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CHAPTER 3: LIBERALISM 49

    Introduction 
 This chapter discusses a political theory, long present as one of the traditions of thought 
about international relations, which has come to the fore in the discipline since the end 
of the Cold War. Understanding  liberalism  requires acquaintance with the historical 
context in which the political arguments for freedom and toleration were fi rst enunciated. 
After providing a brief survey of some key liberal tenets and the manifestation of these 
tenets in international institutions and foreign policies, the chapter considers the way 
that contemporary liberal theories of international relations (IR) have developed along 
empirical and normative trajectories.  

  Liberalism 
 Liberalism is often seen as the characteristic political philosophy of the modern West. 
Its central principles – freedom, (human) rights, reason, progress, toleration – and 
the norms of  constitutionalism  and  democracy  are deeply embedded in Western 
political culture. Nonetheless, liberal theories of IR were until recently disdained as 
 utopian , by IR scholars no less than by diplomats. The two world wars and the  Cold 
War  seemed to bear out the realist thesis that the international milieu was inevitably 
subject to the harsh imperatives of  power politics . 

 Since the end of the Cold War, however, the world has looked quite different. There 
is no hostile power threatening the liberal democracies, indeed major  war  has come 
to seem unthinkable, and the international economy is organised in accordance with 
the norms of the liberal market. Liberal   internationalism has gained a new relevance. 
The predominant school of liberal IR theory, most strongly represented in the United 
States, focuses on the forces of change that are regarded as having brought about this 
transformation: democratisation, institutionalisation and economic  interdependence . 
Liberal thinkers outside that school, dispersed internationally and across academic 
 disciplines , are concerned with more troubling questions. Can liberalism, grounded in 
Western historical experience, sustain its universal claims in a world of many cultures? 
Can liberal ideals really be translated into practice in a world marked by today’s extreme 
inequalities, and if so, how? These theorists are aware of the need to address tensions 
among the traditional liberal concepts that have become more acute in today’s global 
setting, and perhaps even to rethink liberalism’s fundamental principles.  

  The   historical–political context 
 The term ‘liberalism’ dates only from the nineteenth century, but the distinctive liberal 
pattern of ideas crystallised much earlier, in the political struggle against monarchical 
absolutism in seventeenth-century England, and were formulated as a coherent political 
doctrine by the English philosopher,   John Locke, whose  Two treatises of government  
([1690] 1988) ranks as the fi rst great liberal text. For Locke the rights and freedoms of 
the individual were paramount; government should rest on consent, not monarchical or 
religious authority, its powers should be strictly limited, and it should practise religious 
toleration (see  Box 3.1 ). 

 Liberalism developed as a full-fl edged ideology in the ideas of the French 
   Enlightenment   philosophes  and the American founding fathers. History, viewed as the 
advance of civilisation, had reached a stage where the oppressive absolutist  regimes  
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of the day lacked all rational justifi cation. It was time to establish government anew, 
based on universal principles derived from reason. Liberal rights and freedoms were 
proclaimed in declarations such as the   American Declaration of Independence (1776) 
and the   French Declaration of the Rights of Man (1789), and manifestos such as   Thomas 
Paine’s  Rights of man  (1791–92) and   Mary Wollstonecraft’s  A vindication of the rights 
of woman  (1792). Liberal thought on political economy developed along similar lines. 
    Adam Smith’s  Wealth of nations  ([1776] 1998) with its themes of the division of labour, 
 free trade  and the benefi cent ‘invisible hand’ of the market, remains the Bible of liberal 
economists, much revered but little read, its qualifi cations long forgotten (see  Box 3.1 ).  

  BOX 3.1:     DISCUSSION POINTS 

  Early liberal thought 

   Locke ([1690]  1988 : 306) on liberty: 
 ‘ [T]he end of law  is not to abolish or restrain, but  to preserve and enlarge Freedom : 

…  where there is no Law, there is no Freedom . For  Liberty  is to be free from restraint and 
violence from others which cannot be, where there is no Law: But Freedom is not, as we are 
told,  A Liberty for every Man to do what he lists  [desires]: (For who could be free, when every 
other Man’s Humour might domineer him?) But a  Liberty  to dispose, and order, as he lists, 
his Person, Actions, Possessions, and his whole Property, within the Allowance of those Laws 
under which he is; and therein not to be subject to the arbitrary Will of another, but freely 
follow his own’ (Second Treatise, chapter VI,   paragraph 57). 

