoln: “If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong.”4 For that reason, they regard Mill’s great work The Subjection of Women as helping to define the essence of liberalism.5 Thus Mill wrote, “The legal subordination of one sex to the other—is wrong in itself and now one of the chief hindrances to human improvement.”6

      11. Liberals note that Mill’s argument is an extended version of Lincoln’s remarks on slavery. With Mill and Lincoln, they insist on a link between their commitment to liberty and a particular conception of equality, which can be seen as a kind of anticaste principle. If some people are subjected to the will of others, we have a violation of liberal ideals.7 Many liberals have invoked an anticaste principle to combat entrenched forms of inequality based on race, sex, and disability. They insist that in many nations, those forms of inequality have involved, or now involve, the imposition of something like a caste system.

      12. Liberals oppose censorship. They are committed to free and fair elections and hence the right to vote. They work to defend freedom of conscience, the right of privacy, economic opportunity, and the right to be different. They agree with Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., who embraced “the principle of free thought—not free thought for those who agree with us but freedom for the thought that we hate.”8

      13. Liberals are aware that all over the globe, liberalism is under siege. They see Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, and Mao as defining practitioners of antiliberalism. Hitler said that one of his chief goals was “to abolish the liberal concept of the individual.”9 Mussolini proclaimed that fascism was “the negation of liberalism.”10 Liberals see Karl Marx and German political theorist (and Nazi party member) Carl Schmitt as defining antiliberal theorists. They regard Vladimir Putin and Viktor Orban as contemporary antiliberals. They know that prominent antiliberal leaders, of various kinds, are easy to find in the United States and Europe.

      14. Liberals believe that freedom of speech is an essential way of making self-government real. They understand freedom of speech to encompass not only political speech, but also literature, music, and the arts in general (including cinema). In fact, they insist on that point. They think that the arts broaden the imagination, including the political imagination. Liberals admire John Milton, William Blake, Jane Austen, and James Joyce. They also admire Walt Whitman (“I am as bad as the worst, but, thank God, I am as good as the best”) and Bob Dylan (“Even the president of the United States sometimes must have to stand naked”).

      15. Liberals much like Justice Robert Jackson’s words: “Compulsory unification of opinion achieves only the unanimity of the graveyard.”11 Liberals who insist on that proposition do not claim that people must declare their fidelity to liberal principles, including that one. They also like this from Justice Jackson: “Those who begin coercive elimination of dissent soon find themselves exterminating dissenters.”12 Liberals have diverse views about social media, but they do not favor censorship of social media platforms.

      16. Freedom of religion is fundamental to liberalism.13 Indeed, many of liberalism’s deepest convictions grew out of an insistence on religious liberty. Consistent with their commitment to pluralism, liberals believe that people should be allowed to worship in their own way, or not to worship at all. In North America and Europe in particular, many Christians believe that their liberalism is a product of their faith. Other religious traditions, including Judaism, Hinduism, Islam, and Buddhism, include countless liberals. As a matter of history, Catholicism and liberalism have sometimes been at odds, but properly understood, liberalism and Catholicism are highly compatible; Catholicism has helped to define contemporary liberalism, and many Catholics have been great liberals. David Tracy of the University of Chicago is a contemporary example.

      17. Countless liberals have deep religious convictions. They are acutely aware that all over the world, some people of faith abhor the idea of separating church and state and insist that the government should embrace and even enforce certain religious commitments. But liberals want to make the state free from domination by any religion, and they seek to ensure that the state guarantees safety for every religion.

      18. Liberals think that any intrusion on the freedom of religious believers should be presumed to be unacceptable, though of course no one is allowed to commit acts of violence (murder, rape, assault). Liberals think that officials should not be allowed to forbid people from worshipping in their own way. They also believe in the separation of church and state, even as they recognize that reasonable people disagree about what that separation entails. Liberals can and do disagree about specific issues involving religious liberty, including the scope of the Establishment Clause in the United States Constitution. In the United States, Supreme Court Justice Neil Gorsuch is a liberal; so is Justice Elena Kagan.

      19. If postliberals or antiliberalists insist on an official religious orthodoxy, liberals will respond: Who do you think you are?

      20. The idea of the rule of law is central to liberalism. It is closely connected with Lincoln’s sheet anchor. As liberals understand it, the idea entails a commitment to seven principles: (1) clear, general, publicly accessible rules laid down in advance; (2) law that is prospective, allowing people to plan, rather than retroactive, defeating people’s expectations; (3) conformity between law on the books and law in the world; (4) rights to a hearing (“due process of law”); (5) some degree of separation between those who make the law and those who interpret the law; (6) no unduly rapid changes in the law; and (7) no contradictions or palpable inconsistency in the law.14 The rule of law is not the same as a commitment to freedom of speech, freedom of religion, or freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures. It is a distinctive ideal, and liberals embrace it as such. (I take this issue up in more detail in chapter 4.)

