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Introduction

European Liberal Discourses

Conceptual Affinities and Disparities

Michael Freeden and Javier Ferndndez-Sebastian

==

The term ‘liberal’ occupies a special place in European culture. Its detractors
and opponents may rail about its paternalism, its elitism, its oft-deplorable
colonial record and, occasionally, its monadic individualism, but liberalism
has been associated with emancipation, openness, reform, tolerance, legality,
political accountability, the removal of barriers to human interaction and,
above all, humanism, values on which most Europeans pride themselves —
despite the horrendous events that struck at the heart of European civilization
during the twentieth century. If that account may seem too starry-eyed, one
has also to recall that many liberals themselves approached their creed from
other, extra-humanist angles: the lifting of material economic constraints, a
passport to modernization and a constitutional guarantor of a stable, conserv-
atively inclined polity. Nor is that all when a conceptual story of Europe is
undertaken. It is not only that many non-European societies have embraced
and developed these liberal ideas further; contrary to the perspective adopted
by many historical studies, as Javier Fernandez-Sebastian demonstrates in his
chapter, these ideas were preceded or paralleled in parts of Hispanic America,
occasioning an early two-way transmission of liberal languages across the
Atlantic.

For many thinkers, liberalism is neither just an ideology nor a
philosophical-political theory like any other, such as socialism, anarchism
or conservatism, but rather a set of basic cultural postulates that opens the
possibility of debate among all modern ideologies. In that sense, liberalism
has often been equated with the mainstream of modern Western civilization
and even with modernity as such. Just as it has been said in the sphere of
contemporary art that ‘Cubism is not just one “ism” among many, but the
condition for all the others’, in the political arena one might also say that
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‘liberalism is not just one “ism” among many, but the condition for all the
others’. Whether that is indeed the case, or whether liberalism is nonetheless
a (multi-)provincial construct is for its students to judge.

Conceptualizing and Reconceptualizing: The Liberal Maze

In this book we have chosen to put aside our own definitions in order to
explore some of the descriptions, interpretations and conceptual constella-
tions of liberalism that have been advanced by a number of historical actors,
mostly liberals, in Europe over the past two centuries. Instead of the usual
question ‘What is Liberalism?’,! as posed by politicians and academics, we
will attempt to answer two alternative questions. The first question is central
to the practice of conceptual history: ‘What did they mean by liberal or
liberalism?’; when ‘they’ refers to a transgenerational collective of historical
agents who lived in different European countries, from the beginning of the
nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth century. As far as we know,
this question was first posed in a traditionalist Spanish newspaper in 1813,?
since which time it has been periodically rephrased. The second question
has in recent years been included within the remit of conceptual history:
‘Which diverse conceptual collocations and cognates have imparted and fine-
tuned the competing and coalescing meanings that liberalism has exhibited
throughout its history?’ This reflects the multiple dimensions that have
generated a loosely shared body, or family, of liberal languages, yet one that
interacts with continuously changing political vocabularies. These languages
have drawn sustenance from a common substratum, and their mutation not
infrequently reveals mutual exchanges, linguistic borrowings and grafts. The
concept of liberalism is thus liberated from the misleading confines of a
uniform definition, since no definition is capable of delivering a satisfactory
account of all aspects of such a vast and complex ideology-cum-movement.
In parallel, the study of conceptual morphology indicates the inevitability
of selective choices among different conceptions of any political concept,
given the inescapable incompatibility of many of these conceptions with one
another.’

Our volume restricts itself to the terms ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’,
though — particularly in Franz L. Fillafer’s chapter on liberalism under the
Habsburgs — it acknowledges liberalism’s immediate European prehistory as
it emerged in a swirl of Enlightenment and religious argumentation at the
end of the eighteenth century. We cannot of course cover the conceptual
history of the past 200 years in any given chapter, nor can we do justice to all
European countries. Together, these studies proffer a measured spatial and
temporal cross-cut of the conceptual history of European liberalism in each of
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the selected countries, through diverse, dedicated analyses of broad segments
of that history: as initiating periods, as periods of maturing complexity or as
turning-points. In so doing, they reflect the various layers and conceptions
that have fermented and matured in liberalism’s embrace from its inception
as liberalism two centuries ago, and whose continuous internal jostling has
produced a powerful and imaginative dynamic. In the tug-of-war between
space, time and context, ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ have undergone such
remarkable mutations that it becomes a challenge to determine whether we
are dealing with the same concepts or whether seismic shifts have occurred
beneath the surface of the words. If this indicates nothing else, it dismisses
the abstract universalism that many political philosophers have conferred on
liberalism, even though, unsurprisingly, the contents of that universalism are
themselves contested among such philosophers.

Historiographically, too, we are beginning to understand that the idealized
concept of ‘Western liberalism’; so frequently invoked by the historians who
have contributed to that grand narrative, is in fact highly dependent on the
archetypal story of the origins of liberalism invented and promoted by the
first European liberals themselves almost 200 years ago in order to give their
political programme a prestigious prehistory and intellectual pedigree. We
are aware that in order to analyse the conceptual indeterminacy of ideologies
adequately, it is necessary to break with the inertia characterizing old-style
histories of political thought. We wish to investigate historically how specific
political forces came to be through the use of particular languages and con-
cepts, giving themselves at the same time an ad hoc intellectual and political
past. Our starting point is the history of actually existing liberals, although we
must bear in mind that the concepts used by liberals were in no way exclu-
sively theirs; as is well known, one of the characteristics of political modernity
in linguistic terms is that, to a great extent, adversaries use the same concepts,
interpreted in a discordant and often antagonistic manner.

Yet although the incipient epistemic entity called liberalism gradually
converted into an increasingly variegated set of interconnected currents, it
contains sufficiently intertwined semantic elements for those to be consid-
ered components of the ‘same’ concept. Beyond the concrete movements,
ideologies and political parties labelled ‘liberal’, it is possible to identify lib-
eralism as a great current of thought, with some imbricated — and partially
contradictory — features, mutating over time. Consequently, we have opted
to use the phrase Furopean liberalisms in the plural in order to emphasize the
multifaceted spectrum of understandings nested under the liberal umbrella
and to offer an ‘empirical-conceptual’ approach to those liberalisms.

The comparative perspective endorsed in this volume underlines the claim
that the study of liberalism passes through multiple heuristic filters: not only
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as a concept or cluster of concepts, but as a political vocabulary, a colloquial
language, an ideology, an array of practices, a compendium of human values
and a plethora of concrete experiences. Nor is liberalism solely about politics;
its reach also encompasses morality, the economy, culture and religion. All
this raises profound methodological issues. For as one attempts to engage
with the divergent universe of meanings that ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ have
accrued in Europe, meanings that mix with local understandings wherever
they alight — both within the continent and far beyond its physical borders —
one is led to reflect on the paths that a conceptual history of liberalism should
tread. Should we locate its concepts and collocations in certain cultural prac-
tices, in linguistic and rhetorical verbal usage, in vernacular discourse, in
the political theories of eminent individuals, in religious faiths and cultural
dispositions, in the institutions of political parties, in the diverse disciplinary
traditions of politics, economics and philosophy, in a social transition from
small scale human conduct — being personally ‘liberal’ — to large-scale social
phenomena, an ideology of liberalism? Does liberalism have a prehistory that
conceptual historians need to take into account? Do the uppercase ‘1.’ and the
lowercase ‘I’ indicate a distinction of importance or is there — as in so many
other instances — a permeable boundary problem?

Liberal Pluralities and Academic Viewpoints: A Medley
of Abundance

The approaches in this volume illustrate the fruitfulness that a conceptual
history of European liberalisms can display. It can focus on a geocultural
story of origins. Its diverse exemplars can indicate clear cross-cultural
impact, semi-coincidental parallelisms or the equivalence of ‘false friends’.
It confronts the question of whether the regional subgroupings recognize
and acknowledge each other, though often with universal pretensions, airs
and graces, or whether the flow of perceived influence is disrupted through
the discourses and activities of distanced observers and misinterpreters — in
which case, the broader continental parochialism that is liberalism may be
transformed into a series of even smaller discrete national parochialisms. And
a conceptual history of European liberalisms needs to engage with the manner
in which the imaginations and fantasies of the past stamp their imprint on
what liberals can think, utter and write, as well as with determining whether
liberals possess a distinct facility for projecting the future and subscribing to
a distinctive horizon of expectations.