   Smith ([1776]  1998 : 289, 292) on the market’s ‘invisible hand’: 
 ‘Every individual is continually exerting himself to fi nd out the most advantageous 

employment for whatever capital he can command. It is his own advantage, indeed, and not 
that of the society, which he has in view’. … ‘[H]e intends only his own gain, and he is in 
this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part 
of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society that it was no part of his intention. 
By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than 
when he really intends to promote it’ (Book IV, chapter ii).    

 Liberal ideas on international relations also took shape in the later eighteenth 
century. Viewing war as irrational violence and attributing it to the unrestrained power, 
vanity and ambition of monarchs, liberals looked to the same remedy as for internal 
oppression: the removal of the old regime. The republics which were to replace it 
would have no reason to make war, but would be free to enjoy the benefi ts of peaceful 
commerce. There is no major theoretical statement of these ideas, but they were drawn 
together by the German philosopher   Immanuel Kant in a brief essay,  Perpetual peace  
([1795] 1970). 

 Early liberal thought was not democratic. In line with Locke’s emphasis on property 
rights, ‘consent’ meant election by property-holders, then a small minority.   Kant’s republics 
were not democracies. The violence of the French  Revolution  confi rmed liberal fears of 
the ‘tyranny of the majority’ – or, more simply, ‘the rule of the mob’. Liberal democracy 
dates only from the nineteenth century – relatively early in the US, much later in Europe, 
initially for men only. Women had to wait until the twentieth century.      

 Liberalism has always been a broad creed, permitting many variations. Liberal 
principles have been grounded in different philosophical systems; there are 
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remarkable contrasts in intellectual styles; and there are even major differences 
over the content of liberal principles. Space permits no more than a mention of 
philosophical differences:    utilitarianism  (‘the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number’), popularised by Jeremy Bentham, fl atly contradicted the natural rights 
philosophy of most earlier liberals, and the German    idealism  which inspired later 
nineteenth-century liberals qualifi ed the traditional individualism by introducing a 
concern for the community. 

 The intellectual style of the Enlightenment was notable for its self-confi dence: 
liberals appealed to Reason for unambiguous answers to all questions, and came under 
criticism for making light of serious problems, for assuming that there were simple 
solutions, evident to right reason, and that ‘all good things go together’ – that no truly 
diffi cult choices need to be made. A quite different style of theorising – refl ective 

 Figure 3.1    Mary Wollstonecraft – engraving by James Heath (1757–1834), from a 

painting by John Opie (1761–1807)

Source: Library of Congress LC-USZ62–64309.  
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and critical, struggling with ethical dilemmas – may be dated from the time of   John 
Stuart Mill’s  On liberty  ([1859] 1983) (see  Box 3.2 ). This became more characteristic in 
Europe, especially in the twentieth century, while American liberals remain closer to 
the Enlightenment tradition.  

  BOX 3.2:     DISCUSSION POINTS 

    John Stuart Mill, from On liberty ([1859]  1983 ) 

 ‘The aim, therefore, of patriots was to set limits to the power which the ruler should be 
suffered to exercise over the community; and this limitation was what they meant by liberty. 
It was attempted in two ways. First, by obtaining a recognition of certain immunities, called 
political liberties or rights, which it was to be regarded as a breach of duty in the ruler to 
infringe, and which if he did infringe, specifi c resistance or general rebellion was held to be 
justifi able. A second, and generally a later, expedient was the establishment of constitutional 
checks by which the consent of the community, or of a body of some sort, supposed to 
represent its interests, was made a necessary condition to some of the more important acts 
of the governing power’ (60). 

 ‘… the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering 
with the liberty of action of any of their number is self-protection … 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’ (68). 

 ‘The only freedom which deserves the name is that of pursuing our own good in our 
own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs or impede their efforts to 
  obtain it’ (72).         

