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Hoffman and Graham note that 

liberalism has emerged as the 
world’s dominant ideology.  



LIBERALISM 



The authors say that 
as a concept, 
liberalism is 
confusing as it 
can be applied 
differently to 
political parties, 
movements, or 
strands of 
thought within a 
“liberal 
democracy…” 
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….further, one should ask: are we 

examining economic, social, or 
classical liberalism? 
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Liberals emphasize freedom (liberty), but also 

equality (although not necessarily material 
equality, more of a moral equality). 

 
The four most important “liberalisms” for our 

purposes are: 
 1. Liberalism as toleration (modus vivendi 

liberalism) 
 2. Contractarianism 
 3. Rights-based liberalism (libertarianism) 
 4. Utilitarianism 
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1.Liberalism as Toleration 
 
Hoffman and Graham tell us that the 
origins of liberal discourse are 
associated with the struggle for 
religious toleration generated by the 
Reformation and subsequent Wars of 
Religion running from the mid-1500’s 
to 1648.   



The eventual 
settlement of 
the Wars of 
Religion is 
credited with 
making 
toleration a 
central concept 
in political life, 
and in the 
process…  
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…generating a 
body of 
political 
reflection and 
writing that 
can be 
described as 
“liberal.” 
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2. Liberalism as Contractarian 
 
Hoffman and Graham point to Thomas 
Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) as the first 
significant work of modern political 
thought. Its conclusion: it is rational to 
submit to a powerful sovereign. 
 



Although this 
conclusion does 
not appear 
“liberal,” the way 
Hobbes reaches 
this conclusion 
draws on ideas 
that are now a 
major part of 
liberal reflection 
on the state…   
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…that reflection is called 

“contractarian,” where we first 
imagine a situation in which there is 
no state – the state of nature – and 
ask ourselves whether it is better to 
remain in the state of nature or 
agree to submit to a sovereign (or 
state). 

 
“…and the life of man [in the state of nature], 

solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.” 
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Hobbes was the 
first of the 
classic contract 
theorists – later 
important 
contractarians 
are Locke, 
Rousseau, and 
Kant. 
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But ultimately the 
case for 
treating 
Hobbes as a 
liberal rests on 
3 important 
characteristics 
of his thought:  
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a. It entails a rejection of natural authority 
– the authority of the sovereign derives 
from a contract and not from inheritance or 
divine right; 
b. People are equal in the state of nature; 
c. Although later contract theorists have 
revised the nature of the contract, the 
basic method remains, so Hobbes’s 
argument has served to stimulate and 
advance liberal thought. 
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3. Liberalism as Rights-Based 
 
The textbook compares the contractarian 
aspects of Hobbes, with the more rights-
based liberalism of Locke. Although they 
offer a similar description of the state of 
nature, their understanding of freedom, 
equality and natural law are quite 
different. 
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Locke’s contribution to the liberal 

tradition include: 
 



a. The idea that 
there are limits 
to what the 
state, or 
society in 
general, can do 
to human 
beings. 
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b. The idea that 
natural (or 
moral) rights 
provide us the 
opportunity to 
judge the state, 
meaning it is not 
necessary for us 
to “hand over” 
all our 
autonomy. 
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c. A more detailed 
discussion of 
institutions in a 
liberal 
democracy. 
Locke is 
considered a 
key influence on 
the formation of 
the American 
Constitution.  
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Kant also contributed 
to the rights-based 
liberal tradition, by 
emphasizing that 
the purpose of the 
state was not to 
realize goodness, 
but to ensure that 
people respected 
each other’s rights.   
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When one prioritizes the right over 

the good, it serves to limit the 
state’s functions – a key tenet of 
liberal thought. 
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4. Utilitarianism 
 

Utilitarians believe that political 
institutions function to increase 
the overall level of welfare – or 
utility – of a society.  
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Hoffman and Graham note that while 

there are obvious tensions between 
utilitarianism and rights-based 
liberalism, and much of the debate 
within the liberal tradition is 
between these positions, there are 
shared historical roots, such that 
they are both clearly part of the 
liberal tradition. 
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But…..what is utility? 
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For Bentham, utility = happiness 
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For Mill, utility = pleasure (as 

derived from happiness) 
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For Moore, utility = “ideal states 

of mind” 
 



LIBERALISM 
All these definitions 

conceptualize utility as 
something “mentalistic” – a 
feeling or a state of mind. But 
how would we know if someone 
was happy, or feeling pleasure, 
or has a right state of mind? 
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Contemporary utilitarians define 

utility as “preference 
satisfaction.” This definition 
has the advantage that there 
are available real-world 
systems for ordering 
preferences: 

 



a) Voting –  
(political 
preferences) 
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b) Markets -  
(economic 
preferences) 
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Hoffman and Graham point 
to 4 aspects of 
utilitarianism that connect 
it to the broader tradition 
or “family” of liberalism: 



1) As do Hobbes, 
Locke, and 
Kant, and 
Rousseau, 
utilitarians 
reject “natural 
authority” 
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2) Utilitarians still support the liberal 

“presumption in favor of freedom” 
and the “presumption of natural 
equality” 
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3) In concrete 
political terms, 
utilitarians are 
typically 
progressive or 
radical in their 
attitudes to 
social 
problems. 
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4) Most important 
of all, 
utilitarianism 
grew in parallel 
with the 
development of 
democracy. 

LIBERALISM 



LIBERALISM 

Liberalism:  
A Summary from 

Hoffman and Graham 



LIBERALISM 
At the heart of liberalism is the belief 

that people are naturally free and 
equal… 



LIBERALISM 
…or rather, any departure from 

freedom or equality [by the state] 
will require justification. 



Liberalism 
developed out of 
the settlement of 
the Wars of 
Religion, with 
the emphasis on 
toleration of 
religious 
difference. 
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Such toleration 
was gradually 
extended 
beyond the 
sphere of 
religion to 
other aspects 
of belief and 
lifestyle.  

LIBERALISM 



Several strands of 
liberalism 
emerged after 
the 17th century: 

Contractarianism 
Rights-Based 

liberalism 
Utilitarianism 
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Although there 
are significant 
philosophical 
differences 
between them, 
they are all 
clearly part of 
the “liberal 
family.”  
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