The various chapters in this volume touch, collectively if not individually,
on most of the above issues. The contributors all share a deep-seated interest
in the historical analysis of the concepts, discourses and ideological features
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that have characterized European liberalisms, and their chapters are all linked
by the common purpose of finding the key concepts that mattered in particu-
lar cases. At the same time, they offer a broad sample of approaches, reflecting
on the one hand the multiple historical understandings of the concept of
liberalism that past discourses and thinkers have employed, and revealing on
the other hand the methodological plurality that today inhabits the domain of
conceptual history. The authors have been encouraged to exercise their free-
dom to focus on their own research and understandings, and their analyses
provide a differently weighted set of perspectives the student of liberalism
might adopt. Their chapters range across different timespans, affording the
reader windows into diverse European experiences of liberalism over more
than 200 years, although most chapters focus on the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

As will be seen, some of the following chapters are closer to the his-
tory of political thought, while others are closer to the history of concepts.
Furthermore, within this latter modality, there are authors more attentive to
vocabularies, while others try to take into account practices and even, as in
Michael Freeden’s final chapter, attempt to reduce the motley outlook and
morphological complexity of British/European liberalisms to a repertoire
of historical layers. While it is certainly not easy to combine the historical-
conceptual approach with the methodology of ideal types, Freeden’s endeav-
our to delineate the major temporal strata of liberalism offers a heuristic tool
to find a middle way between idiographic and nomothetic perspectives, a
proposed method for synthesizing and dissecting the changing conceptual
constellations historically present in liberal ideologies into a circumscribed
range of types and strata. In sum, we see this book as an opening gambit in
developing a rich and intricate understanding of European liberalism’s con-
ceptual history, in the hope that it will encourage further studies in this field.*

A central aim of this book is to restore the historicity and substantivity of
European liberalisms rather than framing them in some grand enterprise of
evolutionary momentum or philosophical truth, which all too often results in
flattening the differences and varieties of liberalism. The usual approaches,
especially when referring to nineteenth-century European liberalism, tend to
reduce it to only one version: that of so-called ‘classical liberalism’, which is
often equated with a short list of British political philosophers. At worst, this
perspective could lead to the absurdity of maintaining that, until the twentieth
century, the only relevant form of liberalism was that in Britain. Ironically, the
words ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ when applied to a party were first employed in
other countries of Mediterranean Europe, whereas in Britain it was initially
perceived as a foreign term, and entered British political discourse only later
and with difhculty.
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Despite the many differences between the cases examined here, some basic
similarities emerge from this comparison. In the final chapter in this volume,
Freeden offers an overall morphological-evolutionary view that, although
referring mainly to British liberalism, mutatis mutandis could serve as a gen-
eral scheme and as a counterpoint to other particular cases. These prepolitical
similarities emanate from a common cultural and semantic substratum that,
long before liberalism took shape as a political ‘ism’, and even before the first
of the five layers identified by Freeden had completed their sedimentation,
was already shared in large areas of Europe. Thus, the excellence of the virtue
of liberality, essentially understood as generosity and open-mindedness, was
recognized almost everywhere. This enduring substratum accounts for the
frequent practice of numerous liberals throughout the last two centuries — as
emphasized by several authors in their respective chapters — of invoking
the echoes of the ancient moral virtue of liberality, echoes that still resonate
in our day. Moreover, the fact that the term ‘liberalism’ refers to such an
overarching nonspecific concept surely has much to do with the ambiguity
and polyvalence of the concept of freedom, on which liberalism ultimately
rests. As Portuguese historian Oliveira Martins demonstrated in 1881, and
as most of the contributors to this volume note, freedom is one of the most
complex, contested and difficult-to-grasp concepts of the entire political
vocabulary. This is evident in the Polish case, as Maciej Janowski shows in
Chapter 8, and in Chapter 11, where Freeden illustrates some of its changing
interpretations.

Entering the Age of the ‘Isms’

Within the ‘great age of “isms™ that was the nineteenth century, its first

decades saw the advent in the West of the initial and most important political
‘isms’. If we take up the much-discussed Koselleckian notion of Sattelzeit,
the first half of the nineteenth century could be described from this perspec-
tive as a crucial extension of the threshold period of entry into full modernity,
during which a special type of neologisms crystallized, relating to ‘concepts of
movement’ (Bewegungsbegriffe). The rapid coinage in English of terms such as
liberalism, radicalism, socialism, conservatism, nationalism and communism
in a short period of time allows us to date the critical phase of that advent as
occurring between 1819 and 1840.°

This chronological enumeration of half a dozen of those key modern
‘isms’ shows that liberalism was the forerunner of the great ideologies, and
therefore the most durable ‘ism’; because through many ups and downs, it
continues to accompany us today. And, given that in the series of which
this book is a part, other volumes dedicated to different ‘isms’ may be
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published in the near future, let us pause a moment to consider a little
more closely the place occupied by liberalism in the context of the political
‘isms’.%

We suggested at the beginning of this introduction that this first political
‘ism’ of modernity could be seen as a prototype and precondition of all others,
if only because of its ability to ignite public debate about the best policies for
society in different spheres, thus opening up a struggle between ideologies
that would never be extinguished. In any case, there is no shortage of critics
of all stripes that affirm that the other ideologies harbour to some extent
a development and a sequel of liberal principles — either by extension and
deepening or by negation and rejection. It is not uncommon for the harsh-
est critics of incipient liberalism to accompany their attacks with a diatribe
against ‘isms’ in general.

As a political ‘ism’, liberalism emerged precisely at the pivotal moment of
the turn from religious ‘isms’ —most of them derogatory — that had proliferated
since the Reformation towards the new ideological-political ‘isms’ oriented
towards the future.” In fact, in the second decade of the nineteenth century,
when the word ‘liberalism’ was coined, the majority of the most common
‘isms’ still remained religious and philosophical in nature.® No wonder,
then, that the earliest discussions on the meaning of the word liberalism —
originating from publicists hostile to that emerging ‘ism’ — hesitated to label
it as a heresy or as a new political faith.’

Two scholars who have recently written on this topic remark that when
analysing ‘isms’; it is advisable to examine the root and the suffix, since ‘the
ism suffix often adds a particular claim of “ownership” to the use of a concept
due to the generalising and universalising effect of the suffix’.!” The semantic
effects of this suffixation were already noticed and passionately discussed in
the mid nineteenth century by Prince Metternich in an exchange of letters
with the Marquis of Valdegamas on the occasion of the publication of the
latter’s Ensayo sobre el catolicismo, el liberalismo y el socialismo (1851). In that
correspondence, Metternich strongly states his ‘aversion to isms, when I see
them applied to any noun that expresses a quality or a right’. According to
the Austrian politician, when the suffix ‘ism’ is added to abstract names such
as God, reason, constitution, society or common to turn them into deism,
rationalism, constitutionalism, socialism and communism, that simple ‘gram-
matical transmutation’ perverts the meaning of the original concepts and
lends the new isms thus formed a ‘dangerous elasticity’. Donoso responds
by acknowledging the evils derived from the ‘abuse of that termination’,
although he excludes Catholicism from that will of appropriation and falsi-
fication that characterizes most of the ‘isms’. On the other hand, liberalism
would be for Donoso, and years later was still for his disciple Tejada, a
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dangerous and condemnable falsification of freedom, the true source from
which all modern errors spring.!!

It is interesting to note in this regard the obsessive aversion of antimodern
authors to political ‘isms’, and also the fact that the debate to which we have
just referred was triggered by the publication of a book very critical of liber-
alism such as Donoso’s Essay, widely circulated among reactionary groups
throughout Europe. The strong dislike of these groups for liberalism stems
from their belief that liberalism was ultimately the origin of all other political
‘isms’ — including socialism — and responsible for all evils of modernity (an
‘accusation’ that, incidentally, would reappear in the second half of the twen-
tieth century under very different circumstances, when some well-known
authors — several of them German Jewish intellectuals who took refuge in the
United States — blamed the Enlightenment and liberalism for incubating the
serpent’s egg of totalitarianism). While this accusation is clearly exaggerated,
there is no doubt that fundamental elements of liberal ideology have perme-
ated and have been absorbed by other ideologies to variable effect. Moreover,
some of these ideologies present their own projects as the true fulfilment of
some of the unfulfilled promises of liberalism. On the other hand, it is evident
that liberalism has powerfully contributed to shaping many modern practices
and institutions in Europe and beyond.

The enormous breadth that the semantic field of liberalism has come to
exhibit over time is best understood if one takes into account that the concept
fits into each and every one of the six categories proposed by Hopfl to classify
‘isms’, namely: doctrines, traditions, rhetorics, attitudes, ethos and move-
ments.'? The same can be said about most types of ‘isms’ according to the
classification proposed by Cuttica, inspired by Hopfl. Liberalism would fit
into at least four of these types: ‘isms’ referring to group conduct; generated
in ideological conflicts, be they politico-religious or politico-intellectual; and
adapted to scholarly use."

A final aspect that deserves special consideration in this section is the posi-
tion of liberalism in the context of the ‘isms’ of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. The variable relations of opposition, affinity, competition or com-
plementarity that it has maintained with the other great ‘isms’ of modernity
reveal much about the evolution of the liberal mainstream. Its antagonists
have been changing over time, successively labelled in various contexts
and circumstances as absolutism, servilism, conservatism, democratism (or
simply democracy), socialism, communism, authoritarianism, collectivism,
statism, totalitarianism, fundamentalism, republicanism or communitarian-
ism. These and other purportedly antiliberal positions that constitute the
broad array of what we might call the ‘counter-isms’ of liberalism — as the
political spectrum was expanded and new political ‘isms’ emerged on its
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right, and especially on its left — also account for why, in certain places and
moments, liberalism could be conflated with, and sometimes be opposed
to, radicalism, utilitarianism, Jacobinism, internationalism, conservatism,
progressivism and ultimately identity particularisms.