 A major difference over the content of liberal principles opened up in the later 
nineteenth century. While ‘  classical’ liberals retained their faith in the wholly free 
market (‘ laissez-faire ’) and in limiting the powers of government to the minimum, a 
new school of thought was more responsive to the socialist critique of the inequities of 
the early industrial era. ‘  Social’ liberals saw a positive role for the  state  – in preventing 
the abuse of economic power and in promoting basic services, for example in public 

 Figure 3.2    Portrait of John Stuart Mill 

 Source: Popular Science Monthly , vol. III, 1873. 
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health and education. For classical liberals, freedom meant freedom from control or 
interference by the state (‘negative freedom’); for social liberals it meant, in addition, 
the opportunity for all members of society to develop their individual capacities 
(‘positive freedom’). This division between two senses of freedom, originally articulated 
by   Benjamin Constant ([1819]  1988 ), and made famous in the twentieth century by Sir 
Isaiah Berlin ( 1982 ), has proved extraordinarily persistent, reemerging in the cleavage 
between today’s economic    neoliberalism  and the social or ‘inclusive’ liberalism of 
those who seek a more equitable ordering of the economy, at both the national and 
international levels. 

 The critique of    imperialism , challenging the traditional liberal confi dence in the 
virtues of the economic  order , opened up a further division within liberalism.   J. A. 
Hobson’s  Imperialism: A study  ([1902]  1968 ) mounted an uncompromising critique of 
certain tendencies inherent in the liberal society of the day. His wide-ranging analysis 
of the economic and political sources of imperialism, which he saw as a deformation 
of   liberal  capitalism , had much in common with the Marxist critique. But whereas 
Marxists saw no remedy short of war or revolution, Hobson looked to democratic 
political processes to overcome the vested interests and prejudices which lay behind 
the phenomenon. Liberal imperialists, on the other hand, continued to support what 
the French called the civilising ‘mission’ of European colonial rule (Duncan Bell  2006 ; 
Hindess  2001 ; Pitts  2005 ). 

 With respect to international relations more generally, nineteenth-century 
liberalism remained in opposition to the realist assumptions of great-power diplomacy, 
maintaining the traditional Enlightenment critique but also bringing in realist arguments 
of the  national interest  to support liberal policies such as free trade, arms reduction, 
adherence to  international law  and support for liberal movements elsewhere. It 
became evident that liberal principles could lead to opposing policy choices: for 
example, with respect to intervention, support for nationalism or even involvement 
in war. 

 The creation of the   League of Nations in 1919 briefl y raised hopes for a new liberal 
international order, hopes that were dampened by the US refusal to join the League 
and extinguished by the aggression of the Axis powers in the 1930s. Nevertheless, the 
liberal vision of   Woodrow Wilson, the chief sponsor of the League, and in particular 
his confi dence in America’s leading the way to a universal liberal future, the ‘American 
mission’, has remained an unquestioned premise of US foreign policy. 

 The mood associated with the founding of the    United Nations (UN)  in 1945 was 
more sober, and ‘Cold War liberals’ soon became reconciled to a protracted struggle 
against the   Soviet Union. The preoccupation with the Cold War diverted attention 
from the principal post-war liberal achievement: the construction, under American 
auspices, of a dynamic liberal economic order in the Western world. The unexpected 
collapse of the Soviet Union opened the way to the world-wide extension of this 
system (‘ globalisation ’), generating in some circles a mood of liberal triumphalism: 
there was now no alternative, it was proclaimed, to the market economy and liberal 
democracy (Fukuyama,  1989 ). 

 Although the various Western countries proclaim the same liberal values and 
share a common political culture, this fi nds quite different expression in their foreign 
policies, refl ecting their different historical experience. In the US, as we have seen, 
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it is the sense of an American mission to promote a liberal world order. In Britain, 
the leading liberal power in the nineteenth century, while there was genuine support 
for liberal causes, it was never at the expense of the Empire nor of the traditional 
principle of upholding the balance of power. In Australia, the primary concern was 
the potential threat from the unfamiliar, culturally alien and densely populated Asian 
continent, and the consequent need for a powerful ally/protector. This came to be 
complemented by support for the UN, especially on the part of ALP (Australian Labor 
Party) governments, but it is only recently that the idea of regional engagement has 
come to the   fore.  