      21. Liberals prize free markets, on the ground that they provide an important means by which people exercise their agency (see chapter 6). In addition, liberals never forget that free markets promote economic growth. Liberals believe that economic growth is important for a wide range of important things, above all well-being, including or perhaps especially for those at the bottom of the economic ladder.

      22. Liberals abhor monopolies, public or private, on the ground that they are highly likely to compromise freedom. Consider consumers: free markets allow them to buy what they want. (Let us bracket the question of wealth; poor people cannot, of course, buy what they want.) Consider workers, who can choose among the available options; liberals are committed to the idea of “careers open to talents” (see chapter 8). Consider employers, who can hire whom they wish (with important qualifications, as in the prohibition on race and sex discrimination).15

      23. At the same time, liberals know that markets can fail, as, for example, when workers or consumers lack information, or when consumption of energy produces environmental harm. Liberals believe that a range of tools are available to combat market failure. They might favor provision of information to consumers. They might favor corrective taxes or regulation to address environmental harm (see chapter 6).

      24. Liberals firmly believe in the right to private property. They think that on grounds of autonomy and welfare, that right is exceedingly important. The right to private property increases security and personal independence. It promotes freedom from fear. It increases political independence; if your property is yours, you have a degree of immunity from the state. It is also associated with economic growth.

      25. At the same time, nothing in liberalism forbids a progressive income tax, or is inconsistent with large-scale redistribution from rich to poor. Liberals can disagree about the progressive income tax or on whether and when redistribution is a good idea.16 Some liberals admire Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society; some liberals do not.

      26. Many liberals are drawn to John Stuart Mill’s harm principle: “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.”17 Liberals prize what Mill called experiments of living, and they are alert to the potentially harmful effects of both coercion and conformity.18 (Much more on that in chapter 2.) Liberals know that different people reasonably seek different paths, and they believe that there are many ways of having a good life. Liberals think that people should have access to both marriage and divorce.19

      27. Some liberals ultimately reject the harm principle, and even if they tend to like it, they do not take it as a dogma, or as rigid and fixed. Liberals are also aware that the harm principle can be challenging to define.20 It is fully consistent with the liberal tradition to emphasize that people might lack relevant information or make terrible mistakes.21 Many liberals like laws that require people to wear seat belts; many liberals do not. Many liberals are enthusiastic about the contemporary administrative state; many liberals are not.22

      28. Many liberals are generally receptive to nudges, understood as freedom-preserving interventions such as warnings, reminders, and disclosure of information.23 But some liberals worry that nudges can turn into shoves, or that they might not be sufficiently respectful of the autonomy of those who are nudged (see chapter 6).

      29. Many liberals are Kantians; they insist that people should be treated as ends, not means.24 They are liberals because they are Kantians. They think that liberalism is compelled by, or is part and parcel of, their Kantianism.

      30. Many liberals are utilitarians, seeking to maximize social welfare; they are liberals because they are utilitarians. They think that liberalism is likely to increase social welfare. In particular, they think that freedom increases welfare. They say this even though liberals do not agree on how to specify the broad idea of “welfare.” They know that some people, like Jeremy Bentham, emphasize “happiness,” and seek to maximize pleasure and minimize pain. They know that other liberals, like Mill, emphasize that human beings care about many things, and that “welfare” might include, for example, a sense of meaning or purpose, even if it does not bring about “happiness.” They know that some liberals are romantics and emphasize self-development (see chapter 3).

      31. Many liberals, known as contractarians, find it useful to emphasize the idea of a “social contract” between free and equal persons; they are liberals because they are contractarians. They think that free and equal persons would agree to liberal principles (see chapter 5). Some liberals observe that Kantianism, utilitarianism, and contractarianism tend to converge.25 They are delighted to make that observation.

      32. Many people believe that their religious tradition compels, or is compatible with, liberalism. Far from seeing a conflict between liberalism and their faith, they think that their faith leads directly to, or fits well with, their liberalism. (Liberals do not mind a little repetition.)

      33. Liberals can take their own side in a quarrel.26

      34. Liberals like laughter. They are anti-anti-laughter.

      35. Although liberals like liberalism, they do not like tribalism. They are concerned when people sort themselves into different groups, defined in specific ways, and see other people as part of other groups, defined in other ways. Liberals tend to think that tribalism is an obstacle to mutual respect and even to productive interactions. They are intensely uncomfortable with discussions that start “I am an X and you are a Y,” and that proceed accordingly. Skeptical of “identity politics,” liberals think that each of us has many different identities, and that it is usually best to focus on the merits of issues, not on one or another “identity.”

      36. Liberals know that people who have different life experiences (including, for example, the experience of discrimination, marginalization, or oppression) will know important things by virtue of those experiences. In fact, they insist on that point. But to liberals, a constant or excessive emphasis on a single aspect of “identity” tends to separate and calcify people and to endanger productive discussions, whether we are speaking of crime, poverty, education, climate change, or democracy itself.

      37. Liberals are aware that if identity politics are taken to an extreme, they threaten to produce horrors. Liberals know that these issues are exceedingly complicated.