That is not all. To add complexity to this analysis, we must bear in mind
that, under the umbrella term ‘liberalism’, there is room for not a few other
‘isms’. From this perspective, the word ‘liberalism’ can be seen as a hyper-
nym that shelters a cluster of more specific hyponyms under its broad aegis,
several of which may in turn take the form of minor, sectorial ‘isms’ (though
no less abstract and complex). Contractualism, constitutionalism, parliamen-
tarism, librecambismo (free trade), individualism, iusnaturalism, rationalism,
egalitarianism and developmentalism are some of those subordinate ‘isms’
that at one time or another have been part — totally or partially — of the liberal
creed. Just as Freeden has shown how the variable weight and disposition of
some core, adjacent and peripheral concepts, as well as their diverse ways of
decontestation, explain different ideological constellations, we could say that
the emphasis on, or demoting of, some of those ‘isms’ with which liberalism
intersects provides a good indication of the predominance of one aspect or
another of liberal ideology at a given moment.

The Phases of European Liberalisms

While liberalism was still a vague and diffuse term, and its early meanings
were under construction, the apostles of that first liberalism could under-
stand the concept as a vast international movement. This explains why in the
first decades of the nineteenth century, a number of political actors talked of
European, American (referring mainly, pace Hartz,'* to Spanish American
countries) and even universal liberalism.'* However, as the term ‘liberalism’
was applied to more diverse realities and circumstances and was loaded with
particular expectations, the meanings of the word became ever more diversi-
fied. Over time, the concept was adapted to the peculiar contexts and specific
problems of each society, allowing us to witness a certain ‘nationalization’
of liberalisms.!® The dissemination and internationalization of the concept
increased its presence in a variety of political arenas and thus led by the same
token to its growing nationalization. However, it is no less true that some
authors and currents of liberalism — mainly British and French — achieved a
great international impact in much of Europe. Jeremy Bentham, Benjamin
Constant, Francois Guizot, Alexis de Tocqueville, John Stuart Mill, Herbert
Spencer and Leonard Hobhouse, among others (also, later on, the Austrians
Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich von Hayek and Karl Popper), were widely
known and read beyond the borders of their respective countries. And, as the
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reader will see in several chapters of this volume, the French doctrinaires and
British new liberalism are two currents that circulated widely in Europe, the
former in the first half of the nineteenth century and the latter since the end
of that century. (Ironically, as we will see later, French doctrinarism came to
be considered by some critics as a systematization of Whig principles.)

As the nineteenth century unfolded, the concept and language of liberal-
ism gradually gained ground, expanding its semantic field. This expansion
and increasing complexity has left its mark on some lexical and grammatical
changes. Phrases such as ‘liberal ideas’, ‘liberal constitution’, ‘liberal party’,
‘liberal system’ and so on became more frequently used and acquired concep-
tual and intellectual thickness as new experiences and expectations impacted
on them. The word/concept ‘liberal’ and its cognates went through a series
of phases that were not necessarily sequential and, indeed, partly overlapped.
Six such phases may be identified from the late eighteenth century to the
early twentieth century.

The Emergence and ‘Substantivization’ of the Word

The transfer of the liberal adjective from the realm of morality to that of pol-
itics occurred conspicuously in France, coinciding with the Brumaire coup
of Napoleon Bonaparte, although that rhetorical move was preceded in the
1790s by a heated discussion in Britain about the extent to which the French
revolutionaries’ way of conducting themselves was or was not consistent with
‘liberal principles’. This transfer metaphorically shifted positive connota-
tions usually associated with certain noble and generous acts and conduct —
usually attributed to eminent individuals and to God himself — to a handful of
abstract ideas. Conversely, qualifying certain ideas and principles as ‘liberal’
gave them a presumption of magnanimity and concern for the common good
that could not but arouse the respect and sympathy of the majority of the
public. This moral sympathy then reverted to the bearers of such ideas, who
could be presumed to have attitudes of altruism, benevolence, inclusiveness,
moderation and patriotism. The emergence of the word ‘liberal’ in politics
was followed shortly afterwards by its transformation from adjective into
noun: in addition to ‘a liberal mind’ or ‘a person with liberal ideas’, it was pos-
sible to say ‘a liberal’ when referring to a person who possessed a particular
ideology — in mainland Europe chiefly a supporter of constitutionalism,!” but
also one advocating reform and individual liberty, as in Britain. It is worth
noting that this small grammatical leap — from adjective to noun — that, as
far as we know, took place around 1809-10 almost simultaneously at two
extremes of the continent —in Sweden and in Spain — heralded a considerable
change in the evolution of the concept. This change involved nothing less
than the application of human agency to liberal political conceptions, which
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could thus descend from the lofty world of ideas to materialize in the political
praxis of flesh-and-blood human beings. The emergence of a new political
identity attributable to real actors — the liberals, the liberal movement and
the liberal party — made it more difficult for further developments of the
concept and its diversification to be conceived as mere speculative games of
disincarnated ideas, detached from the concrete actions of that ideology’s
supporters. The passage from the old moral virtue of liberality — with strong
classical and Christian undertones — to a new liberal political identity could
be described as a circular process: the adjective began by qualifying a personal
virtue to a series of ideas and principles, and from there it descended again,
substantivized, towards people, which made it possible to speak of liberals as
a new kind of political label. That political label began to appear from 1812,
usually referring to Spanish /liberales, with increasing frequency in European
and American newspapers.

Ideologization, Temporalization and Transformation into an ‘Ism’

The movement here is from ‘liberal’ to ‘liberalism’. The ‘ismization’ of the
word ‘liberal’ was in all likelihood the work of its enemies. They were the ones
who urgently needed to encapsulate in a denigrating shorthand the whole set
of ‘liberal’ people, doctrines and practices they were preparing to fight. In
any case, since the ‘friends of freedom’ did not reject the name imposed on
them by their adversaries — thus converting, as has happened so many times, a
derogatory hetero-designation into a self-designation borne with pride — this
move made it possible for the vague ‘liberal ideas’ to be later ordered and
assembled into an initially relatively structured system of political thought
by some ideologists. Once the term ‘liberalism’ was coined, one can observe —
beyond divergences among some liberal groups and others — various attempts
to determine the principles of the new doctrine/ideology more or less sys-
tematically. One of the first attempts of this kind occurred in 1820. A Spanish
journalist, citing the opinions of the French politician Carrion-Nisas, wrote
that ‘liberals across Europe’ agree on half-a-dozen basic points, namely: indi-
vidual freedom, respect for property, freedom of expression, equality before
the law, equitable distribution of taxes and equal access to public office based
on personal merit. Out of those six principles that constituted one of the first
definitions of European liberalism, the first and the third refer to freedom,
the second to individual possession and the last three to equality or fairness.
Hence — the journalist concluded — any representative government founded
on such principles, whether monarchical or republican, is liberal.'® Alongside
these ‘constitutionalist’ definitions, which broadly coincide with layer one
as suggested by Freeden in Chapter 11 below, we find other definitions that
insist instead on the temporal dimension of liberalism, understood both as a
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political ideology and a set of institutions capable of ensuring the progress,
development and continuous improvement of the individual and of society
(Freeden, layer three, see Chapter 11). Little by little, other definitions would
be added. However, as is the case with all the great abstract political concepts,
no definition of liberalism could ever settle the then initiated discussion about
its ‘true meaning’. Its meanings were and are multiple, changing and contro-
versial. Conceptual historians, instead of adding another definition, try to
exhume, gather and systematize these meanings so that the current reader
can better understand the parameters of politics and thought of past times. In
the previous section, we have alluded to the vanguard location of liberalism
within the emerging ‘isms’ of modernity. In this sense, we could regard the
word liberalism as a mot-témoin (‘word-witness’)*® whose appearance testifies
to a profound shift taking place in the mentality of an entire epoch, a shift
referred to above as the entry into the age of the ‘isms’. It is revealing, in
this respect, that in little more than a decade — around 1820, a decisive date
that marks the irruption in the European scene of that new actor called
‘liberalism’ — the first books and pamphlets containing the word ‘liberalism’
in their title began to be published in various European languages.?! In some
of those books, several of them frankly hostile to liberalism, this brand new
‘ism’ appears as a personified acting subject, endowed with a will and pur-
poses of its own, as if it were an entity capable of planning and performing
autonomous actions.