    Contemporary liberal IR theory 
 The contemporary social sciences draw a basic distinction between empirical and 
 normative  theory. The former is concerned with the factual: what is the case, what 
patterns of behaviour can be observed and explained? The latter examines what is 
desirable or obligatory: what goals should be pursued, what norms should be accepted 
as binding? The distinction is not as straightforward as is assumed, and indeed raises 
diffi cult philosophical issues. Moreover, most signifi cant political questions raise both 
kinds of issue; the normative and the empirical are not separate worlds. However, since 
the two types of theory have been developed separately, it is convenient to consider 
them under these headings. 

    Empirical theory: an emerging liberal order? 
 As noted earlier, the three most prominent liberal empirical theories are concerned 
with democracy, international institutions and interdependence. In the forefront 
of the liberal challenge to  realism  is the    democratic peace theory , fi rst set out 
by Michael Doyle ( 1983 ,  1986 ). This holds that, contrary to the realist claim that 
peace depends on the  balance of power , not on forms of government, the crucial 
factor is whether or not the governments of the major powers are democracies. In 
effect, so long as the balance of power favours the democracies, it ceases to be 
relevant; thus it is not of fundamental importance whether the present world is 
‘ unipolar ’ – a quasi-American empire – or  multipolar . In either case there is no 
danger of major war. 

 The basis for this confi dence is the convincing body of evidence that has been 
assembled in support of the liberal claim that democracies do not go to war against 
one another (Doyle, 1983, 1986; Russett, 1993) ( Box 3.3 ). Theorists offer two principal 
explanations for this. First, democracies are committed to the principle of resolving 
political differences non-violently, and they adhere to this in their relations with other 
democracies no less than in internal politics. Second, the public, who would bear the 
cost, is unwilling to support war against another democracy. These explanations are 
plausible, but not conclusive. A realist can argue that the reason for the democratic 
peace in the twentieth century was that the democracies were allies against a common 
enemy, and that at present nuclear weapons are a more secure guarantor of peace than 
the ascendancy of democracy. A Marxist can argue that peace is to be expected so 
long as the international system is controlled by a transnational business class with an 
interest in preserving an economic order highly advantageous to it.  
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  BOX 3.3:     DISCUSSION POINTS 

  Liberal legacies? 

   Michael Doyle ( 1983 ,  1986 ) made a powerful and provocative argument in the mid-1980s that 
modern liberalism bore two main legacies. First, ‘the pacifi cation of foreign relations among 
liberal states’; and second, ‘international “imprudence”’ (Doyle  1986 : 1156–7). The fi rst legacy 
is based on the claim that stable liberal democratic  sovereign states  (comprising market 
economies, the rule of law and democratic representation) historically have never waged war 
against each other. By exercising restraint, liberal democracies have created a separate ‘zone 
of peace’. The second legacy is that liberal democracies exercise this restraint, and form a 
separate zone of peace, only among themselves. Liberal democracies have ‘discovered Liberal 
reasons for aggression’ (Doyle  1997 : 206), and continue to fi ght wars against ‘non-liberal’ and 
‘non-democratic’ states. Afghanistan and Iraq are only the most recent examples where liberal 
democracies have waged such wars. Are they examples of   ‘liberal imprudence’?    

 Nevertheless, the thesis of the   democratic peace has greatly infl uenced policy 
thinking in the US. Not always for the best: scholars of the democratic peace, who 
never envisaged war as the means of promoting democracy, were dismayed by the 
way in which their theories were put into practice by   George W. Bush (Russett,  2005 ). 
Liberal political thinking outside the US, on the other hand, has not been so greatly 
infl uenced by the democratic peace thesis. While other Western countries generally 
support the establishment of democratic institutions, they do not share the US zeal for 
the promotion of   democracy. 

