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Most forms of liberalism are based on 

ideas that were developed during the 
European Enlightenment, such as: 
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1. The notion that humans are social animals 

whose cultures and individual capacities for 
good and evil are not innate or fixed but 
originate in social relationships and so can be 
modified or improved. 



2. A belief in the 
importance of 
critical reason, 
skepticism, and 
doubt. 
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3. The human 
capacity to 
utilize these 
resources 
through 
observation, 
empirical testing 
and the 
acceptance of 
the fallibility of 
all knowledge. 
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4. A consequent rejection of the intolerant, 

closed ways of thinking associated with 
blind religious faith and metaphysical 
speculation. 



5. The notion that all 
human beings 
have a right to 
self-direction, and 
development is 
best achieved 
where 
governments 
become 
constitutional or 
accountable. 
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6. The possibility of attaining self-realization 

through practical involvement in, and attempts 
to transform, the material world. 



LIBERALISM AND KANT 

I. Tenets of 
Liberalism 
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1. Human rationality and 
emphasis on science. 
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2. Private property, 
capitalism, business / 
trade.  
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3. Economic growth and 
use of natural 
resources.  
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4. Diversity and peaceful 
reform.  
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5. Democracy and the 
rule of law. 
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6. Evolutionary, not 
revolutionary change.  
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II. Varieties of 
Liberalism 
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1. Commercial Liberalism – theories which 

link business and free trade with world 
peace.  
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2. Republican Liberalism – theories linking 

the practice of democracy with world 
peace (Kant).  
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3. Sociological Liberalism – theories 

linking law, international integration with 
world peace.  
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4. Neoliberalism – inclusive of all of the above but 
with a focus on the economic elements  
such as the  
“free”  
market,  
unconstrained  
competition,  
“free” trade,  
and laissez-faire  
government  
policies.  
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III. Important 
Liberal 

Thinkers 
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1. Hobbes – although pessimistic about human 
nature, he broke with the practice of using  
custom and religion  
as support for  
political authority,  
and argues individuals  
were rationally capable  
of forming  
their own government.  
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2. Locke – created the first recognizable 
statement for liberalism  
by arguing for a  
representative  
government that  
could protect life,  
liberty, and property;  
a “social contract”  
theorist.  
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3. Bentham – developed “utilitarian” 

theory, the idea that the value of an 
action can be measured by its utility to 
individuals (greatest pleasure for the 
greatest number).  
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4. Smith – from the classical economist 

school, who argued that government 
should refrain from interfering with the 
economic laws of the market (laissez-
faire).  
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IV. Divisions 
in Liberalism 
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By the end of the 19th century, liberalism 

splits in two directions, one advocating 
increased government intervention in the 
economy and society, the other stressed 
individual liberty and limited government 
activity. The latter becomes associated 
with 20th century conservative thought.  



1. Mill – initial 
supporter of 
utilitarianism, 
later rejected in 
favor of 
socialism.  
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2. T.H. Green – 
along with Mill, 
and early 
supporter of 
the idea of a 
“welfare state.” 
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3. Spencer – focused on theories of individual 

competition, and is reputed to have coined the 
phrase “survival of the fittest.” Argues that 
society progresses through individual 
competition that enables the fittest to gain 
which produces (over the long haul) a better 
society.  
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4. Dewey – created the philosophical position known 
as instrumentalism or using philosophy to search for 
truth and solve problems (pragmatism); stressed the 
need to move away from laissez-faire; government was 
the only effective way to deal with certain economic 
and social  
problems.  
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5. Rawls – suggested that in a just 

democratic society, individual or group 
self-interest cannot be allowed to 
determine the allocation of benefits.  
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Kant 
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Kant’s philosophy took place against the 

backdrop of three important events:  
  1. The Renaissance (1400 – 1500) 
  2. The Reformation (1500 – 1600) Luther, 

 Calvin 
  3. Modern Science (1600 – present) Galileo, 

 Newton 
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Another important period, described as 

The Enlightenment, saw the concepts of 
scientific rationality and reason applied 
to all aspects of human affairs as a way 
to improve the conditions of human life.  
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I. Theory of the 
Universe 



1. Kant was a 
man of science 
and 
metaphysics 
and 
concentrated 
his efforts on 
reconciling the 
two.  
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2. Kant’s “two worlds”: the world “as it 
appears” to us, a world we can know; and the  
world “as  
it is in  
itself” or  
the world  
we cannot  
know.  
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The notion of “transcendental idealism,” or 
forms of reason. For Kant, there are three 
“transcendent ideas”:  
God, freedom, 
and  
immortality.  
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These transcendent ideas are expressions 

of deep “interests” of reason that cannot 
simply be dismissed. Metaphysical 
speculation is as inevitable for us as 
breathing.  

  “It is a part of the human condition 
that our reason has this 
particular fate that in one species 
of it, knowledge is burdened by 
questions which, as prescribed 
by the very nature of reason 
itself, it is not able to ignore, but 
which, as transcending all its 
powers, it is also not able to 
answer.” 
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II. Theory of 
Human Nature 
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1. Kant’s quest: to reconcile morality and 

religion with science (free will vs. 
determinism). He concluded that we 
cannot know the ultimate question of 
spiritualism vs. corporealism.  



2. 3 states of 
knowledge: 
sensibility, 
understanding, 
imagination 
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3. We do not just 
perceive, 
judge, and 
theorize, we are 
also agents – 
we do things 
and affect the 
world by our 
actions. 
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4. Humans are free, rational beings who 

can act for moral reasons, not just 
selfish desires, but, Kant is unsure 
whether we can know the true reasons 
for actions, moral or otherwise.  
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III. Diagnosis 
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1. We are midway, “between animals and 

angels.” 
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2. We are many 
times unable to 
postpone the 
satisfaction of 
immediate desires 
in the interest of 
longer-term goals.  
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3. Human beings are depraved, which for 

Kant meant we subordinate “duty” to 
“inclination,” the deliberate preference 
for one’s own happiness over 
obligations to other people.  
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4. He is unable to decide whether “evil” is 
a result of our own choice or innate 
within us. He also sees “radical evil” 
develop as a result of social conditions. 
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IV. Prescription 



1. Kant’s answer to 
these problems 
mirrors his 
diagnosis of 
what ails us; 
filled with 
ambiguity. He 
tries to answer 
the question of 
evil at two 
levels. 
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2. First, he 
suggests evil 
can only be 
eradicated 
through 
religion.  
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3. Later, he tries 
to suggest there 
are practical,  
moral reasons  
to resist evil.  
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4. Ultimately, 
Kant’s moral 
philosophy 
suggests that 
motivation for 
doing one’s duty 
should not 
include 
expecting 
personal benefit 
from the deed.  
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5. In the end, we have two philosophies:  
a. Practical – humans can find a basis for 

moral action.  
b. Religious – our  
ultimate hope is   
“divine grace.” 
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V. Critical 
Discussion 
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1. Obviously, one major problem with 

Kant’s philosophy is in its utter 
incomprehensibility.  
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2. Does he satisfactorily reconcile the 

question of science and faith? 
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