Partisanship and Pluralization

The term ‘liberal party’ now appeared. However, since initially the idea of
a party was loaded with negative connotations and was not easily accepted,
liberals presented themselves as defenders of the common good, claiming to
speak on behalf of the whole nation. The party frequently split into several
tendencies or wings, moderate and radical, conservative and progressive.
Often the very word ‘liberalism’ became a disputed and controversial label, as
each (sub)group claimed its own interpretation for itself and each understood
it as the only ‘true liberalism’, while accusing its rivals for the liberal label
of being ‘false liberals’. In addition to a coherent set of political principles —
which nonetheless would change markedly, depending on time and place —
liberalism also reflected a series of shared political and personal experiences.
Some countries hosted several parties that, under different names, regarded
themselves as liberal. In several of these countries — Britain, the Netherlands,
Portugal, Spain, Sweden and Denmark — the majority, or at least a good
part of the groups represented in their parliaments, considered themselves
liberal in one way or another. Yet far from settling disputes over meaning,
it enlivened them. At any given moment, each country witnessed several
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lines of fracture between conservative and progressive liberals, beginning
with the varying degrees of radicalism and the speed of the reforms that each
group intended to introduce. The attitudes of the various liberal subgroups
to revolutionary tactics were often a bone of contention that led to the rupture
between different factions. Thus, the close association of the term ‘liberalism’
with the revolution explains that in some countries, as in the Netherlands,
liberalism continued to be a radical and threatening term even in the 1830s.%
From a very early stage, these differences of valuation became evident with
respect to the French Revolution — the origin of liberalism for some and
a perfect example of illiberalism for others. As early as the last decade of
the eighteenth century, Burke, Jovellanos and other European conservative
intellectuals had branded the French revolutionaries as illiberal. In 1814,
M. Lorenzo de Vidaurre, an official of the Spanish Crown in Peru, carefully
distinguished between two very different meanings of the noun ‘liberal’.
Vidaurre willingly declared himself to be a liberal, if that name was under-
stood as a synonym for ‘constitutional’ and ‘defender of civil rights’, but
roundly refused to be so if liberal was understood to entail ‘a supporter of the
revolution’.” In the light of the new rhetoric, the split between a moderate
and a revolutionary liberalism could be seen as a duplication or rupture of
the concept, which was divided into a good and a bad version.** These types
of fissure were to occur again and again throughout the history of liberalism,
giving rise to numerous subdivisions.

However, the greater or lesser radicalism of the proposed reforms is not
the only reason for the internal rupture and diversification of liberalisms. The
multiplicity of spheres (political, economic and religious) to which liberal
thinking could be applied is also an important factor in this pluralization. It
also signals, as is evident in the case of the Habsburg lands, the existence of
different political sensibilities arising from the mixture of liberal ideology
with nationalist tendencies.?

Historicization and Canonization

In the 1820s, a number of writers and publicists began to articulate a grand
narrative of the origins of liberalism (a current they equated with Western
civilization), accompanied by a tentative list of great thinkers held to have
contributed historically to shaping the liberal doctrine. This canon of those
considered to be the founders of liberalism and the authors of its classics
grew with the passage of time to include newer names of nineteenth-century
theorists and also — retrospectively — of the early modern period. ‘European
Liberalism’ could thus be understood largely as a historical-intellectual narra-
tive constructed by liberal actors and later endorsed by historians of political
thought. Comparing the various lists of theorists and presumed forefathers
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of liberalism drawn up in the same country at different times (or even the
alternative assessments of the same episodes and characters offered at a given
time by different segments of liberalism),’ as well as between different coun-
tries and continents, is a very instructive exercise. It says much about the
national and international processes of historical — and historiographical —
construction of liberalism and the gradual establishment and ‘negotiation’ of
the prevailing canon in the West, a canon that today is above all enshrined
in, and reinforced by, the list of classical ‘liberal’ authors studied in history
of political theory syllabi in Western universities. We will return to this point
below.

The crystallization of the liberal canon is of course partly a product of
shared intellectual traditions, but also of the ‘elective traditions’ that result
from selecting those elements of the past that best fit the needs of present
predicaments and the expectations of a particular group or community.?”
Hence, alongside the grand narrative of liberalism as the backbone of Western
civilization, liberals also generally constructed a series of national historical
accounts, starting at least in the Middle Ages, in which the most significant
advances of freedom in their respective countries were glorified. In several
countries, liberals even argued that their original freedoms were reminiscent
of a kind of national ancient constitution. Needless to say, the so-called Whig
interpretation of history is the most perfect example of this kind. Especially
controversial was the historicization of the Enlightenment, which in many
countries — as, for instance, in Austria — went hand in hand with the historici-
zation of liberalism. It gave rise to political-intellectual conflicts among rival
groups, each of which claimed to be the legitimate heir of the legacy of an
Enlightenment tailor-made to their political requirements.?

Systematization and the Crisis of Bourgeois Liberalism

From the 1830s onwards, several theorists began to realize that a system
characterized as liberal extended over much of European society: “The new
system by which people have been working for three centuries in order to
replace the previous one is that based on freedom. It is the truly liberal system
which, conceived by philosophy, later applied to the reform of Church and
State, has now been extended to almost all spheres of social activity.”® One
of these spheres emerged as the economy: economic liberalism became an
increasingly employed formulation (Freeden’s layer two, see Chapter 11), to
the extent that over time some would fallaciously identify ‘classical’ liberal-
ism with the doctrine of laissez-faire. In that respect, it is revealing that the
word ‘liberalism’ gradually began to make an appearance in encyclopaedias
in various European languages and countries. By the middle of the century,
following the Revolution of July 1830 in France and even more after 1848,
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liberalism began to be seen by its left-wing critics as a bourgeois movement.
The so-called ‘social question’ posed a challenge to liberal governments,
parties and theorists who were wondering how to tackle the serious problems
of the emerging working class in a society undergoing profound transfor-
mations, such as industrialization, secularization, and urbanization. Under
these conditions, as Helena Rosenblatt shows in her chapter, liberalism came
to be described by some of its enemies, in a sense completely contrary to its
original meaning, as a ‘pernicious form of individualism’ wholly devoid of
generosity.*

Renovation and Resemantization

By the end of the nineteenth century, a fundamental shift took place in the
way in which liberalism was understood, especially in relation to the role
of the state in the economy, the expansion of fundamental human rights
and the widespread enablement of human opportunity. New liberalisms
emerged, aware of social responsibilities towards individuals in tandem with
the protection of their liberties, and paving the way for the modern welfare
state (Freeden, layer four, see Chapter 11). Among the different versions
of this reinvented progressive liberalism — solidarisme, Kathedersozialismus,
krausoinstitucionalismo and social liberalism — that distanced itself from
the old elitist liberalism of notables and middle class and was further
extended in the twentieth century, undoubtedly the most influential was
the British new liberalism.?! 1. T. Hobhouse’s book Liberalism (1911), in
particular, was translated into Swedish, Spanish and other languages, and
achieved a significant impact on the continent (in the Netherlands, Sweden,
Poland, Portugal®® and Spain,*® though not in other countries, such as
Denmark).

The six phases add internal complexity, both accumulative and selec-
tive, to liberalism that results in a remarkable diversification of the concept.
Interestingly enough, as we move away from the origins, the line of demarca-
tion between the political facets of the concept and the tendentially academic
uses that some authors make of it becomes more and more blurred. For
example, Hobhouse and other representatives of the new liberalism — like
Posada, Almagro or Elorrieta — were both rigorous scholars and public intel-
lectuals, and it is difficult to say whether, when they wrote about liberalism
and its history, they did so as politically active citizens or as scientists (the
two vocations on which Weber famously lectured in those same years). Most
of the time, they did so on the basis of their dual status as teachers and ideo-
logues. The result, then, is that at least since the beginning of the twentieth
century, it has become increasingly difficult to distinguish between liberalism
as an ideological concept and as an analytical tool.

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

16 Michael Freeden and Javier Ferndndez-Sebastidn

Academic and Philosophical Traditions

The academic and philosophical understandings of liberalism deserve sepa-
rate attention. They have played, and still play, a major part in a somewhat
different conceptual trajectory —a parallel orbit of ‘liberalism’ that nonetheless
intersects frequently with more colloquial and vernacular discourses. In that
intellectualized and university-supported domain, a divergence of opinions
and definitions abounds in no less intensity than in other contestations over
the term ‘liberalism’. It has commanded a pronounced presence of its own in
Europe, while also interacting with, and being receptive to, American academic
debate. A few instances are chosen here to represent some of the nodal points
of contention displayed by major philosophical and ideational claims about
liberalism, magnified by the reputation of their authors and the widespread
readership of their analyses. That prominence singles them out as important
events in liberalism’s conceptual history. Guido de Ruggiero’s Storia del lib-
eralismo europeo (1925) was for many years the seminal history of its subject
matter, particularly in its 1927 English translation as The History of European
Liberalism. In the preface, its translator, the noted British philosopher R.G.
Collingwood, observed that the ‘aim of Liberalism is to assist the individual
to discipline himself and achieve his own moral progress’, leading to a view of
the state ‘not as the vehicle of a superhuman wisdom or a superhuman power,
but as the organ by which a people expresses whatever of political ability it can
find and breed and train within itself.* While alert to the ‘diversity of [liberal-
ism’s] national forms’ within Europe, de Ruggiero believed to have identified
‘a process of mutual assimilation, gradually building up a European Liberal
consciousness pervading its particular manifestations without destroying their
differences.’.’® He held liberalism to consist, first and foremost, of ‘the recog-
nition of a fact, the fact of liberty’. To that was added a method, ‘a capacity
to reconstruct within oneself the spiritual processes of others’, a ‘higher syn-
thesis’ of political life combining ‘resistance and movement, conservation and
progress’, and ‘the continual exercise and impartial discipline of governing’.
Significantly here, liberalism is endowed with spirituality and an ethical and
humanist vision that aspired to transcend the partisanship of politics.