 A second school of liberal theory,    institutionalism , seeks to explain why, and 
how, international institutions have become so important with the rise of complex 
interdependence (Keohane and Nye [1977] 1989). It is concerned with questions such 
as: what are their principal functions, what determines their effectiveness, and how 
much do they ‘matter’ (i.e. are they more than just convenient vehicles for the exercise of 
power by their strongest members)? This last question shows that institutional theorists 
such as   Robert Keohane (1984) and David Lake (1996) take realism very seriously, but 
argue that it needs to be supplemented (see  Box 3.4 ). Although institutional theory no 
longer focuses directly on the goal of promoting peace, there is an assumption that 
institutions contribute indirectly to this goal by fostering habits of cooperation and a 
sense of shared interests. Institutionalists maintain that   international cooperation is far 
more extensive than realist theory would lead one to expect, and indeed has become 
indispensible in many areas, such as economic relations. But it is not automatic: a 
shared interest in peace, for example, or in a clean environment, does not ensure 
cooperation to achieve it. Institutions can devise means to implement shared goals, to 
apportion costs, and to prevent cheating. Through showing how cooperation can be 
achieved in practice, institutions infl uence the perception of national interests and shape 
expectations. At the most general level of abstraction, institutional theorists focus on 
information, norms and conventions as fundamental aspects of international relations.  

  BOX 3.4:     DISCUSSION POINTS 

    Neoliberal institutionalism and neorealism: what’s the difference? 

 Neoliberal institutionalism, as the name suggests, identifi es with the broad tradition of liberal 
political thought. However, it shares several key assumptions with neorealism (Nye  1988 ). 
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Indeed, one of the fi rst major statements of neoliberal institutionalism,   Robert Keohane’s  After 
hegemony  (1984) explicitly and deliberately embraces neorealism’s starting assumptions 
only to show how they can lead to altogether more ‘liberal’ and less pessimistic international 
outcomes if institutions are taken seriously. Keohane accepts not just neorealism’s  positivist  
method, but its substantive claims about the state as a self-interested ‘rational egoist’, and 
the international system as a structure of anarchy. Nonetheless, according to Keohane, states 
are capable of sustaining international cooperation under conditions of anarchy, especially 
when levels of interdependence are high. Institutions provide mutually benefi cial contexts 
in which information is communicated, transaction costs are reduced, and expectations are 
stabilised (Keohane  1989 : 166–7). For further reading on neoliberal institutionalism, see 
Stein ( 2008 ) and   J. L. Richardson ( 2008 ).    

   Institutions are understood, in a broad sense, to include much more than formal 
organisations. The useful concept of an international regime has been introduced to 
include, as well, informal agreements and understandings, and also norms and practices 
that can decisively infl uence the effectiveness of organisations (see Krasner  1983 ). To 
take an example: the nuclear non-proliferation regime, centred on the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty and the organisation responsible for monitoring it, the International Atomic 
Energy Agency, includes informal agreements not to export sensitive technology and 
equipment,  security  assurances to many non-nuclear states, and more generally the 
concerting of incentives and disincentives to increase the cost of acquiring nuclear 
weapons; and all this rests on a broad consensus on the dangers of an unrestricted 
nuclear proliferation. Due to nuclear developments in Iran and North Korea, this regime 
is now under stress, but this is not for the fi rst time, and thus far it has succeeded in 
keeping the number of nuclear-armed states far below the number technically capable 
of acquiring the weapons, and once widely expected to do so. 

 Western governments for the most part endorse liberal institutionalism, in the belief 
that the increasing   recourse to international institutions makes for a more predictable, 
cooperative and thus peaceful environment. Even  great powers  appreciate the 
order institutions help maintain.   G. John Ikenberry ( 2001 ) has shown how the liberal-
constitutional postwar order built by the US and its allies has functioned to bind and 
restrain   US  hegemonic  power. Nevertheless, major powers such as the US at times 
prefer ‘ unilateralism ’. In many other countries, however, policymakers prefer a situation 
where important sectors of international activity are regulated through generally 
accepted rules rather than through ad hoc bargaining among the strongest actors. The 
active involvement of small and middle powers in the    World Trade Organization , 
 arms control  regimes, UN  peacekeeping  and regional economic cooperation can 
be seen in these terms. And, in these and other liberal democracies, the continuing 
relevance of an earlier form of liberal institutionalism can be seen in the contrast 
between the consensus supporting the UN-sanctioned Gulf War (1991) as against the 
divisiveness of the Iraq War (2003), which lacked the endorsement of the   UN. 