      38. Liberals hope that people with diverse backgrounds and views can embrace liberalism, or at least certain forms of liberalism. Many liberals enthusiastically support John Rawls’s idea of an overlapping consensus, in which people accept the broad principles of what Rawls calls political liberalism. Political liberalism is meant to accommodate people with different views about fundamental matters, including different religious views. It can easily be supported by people on the left, on the right, and in the center.27

      39. Many liberals also embrace the idea of incompletely theorized agreements, by which people who are uncertain about fundamental matters, or who disagree about fundamental matters, can agree about certain practices or principles, such as protection of the right to dissent and religious liberty.28 You can believe in freedom of speech because you are a Kantian, insisting that people should be treated as ends, not means. You can believe in freedom of speech because you are a utilitarian, seeking to increase social utility. You can believe in freedom of speech because you are a romantic.

      40. Because liberals do not like tribalism, many of them do not especially love writing about why they are liberals, opposed to illiberals, postliberals, and antiliberals. It might even pain them to do so. They do not like thinking of liberalism as any kind of tribe. Still, they disagree with illiberals, postliberals, and antiliberals. They regret that some illiberals, postliberals, and antiliberals seem not to understand what liberalism actually is, or characterize it in ways that render it unrecognizable.29 They also regret that some illiberals, postliberals, and antiliberals do know what liberalism actually is, and that they are unwilling to respect freedom, democracy, the rule of law, and reasonable pluralism.

      41. Liberals think that some purported antiliberals are charlatans or snake oil salesmen. They think that some antiliberals have manufactured an opponent and called it liberalism, without sufficiently engaging with the liberal tradition, in all its diversity, or with actual liberal thinkers. They agree with Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman: “The refutation of a caricature can be no more than a caricature of refutation.”30 They think that some antiliberals wrongly conflate liberalism with something bad or terrible that happened last year or last week, or with enthusiasm for greed, for the pursuit of self-interest, and for rejection of norms of self-restraint. Far from being charitable to those they deem to be their opponents, they describe liberalism in a way that no liberal could endorse or even recognize.

      42. Liberals suspect that some antiliberals, on the right and left, greatly enjoy being part of a large-scale movement, and like seeing themselves as part of a vanguard or as revolutionaries, without having or offering clarity or details on what their movement is for or against, or on what their movement would achieve, if it were successful.

      43. Liberals agree that some of those on the left and the right who claim to be postliberals, or antiliberals, have legitimate claims and concerns about matters of great importance (including crime, corruption, immorality, a lack of educational opportunity, and poverty), and that they point to real and serious problems in existing societies. They do not think that liberal societies are close to perfect. But they do not think that those legitimate claims and concerns should count as objections to liberalism as such. (More on this in chapter 4.)

      44. Liberals are keenly aware that some critics of liberalism, following Tocqueville, insist that certain kinds of attitudes, institutions, norms, and virtues are essential, and that liberalism cannot work or survive without them. Many liberals share that belief. Some people believe that human beings are spiritual by nature, and that if religious faith atrophies, liberal societies will crumble. Some people believe that civic virtue is essential and that liberalism needs it. Some people emphasize the importance of the nuclear family, and urge that without it, liberal societies will fall apart. Many liberals share these beliefs.

      45. Many liberals will also say: We are liberals. We have something to say about freedom, human rights, pluralism, the rule of law, security, and democracy. We do not have something to say about everything. As liberals, we have nothing to say about many things. We are interested in what other people say about things of great importance. We will learn from those things. We know that liberal societies may depend on things on which liberalism, as such, is silent. It is not liberalism’s job to supply those things.

      46. Liberalism is a wide tent.31 John Locke thought differently from Adam Smith, and Rawls fundamentally disagreed with Mill.32 Here are some liberals: Immanuel Kant, Benjamin Constant, Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, Mary Wollstonecraft, John Dewey, Friedrich Hayek, John Maynard Keynes, Isaiah Berlin, Jurgen Habermas, Joseph Raz, Edna Ullmann-Margalit, Amartya Sen, Jeremy Waldron, Milton Friedman, Ronald Dworkin, Robert Nozick, Susan Okin, Charles Larmore, Christine Korsgaard, Phillip Pettit, Alan Ryan, B. Douglas Bernheim, and Martha Nussbaum. These people differ on fundamental matters. Some liberals, like Hayek and Friedman, emphasize the problems with centralized planning; other liberals, like Rawls and Raz, are not focused on that question at all. Some liberals, like Mill, Wollstonecraft, Nussbaum, Ullmann-Margalit, Sen, and Okin, focus directly on sex equality; other liberals, like Kant and Smith, do not have much to say about that topic.

      47. Liberals argue fiercely with one another. Rawls and Nozick differ on fundamental matters; Nozick was a critic of Rawls. Larmore and Raz are in sharp disagreement. Hayek and Keynes were not in accord.

      48. Many of the important practitioners of liberalism—from James Madison and Alexander Hamilton to Abraham Lincoln to Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Martin Luther King Jr.
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