This strand of Italian political theory is also evident in the work of
Benedetto Croce, who, as Pombeni argues,®® entertained a transcendental,
spiritual idea of liberalism. With strong Hegelian undertones reflecting
the ethical purpose of the state and the dialectical progress of humanity
away from authoritarianism, Croce’s grandiose interpretation of liberalism
is encapsulated in a chapter in his Politics and Morals entitled ‘Liberalism
as a Concept of Life’.’” By contrast, Isaiah Berlin, the best known of the
mid twentieth-century British liberals, espoused a more restricted notion of
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liberalism in his famous essay “T'wo Concepts of Liberty’, arguing approv-
ingly that ‘the fathers of liberalism — Mill and Constant ... demand a max-
imum degree of non-interference compatible with the minimum demands
of social life’. Berlin thus beat a retreat from the ideational positions earlier
occupied by Hobhouse and Hobson.® Controversially, in 1949, and with
merely perfunctory regard for its nuances and variations, Berlin had por-
trayed liberalism in terms even more unitary than those of de Ruggiero, as
verging on the universal:

The language of the great founders of European liberalism — Condorcet, for
example, or Helvétius — does not differ greatly in substance, or indeed in form,
from the most characteristic moments in the speeches of Woodrow Wilson or
Thomas Masaryk. European liberalism wears the appearance of a single coher-
ent movement, little altered during almost three centuries ... In this movement
there is in principle a rational answer to every question.”

From different ends of the ideological spectrum, one may select Harold J.
Laski and Friedrich Hayek as symptomatic of two modes of criticizing lib-
eralism. In his 1936 book, Laski reflected the sustained attack on liberalism
from the socialist left, as he berated liberalism from a Marxist perspective:
‘Liberalism ... has always refused to see how little meaning there is in free-
dom of contract when it is divorced from equality of bargaining power.’
Liberalism’s language of ‘the common well-being, the maintenance of order,
the preservation of civilized life’ masked the ‘destruction of the liberal spirit’,
while in effect pursuing profit-making.* As for Hayek, boxing from the other
corner, his 1973 entry for the Enciclopedia del Novecento argued that Mill’s
mature writings had already abandoned many principles and characteris-
tics of liberalism. He contended that by the end of the nineteenth century,
liberalism had thrown in the towel and surrendered to the social reform
of the new liberalism — simply socialism in disguise. The entry tellingly
begins with the statement: “The term [liberalism] is now used with a variety
of meanings which have little in common beyond describing a openness
to new ideas, including some which are directly opposed to those which
are originally designated by it during the nineteenth and the earlier parts
of the twentieth centuries’ — those original concepts having been liberty
under the rule of law, with its concomitant idea of just procedures. From the
late nineteenth century onwards, Hayek claimed that liberalism had entered
into decline. Mill’s sympathy for ‘socialist aspirations’ began the transition
towards a moderate socialism, and the welfare policies of the British Liberal
government prior to the First World War (layer four of Freeden’s schema,
see Chapter 11) prompted ‘new experiments in social policy which were
only doubtfully compatible with the older liberal principles’.* No wonder
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that Hayek saw himself as a liberal suspended in time as he conspired to stall
liberalism’s conceptual history. However, the textual evidence of his writings
points to his conservatism. The lesson here for conceptual history is that
a concept cannot be evaluated without taking into account its cultural and
ideological milieus. By failing to acknowledge the conceptual mutation that
occurs beneath the surface of a word, its users will find that they are stranded
on the shores of a fast-receding tide.

Towards the Politicization of a Term

To begin with, ‘liberal’ arose out of a culture of civility, of social norms that
could be associated with those equipped either with the religious inclination
or the financial means to show generosity to others. We find this semantic
usage across most of Western Europe. For example, as Rui Ramos and Nuno
Monteiro note in their chapter, an eighteenth-century Portuguese book
already referred to ‘liberality as a moderate virtue of the human affection
of giving and receiving human riches’ associated with nobility.” Edmund
Burke, too, wrote of a civilization he believed produced ‘power gentle, and
obedience liberal’ and regarded it as the result of two principles: ‘the spirit
of a gentleman and the spirit of religion’.® That, rather than the quasi-
paternalistic attitude of toleration — which too has religious origins, as can be
seen in the writings of John Locke, and is also related to later liberal tenets
— seems to be the animating social etiquette that inspired a nonegocentric,
nonmonadist view of human relationships from which liberalism could draw.
In Germany, however, as Jorn Leonhard observes, ‘liberal’ indicated not a
quasi-aristocratic and gentlemanly culture of manners and good bearing, but
the possession of an ethical sensitized and enlightened mind.*

It is of course possible to relate the liberality of a civil, polite society
to its subsequently unfolding political and ideological connotations. Open-
mindedness, the love of liberty, consideration for others and a sense of
common interests, both cultural and economic, lay the ground for a dis-
tinctive political mindset, and controlled and regulated public conduct that
incorporated a protective dimension into legal relationships, promoting
some of the components of constitutionalism. These could then attract a
disparate range of tenets and practices to give depth and breadth to the
mutating and developing conceptualizations that thickened ‘liberal’ and
later ‘liberalism’ in their journey towards political salience and status. The
self-constraint, respect and unassailability required by ‘natural rights’, the
social orderliness fortified by the assurances and predictability of a ‘social
contract’, and the socioeconomic harmony underpinned by an ‘invisible
hand’ were retrospectively assembled as showpieces of the liberal arsenal
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that melded philosophical, legal and economic insights. To these should be
added the political constraints of constitutionalism, the religious injunctions
of tolerance, and the moral imperatives of responsible human and social
development. All these were forged in spheres of thought that, notwith-
standing a degree of interdependence, possessed their own logic. It follows
that a historical-conceptual dynamic necessitates taking into account both
the particular semantics of certain concepts as they relate to those specialized
spheres, and the changes that took place in their broader social conditions and
‘extra-linguistic’ sociopolitical contexts.

Notably, while the older meaning of ‘liberal’ as generous or accommodat-
ing had received general and positive assent, its entry into the vocabulary of
politics was accompanied by strong negative appraisals almost from the start,
particularly through its rejection by conservatives, alarmed by its radical
potential. Scholars disagree over when the terms ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’
became specifically political, the issue often being that of identifying liberal-
ism as a party-political label or as demarcating an intellectual and ideological
current or movement. That divergence is also evident in the different foci
of some of the chapters in this volume, be they weighted more towards
institutional political history or the history of political ideas. Spain may claim
the earliest use of the noun, as Fernandez-Sebastian maintains, while France
may have seen the initial distinct politicization of the adjective ‘liberal’.
Thus, Rosenblatt identifies the ‘idées libérales’ promoted by Napoleon in his
attempt to secure the legacy of the French Revolution, while Leonhard tracks
the dissemination of the phrase to Germany and Italy (‘liberale Ideen’; ‘le
idee liberali’) following French imperial expansionism, where they took root
in different national contexts.®

By the late 1820s, the newer connotations of the word — whether derog-
atory, laudatory or plainly informative — had begun to spread across much
of the continent with considerable rapidity over a short period. French
liberal language was quickly adapted to German debates, in which French
understandings of liberalism predominated, as L.eonhard shows. In paral-
lel, Fernandez-Sebastian highlights the pronounced ideational activism of
Spanish ‘liberales’ that saw their ideas traversing their national boundaries
and creating early liberal offshoots in European capitals such as L.ondon and
Paris. The conceptual trajectory of liberalism increasingly fluctuated between
broad agreement on its principles and characteristics, a basic consensus on
a thin framework (but little else) and strong and divisive contention over
which attributes liberalism exhibited. Notably, the numerical preponderance
of early assaults on liberalism contributed significantly to the circulation of
the term in countries such as Spain and Britain. This again serves to remind
us that liberalism is not a default ideational position of the human condition,
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as some universalizing ethicists appear to hold, but an ideology crafted in a
constant struggle with other creeds and Weltanschauungen, often besieged and
on the defensive, and frequently reflecting a minority taste.