 The third theoretical school,   commercial liberalism, has focused on the rise of the 
international trading system. It has sought to explain the shifting relationship between 
what   Richard Rosecrance ( 1986 ) calls the ‘two worlds of international relations’: the 
‘military-political’ world of the territorial states, and the increasingly interdependent 
world of trading states. This school has seen little innovation, but rather a refi nement 
of the traditional liberal claim that commerce promotes peace. In the years before 
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1914 liberals were over-optimistic on this score, some going so far as to assert that 
the unprecedented interdependence of that era rendered major war impossible or, 
as   Norman Angell ( 1912 ) put it, ‘futile’. World War I totally discredited this idea, but 
commercial liberals now advance the plausible but unremarkable thesis that extensive 
economic links reduce the likelihood of war among those involved. Thus, for example, 
according to this view, increasing trade and investment in the Asia-Pacifi c region, 
through enhancing prosperity and welfare, strengthens the incentive on all sides to avoid 
actions that could lead to major war. Since the early nineteenth century free trade has 
amounted to an article of faith for liberal economists. IR scholars, though uneasy over 
the universality of the economists’ claims, tend to defer to them, such that the political 
economy of trade remains underdeveloped. Studies of free trade and protection, for 
example, tend to see the issues through the lenses of orthodox   economic theory. 

 An interesting exception is the concept of ‘  embedded liberalism’, introduced in 
John Ruggie’s analysis of the post-1945 international economic order (Ruggie  1982 ). 
What was notable about the reconstruction of the liberal system, in Ruggie’s view, 
was that it did not give total priority to liberalising trade, but sought a balance 
with other goals such as full employment, social equity and political stability. He 
suggests that the success of the liberal reconstruction was due to this balanced 
approach. Since the 1980s, however, international economic relations have been 
reordered in accordance with the neoliberal doctrine which subordinates such 
political goals to achieving the maximum of liberalisation, not only in trade but 
in all aspects of economic life – notably deregulation, privatisation and the free 
movement of capital. This extended version of commercial liberalism, originating in 
the US and Britain under Reagan and Thatcher, has been wholeheartedly endorsed 
by policy communities and governments in many Western countries where they 
have dismantled tariff barriers and undertaken major economic restructuring in 
accordance with neoliberal   doctrine. 

 Although this subordination of society and politics to the rule of the market 
was contested in many countries, Western governments remained committed to the 
neoliberal orthodoxy until the outbreak of the   global fi nancial crisis in 2008, which 
shook confi dence in the virtues of deregulation. Long prior to this, however, there 
had been extensive theoretical debate on the issues raised by the neoliberal version 
of globalisation, but liberal IR theory was conspicuously absent. There was little 
theorising of a social liberal alternative to neoliberalism, although some IR scholars 
such as   Richard Falk ( 1999 ) offered valuable critical studies of its consequences. 

 To conclude this part of the discussion, it may be said that empirical liberal theory 
and research have shown that in important respects the liberal understanding of current 
world politics is more illuminating than the realist. It cannot yet be said whether this 
represents a historical turning point or just another ‘false dawn’ for liberalism. And a 
number of questions and reservations suggest themselves. First, while   IR theory in the 
US tends, like the foreign policy debate, to oscillate between realism and liberalism, 
these do not exhaust the theoretical universe. Second, is this liberal theory too close 
to the American political discourse, mirroring its emphases and silences? The tone of 
the theorising is always positive and occasionally celebratory, as when the president 
of the International Studies Association hailed the indications that the liberal vision 
of Woodrow Wilson was at last coming to fruition (Kegley  1993 ). In many ways 
empirical liberal theory offers the perspective of those comfortably located at the top 

9781107600003c03_p48-61.indd   579781107600003c03_p48-61.indd   57 8/23/2011   10:57:47 AM8/23/2011   10:57:47 AM



AN INTRODUCTION TO INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS58

of the global  hierarchy  (Falk’s ‘globalisation from above’), excluding the dark side 
of globalisation and the many ways in which the partially liberal order falls short of 
a more critical liberal vision. Some of these issues are taken up by normative liberal 
  theorists.  