Word and Concept

A related problem is that many of the attributes of liberalisms long preceded
the word that eventually included them. Purists among conceptual historians
may have a case in contending that the history of the word ‘liberalism’ rules
out the rather clumsily named notion of ‘proto’ liberalisms. But inasmuch
as the concept ‘liberalism’ contains many interrelated concepts under its
aegis — concepts such as liberty, tolerance and the rule of law — we ought at
least to recall that their older history is inextricably intertwined with the story
of liberalism itself. Conceptual histories need to stray occasionally from their
chosen word in order to reflect the richness it accrues in constant dialogue
and interaction with social and political ideas and language. It is therefore
incumbent on historians to take note of instances where the absence or disuse
of the word ‘liberalism’ is assumed to indicate the lack of the concept. John
Stuart Mill employed the word ‘liberalism’ only exceptionally, and Benjamin
Constant, as Rosenblatt observes, never did. The tendency to shrink the con-
cept to the word is present both in historical discourses within the political
and intellectual classes and constitutes a trend — though to a lesser degree —
within the discipline of conceptual history itself. Three issues follow. First,
the obverse of the retrospective construction of liberal narratives is the prac-
tice of many intellectual historians to trace liberal ideas back to a time when
the word was unknown in political discourse. Rights, individualism, consti-
tutionalism and private property often serve in such ‘ersatz’ roles, and they
are co-opted, sometimes erroneously, to indicate milestones in a long and
durable liberal trajectory. Second, that process is sometimes accompanied by
a contemporary misrecognition of the contours and layers of liberal thinking:
the strong similarities between French solidarisme and British left-liberalism
in the late nineteenth century are a case in point, despite the prevailing
exclusion of the former from the category of ‘liberal’ by French analysts and
commentators. In Britain, ‘radical’ and ‘progressive’ frequently substituted
for, or intersected with, ‘liberal’, and variants of social democracy have shared
much of their conceptual content with liberalism — an overlap also notable
in Sweden — even when it is politically inconvenient to draw attention to
such conceptual overlaps. Third, as noted above, the rather crude references
to a concept such as liberalism as if it constituted an integrated block or
mass undervalue the subtle, intricately bound, mutating and often fragile
liberalisms — the conceptions that cohabit or feud under the umbrella term.
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Constitution, Individual, Social: Three Liberal Strands

From the outset, some time before liberalism became a more complex
and multifaceted concept, it initially displayed two different strands. One
commenced from a constitutional order that set boundaries and established
proper spheres of sociopolitical conduct for governments and individuals
alike. The other focused on the virtues of individuality: of personal freedom
and growth as constitutive of both private and public wellbeing, rather than
on self-centred individualism, and often with augmented democratic under-
tones that affirmed the worth of each and every person.

The early association of liberalism with a constitutional order is striking,
which may account for its relative collocationary absence in British liberal
languages, where constitutionality was considered to be given, unwritten and,
indeed, not particular to a liberal order. Thus, in the Netherlands, as Henk te
Velde observes, liberalism entailed constitutionalism and that preoccupation
with order propelled it into a more conservative orbit, while in Portugal, lib-
eralism demarcated the common terrain of liberals and conservatives under
a constitutional monarchy and was linked to the Constitutional Charter of
1826. In Italy, a liberal constitutionalism, as Paolo Pombeni emphasizes, was
propped up by the aura of authority and, indeed, power that the state claimed
as it assimilated features of community under its wing. In Germany, the
‘Rechtsstaat’ epitomized the legal cognate of liberalism and its initial compat-
ibility with constitutional monarchy: the prominence of the state could not
be ignored in that national context, though liberalism became progressively
susceptible to challenges from radical democrats.

Constitutionalism also entailed the civil rights enshrined in constitu-
tions, but the broader liberal notion of human rights needs to be elaborated
and parsed. In some European societies, Russia included, it referred more
modestly to legal protection for individuals or, as in France, a protection
that emphasized civil equality. In others — such as the United Kingdom —
it expanded to include the development of individuality as a core liberal
objective.* Ultimately, liberalism as a theory, or ideology, dedicated to pur-
suing the individual good in common with others, of opposing harm and
preventable suffering, and of the public justification of its principles began
to dominate in philosophical and legal circles more than in political ones.*
Liberty became the means to fulfilment and self-expression, while torture
and the death penalty eventually became red lines that liberals would not
cross.®

The uneasy and often tortuous relationship between liberalism and
democracy is among the better-known aspects of nineteenth-century political
thought. A reluctant coming to terms of the two concepts in countries such
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as Spain and Britain slowly saw each propelled, at least in part, into the
other’s orbit, but the distrust of the newly empowered masses took a while
to clear across much of Europe. In Britain, liberals had to overcome a fear of
majoritarianism and of political mediocrity before they embraced political —
and, later, social — reform. Democracy was often associated with Jacobinism
in countries that had experienced the political and intellectual impact of
the French Revolution. In Dutch liberal discourse, prior preferences for
constitutionalism over democracy eventually made way for a hesitant liberal
relationship with democratic progressivism. In Germany and France, the
semantic antagonism between liberalism and democracy remained resilient for
a long time. Though liberalism was initially aligned with democracy against
monarchical proclivities, it was increasingly perceived as distant from democ-
racy’s radical social perspectives, while republican democracy was out of step
with the constitutional and bourgeois identity of many liberals. A similar gap
between liberalism and social democracy can be seen in Poland. In Sweden
and Denmark, liberals emphasized parliamentary democracy and citizens’
responsibility as against the far greater emphasis of the Social Democrats on
industrial and economic democracy; yet, in Sweden in particular, effective
forms of liberal social democracy were emerging by the twentieth century,
as was the case in Britain. It was only well into the twentieth century that
self-styled liberals and democrats ceased to circle each other warily, though in
recent years new antagonisms have once again surfaced under the contentious
banner of ‘illiberal democracy’.

As the nineteenth century began to draw to a close, a third liberal strand
became gradually more prominent: the incorporation of human sociability
into liberalism in such a way that individuality and personal flourishing
became partly dependent on state-directed social policies. These strands are
notable in Britain, in Sweden (though not in Denmark, as Jussi Kurunmaki
and Jeppe Nevers explain in their chapter), in Portugal and Spain,* and
to some extent in Poland, where — as Maciej Janowski points out — a new
social liberalism relying on state activity was mooted. In Sweden, liberalism
accrued a reformist, politically radical and social democratic character before
the Social Democrats secured a distinct identity. In Britain, the association of
liberalism with the organic interdependence of free individuals was to be ena-
bled by a state that was both benevolent and democratic. The promotion, in
certain circumstances, of private alongside collectively held property partly
replaced the earlier ethos of free trade and entrepreneurial individualism.
It gave rise to the welfare state — a notably liberal achievement that placed
British liberalism well towards the left of the political spectrum. In Denmark,
however, as Kurunmiki and Nevers observe, liberalism was a once-rural,
antiregulatory concept directed against state absolutism and located to the
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right of the political spectrum. By contrast, the mid twentieth-century emer-
gence of ‘Ordoliberalism’ in Germany envisaged a market economy presided
over by the state.” In general, the positive or negative role ascribed to the
state turned out to be one of the sharpest divisions in the European family of
liberalisms, a theme central to Olga Malinova’s analysis of recent Russian lib-
eralism.” This division was superimposed on disjunctures between property
and morality, or between an economic liberalism and a social or humanistic
one.

Liberalism as a Doctrine

An intriguing question is the extent to which liberalism was perceived as a
distinct political doctrine. One may well ask why Mill frequently referred
to ‘socialism’ in his economic works and in his posthumous Chapters on
Socialism, yet this eminent liberal thinker never produced an equivalent
Chapters on Liberalism and did not label his own political theory as liberal.
In British political discourse and in a culture where ideologies were fluid
rather than sharply defined, liberalism was not considered to be a doctrine
(except by some of its ideological opponents), but a far looser set of ideas and
dispositions, not least because of the association of doctrine with a formally
structured, even coded, set of principles, and its frequent emanation from
above, be that party, state or church. The Oxford English Dictionary refers to
‘doctrine’ as ‘a body of instruction or teaching’, “T'hat which is taught or laid
down as true concerning a particular subject or department of knowledge, as
religion, politics, science, etc.; a belief, theoretical opinion; a dogma, tenet’
and ‘A body or system of principles or tenets; a doctrinal or theoretical
system’>? — none of which would have resonance with British liberal thinking.

By contrast, the collocation of ‘liberalism’ and ‘doctrine’ is familiar in
some other European countries, occasionally for the very reason that would
have been discredited in the United Kingdom. The ‘French Doctrinaires’
such as Guizot and Royer-Collard combined royalist respect for a consti-
tutional monarchy with the association of liberty with abstract reason and
truth, anchored in law. This prompted Mill to draw a telling juxtaposition:
‘in England few, except the very greatest thinkers, think systematically, or
aim at connecting their scattered opinions into a consistent scheme of general
principles’. Hence, ‘no person has been able to tell what Whiggery is, or what
a Whig believes’. The Whigs — at the time the party of reform — ‘were united
... by a common spirit, and a general disposition to take similar views of most
political questions as they arose, but not by any definite creed or profession
of faith’. However, in France, ‘the Doctrinaires ... took the phrase “Whig
principles” au pied de la lettre ... the Doctrinaires are the authors of the only
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Whig code in existence’.” In the Netherlands too, Thorbecke was considered
a doctrinaire due to his emphasis on the rigorous juridical and constitutional
reorganization of the state. This ideology also achieved considerable success
in Portugal and Spain. From the 1830s, doctrinaire liberalism was received
with hostility by the radical admirers of the Constitution of 1812 (/iberales
exaltados) as a foreign conservative fashion, but it then took root strongly
and became one of the most enduring and influential ideologies of modern
Spain.*

Another sense of doctrine also pervaded liberal economic discourses. In
Portugal, although liberalism did not signify a specific doctrinal current,
Ramos and Monteiro illustrate some initial attempts to see it as ‘as a uni-
fied doctrine, based on ethical individualism and free trade economics’.”
In Sweden, Kurunmiki and Nevers observe that the older ‘laissez-faire’ of
liberal economics was regarded as a doctrine, and in France, the doctrines
of the liberal economists were separately rejected as a ‘theology of material
interests’, as Rosenblatt demonstrates.”® Social issues were consigned to the
margins of French liberalism and by the mid nineteenth century the label
‘liberalism’ had become increasingly contaminated, a process exacerbated
later in the century as socialist concerns for social justice put French liberal
reformism in the shade. Over a century later, in Russia, liberals were per-
ceived as cultivating a doctrinal image by sidelining social needs in favour of
economic ones."’

Liberal Futures and Horizons

A further compelling theme is the conceptualization of futures enabled
through liberal languages and — to invoke Reinhart Koselleck’s own interests —
the variable horizons of expectations they produce.’® This can be inves-
tigated on a number of levels. The first level concerns theories of growth,
improvement and progress. When liberalism is closely linked to a diverse
and free individuality, as in the writings of W. von Humboldt and Mill in
Germany and Britain respectively, it becomes a spiritual ideal, a vehicle of
intellectual and spiritual maturation along the path to culture, or Bildung,
and civilization. Among the Spanish intelligentsia and its press, an optimism
relating to the universal march of liberalism shone through. Though often
presented as ‘open-ended’ — a horizon that gently recedes as one approaches
it — there is nonetheless a sense of entering an advanced stage of personal and,
particularly, social development that has permeated the attitudes of liberals
towards their own societies as well as towards colonies and non-Western
societies, as if each nation were located on a single evolutionary trajectory.
Inevitably, one could invoke Mill’s famous — or notorious — plea to secure a
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movement from barbarism to civilization by employing all expedient means
in the ‘spirit of improvement’.” Concurrently, an ingrained reformism was
perceived as the key to a steady liberal movement over time, although political
upheavals instigated by liberals, whether ‘constitutional’ or ‘revolutionary’,
were necessitated in order to unblock hindrances to such gradual progress
when these persisted in conservative or reactionary societies.

The second level is the association of liberalism and modernization that
also reflects a commitment to a path of development, but in a narrower insti-
tutional and technological sense. Especially in Eastern Europe, liberalism was
entrusted with a rather different task: providing the ideological arguments
and incentives that would enable nations such as Poland and Russia to be
propelled as full and equal members into the company of economically and
politically confident states. This was not merely a question of prosperity, and
even less one of individual development, but of displaying the centralized
apparatus of a well-ordered society. In Poland, as Janowski maintains, this
aspiration charged the state with the duty to counter the country’s evident
‘backwardness’ by promoting legal reforms and public policy that would
underpin economic growth and wealth as well as individual liberty. In Russia,
as Malinova contends, liberalism was regarded as a ‘civilizational choice’,
but in a more material sense than that imagined by Mill. Here the modern-
izing alternative was slanted towards ‘Westernism’ and against nationalism
or Slavophilism, though it encountered strong national cultural resistance.®

A third level concerns Koselleck’s ‘horizon of experience’, referring here
in the main to its discursive and ideational dimensions. As liberalism grad-
ually acquired new semantic layers over time, interpretations of the past
were reformulated. Alongside changes in the standpoint from which, at any
moment in time, liberals cast a historical/retrospective gaze on their own
past, their accepted canon of authors was also altered. New names were
added and granted greater or lesser significance, according to the liberal
variant that a particular interpreter of liberalism felt obliged to defend in set
circumstances at a given moment.

By the turn of the twentieth century, various salient liberal groups had
been able, in spite of their discrepancies, to construct a canonical account
with a considerable degree of consensus. A narrative had been woven by
several authors, perfected in the interwar period, in the midst of a dramatic
crisis of liberalism, and consolidated with some modifications in the second
postwar period. This narrative, which identified the sources of liberalism in
early European modernity, and even found its deepest roots in Greco-Roman
antiquity, saw liberal democracy as the natural destination of a long histor-
ical process. And in that teleological vision, nineteenth-century liberalism
appeared as a necessary, if inevitably flawed, imperfect stage towards the fully
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fledged Western democracies of the twentieth century. Such interpretations,
however, stripped the late eighteenth-century revolutions and the liberalisms
of the central decades of the nineteenth century of their genuine historical
substance, by understanding those revolutions, movements and ideologies
as mere intermediate stations, as if they were but stages in a necessary tran-
sition from the Enlightenment to the model of parliamentary democracy
triumphant in the West after the Second World War. In order to restore the
historicity and substance of these processes, several chapters of this volume
pay special attention to the nascent liberalisms in the first decades of the
nineteenth century.

Liberalism: The Differential Weighting of a Concept

Even when the term ‘liberalism’ became a regular fixture in the ideological
and political firmament, it is more appropriate to regard its internal elements
as possessing a Wittgensteinian ‘family resemblance’, as a fluctuating cluster
of collocations and partner concepts. Notably, in that analogy, Wittgenstein
explains that although every member will share some overlapping features
with many or most other members, there still may be a few members who
have very little in common with some others. Recently, this has markedly
been the case with neoliberalism, which may share elements with a range of
economic liberalisms, while being unable to correspond to constitutional or
social liberalisms, or even to the ethical calling pursued by some nineteenth
century free-traders. The European liberalisms that constitute the focus of
this volume possess obvious similarities and greater affinity with each other
than with neoliberalism, but additional refinement is necessary. There is
a clear distinction between: first, the self-description of a polity as a lib-
eral state or society; second, the centrality or marginality of liberalism in a
given European society as a set of substantive ideas and practices; and, third,
the relative weight of liberalism’s internal conceptual components in each
instance. The conceptual history of liberalism is coloured by those factors
that affect its variable paths.

On the first topic, Portugal, the Netherlands, Denmark and Britain offer
different lessons. In Portugal, as Ramos and Monteiro note, liberalism attained
hegemonic status in the mid 1830s, and all political groups claimed the label.
In the Netherlands, as te Velde argues, the term ‘liberaliteit’, incorporating
freedom and tolerance, had an accepted cultural connotation singling out a
Dutch national identity, but liberalism as a political creed suffered from an
association with bourgeois economic values, endowing it with a conservative
tinge. Hence, when its progressive adherents attempted to enter the territory
of social legislation, they were hampered by the label ‘liberal’. Indeed, as te
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Velde notes, no one in the Netherlands has called liberal democracy ‘liberal’.
In Denmark at the end of the nineteenth century, as Kurunmiki and Nevers
maintain, the absence of liberal ideology itself meant that no one seriously
claimed the term ‘liberal’. In Britain, according to Freeden, ‘liberal’ as an
intellectual identifier of a political ideology and movement became far more
acceptable, particularly in the half-century following Mill’s death. Liberal
ideas and, to some extent, the liberal language of individual rights and per-
sonal liberty percolated beyond party divides both into conservative and
social-democratic/Labour camps, but as a party name Liberalism had a more
restricted life.

The location of liberalism on a European map of political languages as
well as liberal principles is more complex. The radical, even utilitarian,
roots of British liberalism coalesced with a historically ingrained narrative
of individual human rights that defined the relationship between individual
and state. There was little need to import such ideas from other European
countries, though German ideas of Bildung, as informed personal flourishing,
found ready ears in Britain.*! Austria-Hungary did not endow liberalism
with public salience, but nonetheless displayed a brand of tolerance that
revealed a liberalism focusing on coexistence in a pluralist social structure —
something quite at odds with the unifying organic vision of the British new
liberals. In Portugal, however, the terminological dominance of ‘liberalism’ as
a common political label was generally acknowledged, and because Spain, as
Fernandez-Sebastian indicates, uniquely straddled Europe and the Hispanic
world, liberalism accrued an unusually broad resonance as a political concept.
Indeed, the spread of liberalism in intricate interchanges with other conti-
nents through colonial powers, not least in India, should not be forgotten.®
In Eastern Europe, recent variants emerged that add important nuances to
the historical mutation of the concept of liberalism. The experience of living
under totalitarian governments, pursuing an ostensibly socialist and collec-
tivist vision, created a reaction to the statist and welfare functions with which
the term ‘liberalism’ had been associated in some West European liberal vari-
eties. The concept now marked a rift between the flight from the oppressive
state and the rediscovery of liberty in civil society on the one hand, and the
lure of the material benefits liberal markets seemed to hold out on the other.*
In Russia, Malinova demonstrates that, following the collapse of the Soviet
Union, ‘liberalism’ indicated not just the defence of private property and free
enterprise — as it had periodically been understood throughout its European
history — but an ideological project for building a civilized capitalism. In view
of Russia’s previous Marxist ideology, this was a precious irony.