    Normative theory: dilemmas and aspirations 
 Liberal normative issues form part of the everyday foreign policy debate. For example: 
what priority should be accorded support for human rights (see  Chapter 32 )? At what 
cost, in terms of important relationships with emerging or great powers (see  Chapter 
19 ), such as China, Russia or Indonesia? Under what circumstances is humanitarian 
intervention justifi ed (see  Chapter 31 )? Must it be approved by the UN (see  Chapter 
21 )? Is there an obligation to assist the globally disadvantaged, many of them at 
the margins of subsistence (see  Chapters 8  and  27 )? Some of these debates remain 
inconclusive, others arrive at a practical compromise, but the reasoning behind 
differing ethical claims is never pressed very far. The task of normative theory is to 
pursue this reasoning in order to establish consistent ethical principles grounded in 
a coherent philosophy. Since philosophies differ over fundamentals, this cannot lead 
to a consensus; but the search for a philosophical grounding enhances the awareness 
of the complexity of ethical issues and the import of contending philosophical 
traditions. 

 Liberals are divided among several traditions, including the utilitarian, the   pragmatist, 
the  Kantian , and more recently followers of American theorist John Rawls, who 
shares much with the Kantians. Normative theory may seem remote from the everyday 
debate, but on refl ection it is not diffi cult to see that familiar policy standpoints are 
associated with one or other liberal tradition: for example support for human rights 
with ‘classical’    Lockean  liberalism,  foreign aid  with social liberalism, and the UN with 
liberal internationalism. Within each philosophical school it is possible to distinguish 
between ‘ideal theory’ (Rawls’s term) – a normative vision based on fi rst principles – 
and theorising which focuses on what is practicable and also on ethical dilemmas, 
when accepted principles come into confl ict (see  Chapter 8 ). Students of international 
relations tend to be drawn to the practicable, and even to disparage ideal theory as 
utopian. But there is a place for both kinds of theorising: ideal theory enlarges the 
awareness of what could become practicable, but meanwhile – as argued powerfully 
by Amartya Sen ( 2009 ) – there is an urgent need for theorising on practicable remedies 
for manifest evils and injustices. 

 It is not possible in this short survey to do justice to the range of issues addressed 
by liberal normative theorists. Two of the most prominent issues, human rights and 
humanitarian intervention, are the subject matter of later chapters ( Chapters 31  and  32 ). 
A discussion of one major issue area, however –   global distributive justice – may serve 
to illustrate the range of different liberal approaches and viewpoints. 

 Western   development assistance dates from the 1950s, but the issue termed 
global distributive justice stemmed from third-world demands for a new international 
economic order in the 1970s, in the context of increasing awareness of international 
interdependence. The policy issues and the problems of effective implementation are 
highly complex, but for purposes of normative theory the relevant question is whether, 
as a matter of justice, not self-interest or a sense of a common humanity, the wealthy 

9781107600003c03_p48-61.indd   589781107600003c03_p48-61.indd   58 8/23/2011   10:57:47 AM8/23/2011   10:57:47 AM



CHAPTER 3: LIBERALISM 59

countries should make substantial resources available for the purpose of improving the 
conditions and opportunities of the less well off – many of them living in conditions 
unimaginable in the Western world. 

 At one pole of the debate are classical liberals such as   Friedrich Hayek, for whom 
justice can refer only to the conduct of individuals, not the ordering of society (Hayek 
 1976 ). Thus,   social justice is a meaningless concept: there can be no obligation to assist 
the disadvantaged. At the other extreme, the utilitarian principle of the greatest good of 
the greatest number can be interpreted to justify a transfer of resources on an almost 
unimaginable scale, since any additional resources made available to the poor will 
tend to increase their welfare by a greater amount than the loss of those resources will 
diminish the welfare of the well off. 

 The debate between   Rawls and his followers shows that a common philosophical 
starting point can lead to quite different conclusions, depending on what further 
considerations are taken to be relevant. Rawlsian theorists start from the ethical principle 
that social inequalities can be justifi ed only if their overall effect is to benefi t the least 
well off (Rawls  1971 ). This is usually taken to require measures to enhance the well-
being and opportunities of those socially disadvantaged. For Rawls himself, however, 
the principle is not relevant in international relations, since the world as a whole is 
not a political community as he understands it, but (still) a world of independent 
communities (Rawls  1999 ). Some Rawlsian theorists, on the other hand, hold that when 
globalisation is taken into account, and in particular the extent to which economic life 
in the poorer countries is subject to regulation by international institutions controlled 
by the Western states, the principle is indeed relevant (Pogge  2002 ). As in the case of 
utilitarian theory, this would lack credibility if it were taken to require near-limitless 
transfers of resources. But either principle would justify practicable transfers to meet 
urgent needs, well beyond present limits. 

 The separation between empirical and normative theory is disadvantageous 
to the study of international relations. The normative theorists are keenly aware of 
defi ciencies in today’s partially liberal order that empirical theory does not address. A 
closer engagement with normative theory would bring a critical dimension to empirical 
theory and could prompt research into ways in which that order falls short of liberal 
ideals, and how improvements might be brought     about.   

  Conclusion 
 Liberalism developed in opposition to realism, a theory of constraint which sees the 
world of states as subject to the imperatives of  geopolitics , with major war the fi nal 
arbiter. Liberalism is a theory of choice: social and political evils are not just a given of 
the human condition, but can be remedied – if only after protracted struggles. One of the 
strengths of contemporary liberal theory is that it takes the realist constraints seriously, 
while denying that they are fi nal imperatives. If traditional liberal thought underestimated 
the importance of power in international relations, recent theory incorporates realist 
understandings of power while insisting that they do not tell the whole story. But the 
major strength of liberal theory is its orientation to new trends in world politics. Most of 
the new agenda issues discussed in Part 3 can be related to one or other area of liberal 
theory. This does not mean that liberalism seeks to incorporate every new issue. To take 
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the case of global  terrorism : a liberal might well regard the issue as vastly over-sold as 
a ‘war on terror’ heralding a new era in world politics (see  Chapter 29 ). 

 One   criticism of liberalism which remains valid is that it tends to underestimate 
the strength of ethnicity,  nationalism  and religion in both internal and international 
politics. A typical liberal response is that while this may be true in the short run, the 
appeal of liberal values is such that they are bound to prevail in the longer run. As 
  Francis Fukuyama expresses it, only liberal democracy can satisfy the material needs 
and the aspirations that are common to all mankind (Fukuyama  1989 ). But it is precisely 
this universalism which is increasingly under challenge. It would not be surprising if 
non-Western cultures such as the Chinese and the Islamic should remain resistant to the 
liberal model. But many liberals, lacking respect for non-liberal values, are ill-prepared 
for coexistence with such cultures. 

 Overall, liberalism, like most theories, is weak in self-criticism. Thus there is little 
liberal theorising on the dangers posed by the liberalism of the powerful – whether 
the militant liberalism of the Bush Administration or neoliberal ideology’s enhancing 
of the power of the economically strong at the expense of the weak. Nor have liberal 
theorists devoted much time to the hollowing out of liberalism at home through misuse 
of executive power in the name of ‘security’. At a time when the most familiar liberal 
theories can make for a certain complacency, it is important to become as aware as 
possible of liberalism’s typical biases and blind spots.  

    QUESTIONS  
   1.     What are the major historical and intellectual factors that shaped liberalism?  

  2.     There are a number of distinct ‘liberalisms’ – which of these has most infl uenced the 
international relations agenda?  

  3.     What did the neo-Kantian liberalism of Woodrow Wilson stand for in the years between 
the two world wars? Is Wilsonian liberalism still signifi cant in the contemporary era?  

  4.     What are the main characteristics of ‘commercial’ liberalism? Are these characteristics 
discernible in the neoliberal globalisation project?  

  5.     What is Democratic Peace Theory?  

  6.     How do countries other than the US embody liberalism in their foreign policy?   
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