The cultural location of liberalism within a setting of religious beliefs
and prescriptions is also vital to understanding its conceptual make-up.
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Fillafer emphasizes the complexity of the Enlightenment’s heritage in this
regard, with Catholic liberals playing a part in mitigating a purely economic
liberalism and imbuing it with moral import. This declined when ration-
alism, constitutionalism and popular sovereignty were extracted from the
Enlightenment to become liberalism’s hallmarks. In Italy, as Pombeni shows,
Catholicism was all too often the foil against which liberals would contend,
though Catholic thinking on the link between person and community sig-
nificantly endorsed forms of pluralist democracy that liberals could accom-
modate. As a concept, liberalism was defined both through its negation by
social Catholicism and by its susceptibility to socioreligious meanings on
its ideological periphery. In Germany, Leonhard observes that Catholics
increasingly associated liberalism with a strong anticlericalism. Indeed, as
Rosenblatt remarks, French Catholic liberals resented those ‘false liberals’
who departed from the principle of nonintervention in religion through their
exclusion of powerful Catholic orders.*

As for the varying internal conceptual arrangements of liberalism itself, one
example may suffice. The liberty element of liberalism was differentially con-
nected to groups rather than only to individuals. We have already mentioned
the organic interconnections among people that suffused a welfare-oriented
liberalism. But there was also a strong vein of national liberty at the heart
of some regional European liberalisms. It should be distinguished from the
prenationalist communitarianism that was found either in its religious form
— a Catholic community — or its jurisdictional corporate form, typical of the
ancien régime, such as that occurring in Spain and Portugal in the context
of their struggles against Napoleon in the early nineteenth century. Liberal
nationalism was at the core of Mazzini’s love of liberty and his advocacy of
national self-determination that inspired the Risorgimento, as well as influ-
encing Indian and Hispanic American debate.®® As our purview moves east-
wards, the nationalist connotations of liberalism become more pronounced.
Under Habsburg rule, as Fillafer argues, the plurilingual patriotism of Czech
and Hungarian national liberals countered Austro-German pressures to
engineer a centralizing liberal nationalism, in each case appropriating rival
interpretations of the Enlightenment. In Poland, tellingly, as Janowski main-
tains, personal liberty was not central to liberal discourse; rather, liberty
was attached to ideas of ethnic national independence, a nationalism also
stimulated by revolutionary Jacobin ideas.

There are also broader questions that, we submit, could serve as the focus
of research. Has a perceived polarity between individual and society had a
defining impact on what can be conceptualized as liberal? Are there Europe-
specific cognates and clusters in whose ‘force-fields’ either ‘liberal’ or ‘liberal-
ism’ can typically, or are more likely to, be found? How have variable colonial
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histories influenced and shaped the moulding of European liberalisms? Can
one identify, within the melange of European political thinking, loci and eras
of liberal inventiveness and influence that possess either greater significance
or more manifest marginality, or, indeed, challenge conventional wisdoms
on the matter? Conversely, is liberalism the product of a deeply held sense of
European (or regional-European) superiority? Many of those questions have
been addressed only indirectly in the chapters assembled in this volume, but
the plurality of approaches and the diversity of perspectives, periods and
case studies attests to a new spirit of inquiry among the conceptual historians
of Europe and, indeed, among the wider practitioners of conceptual history
itself, as evidenced in the companion lead volume in this series.®® We trust
that this modest beginning will encourage others to explore these paths and
to branch out into others.
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Chapter 1

Habsburg Liberalisms and

the Enlightenment Past,
1790-1848

Franz L. Fillafer

C@@@D

This chapter establishes a dialogue between two areas of research that rarely
speak to each other. The first is recent scholarship that critically tackles
the old notion of a monolithic eighteenth-century Enlightenment; today the
eighteenth century teems with sentimental empiricists, republican hacks,
defenders of enlightened kingship and Anglican Newtonians — some scholars
even speak of ‘rival Enlightenments’.! In the second field, several studies have
begun to view afresh the varieties of European liberalism in the nineteenth
century beyond the binary opposition between a laissez-faire agenda and a
republican model predicated on either political participation, civic virtue or
both.?

Both approaches are important, but they rarely make contact. If the
Enlightenment is no longer seen as a robustly uniform set of idioms and
imperatives, we also need to rethink its ‘end’. The conventional tale about its
abrupt dissolution or fragmentation around 1800 can no longer offer convinc-
ing guidance, and nor can the story about Enlightenment’s ‘almost imper-
ceptible”® transformation into liberalism. Both accounts invite scrutiny and
they prompt us to rethink three large-scale problems. What happened to rival
Enlightenment vocabularies and practices on their way into the nineteenth
century? In what ways did their conceptual refurbishment impinge on the
Enlightenment’s becoming historical, on the emergence of an Enlightenment
past? What role did liberals play in this process, and what does this mean for
the architectonic traits of liberal ‘languages’?

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

38 Franz L. Fillafer

What Enlightenment? What Liberalism?

As the following pages will try to show, the study of the relationship between
the Enlightenment and liberalism is also a fertile line of enquiry because
it offers valuable material for a redescription of the Enlightenment. The
study of the stages of conceptual engineering by which liberals made the
Enlightenment part of their political pedigree permits us to reconstruct how
the Enlightenment became what it seems today: rationalist, predicated on
natural law, deist, anticlerical and imbued with the idea of popular sover-
eignty. The Enlightenment was now regarded as a result of the Reformation
and it was believed to have culminated in the French Revolution. Liberals
remade the Enlightenment in their image, and the study of this process tells
us a lot both about the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and about the
emergence of liberalism.

These problems are directly relevant to the comparative study of liberal-
isms. Some students of liberal ‘languages’ have noted the deceptive similarity
of purportedly equivalent semantic patterns across European contexts.*
Nevertheless, it is far from clear how a comparison of liberalisms can avoid
glossing over the asymmetries and dislocations that existed among them. This
point is directly related to the interaction and conceptual transfer between
different strands of liberalism. The study of these phenomena must take into
account frictions, transmission losses and the repercussions that intellectual
change at the ostensibly ‘peripheral’ fringes had on what happened in the
‘centres’.’ The study of how liberals remade the eighteenth-century past can
offer some relevant insights here.

The usual narrative on the intellectual history of the first third of the
nineteenth century makes the Enlightenment shade into liberalism quite
smoothly, yet few reliable studies exist on how exactly and by what means
this happened. Little is known about the milieus, conceptual arbitrators and
intermediaries that made this transition possible.® The approach advocated
here can enable us to study the varieties of liberalism by exploring what
Enlightenment resources it deployed and by seeing this activity in constant
interplay with the concepts of the historical Enlightenment that a given
strand of liberalism elaborated in order to embrace or to reject it.

This approach permits us to redescribe the ‘genesis’ of liberalism. In
addressing this problem, the following pages will also raise some questions
regarding method as the chapter permits us to look more closely at the scope,
structure and durability of ‘political languages’. The relationship between
the Enlightenment and liberalism throws into relief some basic conceptual
questions regarding the study of ‘political languages’ that I will turn to in
the last section of this chapter. The specific formulation of the problem
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presented here is a response to the increasingly unsatisfactory older approach
that simply antedated the development of liberalism by identifying ‘anticipa-
tions’ of liberalism and ‘protoliberal’ sentiments in the eighteenth century. It
is precisely at this point that close attention to the history of concepts, their
usage and contestability, and to the historization of the Enlightenment can
offer important insights.

Liberalism has long been defined on the basis of its British and French
archetypes, yet both phenomena seem to disaggregate. The ‘varieties of
Whiggism’ have become conspicuous in the British case, and we are in a
good position to chart the divergences between Whigs and liberals regarding
ethics and psychology that came to the fore once liberals had broken with the
Newtonian notion of a creative mind that moulds inert and passive matter.’
Liberals also deviated from the Smithian model of a self-adjusting equilibrium
when they introduced scenarios of surpluses, slumps and business cycles,
and they supplanted Smith’s concept of labour, which relied on the measur-
ing of amounts of value, with a definition of labour that rested on workers’
toil, energy and time.? Liberals were also far from alone in laying claim to
the Enlightenment’s bequest: Edmund Burke’s defence of a free enterprise
system in an Anglican environment, protected by a mixed constitution and
chivalric manners, resonated with early nineteenth-century readers. David
Hume’s and Adam Smith’s sceptical Whiggism bred a distinctive brand of
enlightened Toryism that emphasized the personal security of property in a
society of ranks and led to protectionist arguments, schemes of entail reform
and proposals for more effective poor laws.” To complicate matters further,
evangelical revivalism whose strength grew after 1800 shared the basic prem-
ises of economic deregulation, although evangelicals derided liberals’ distri-
butional paradigm of natural gratification, sweetness and light. Instead, they
saw the competitive economy as a divinely ordained moral trial, a framework
of rewards and reprimands whose adverse effects could be soothed by self-
help once the theology of special providence had been abandoned.!”

The same variegation applies to France, where a similar system of vertical
conceptual corridors that led from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century
emerges. Studies of French liberalism have discovered various solvents under
an ostensibly solid crust.! In France, ‘republican’ arguments of frugality and
civic ethos have been shown to persist after 1800, now replete with lessons
learned from the deprivation of politics under the ancien régime and under
Napoleon’s dictatorship.!? This republican strand existed beside an ‘aristo-
cratic liberal’ tradition. Aristocratic liberals rebelled against bourgeois enrich-
essement, which led to smug and philistine self-gratification and destroyed the
moral personality of the citizen. Aristocratic liberals deplored ‘individualism’
because it led to a loss of civil consciousness and was accompanied by the
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destruction of constitutional intermediary powers.!* This tradition ran from
Montesquieu to Tocqueville, and it tilted lances against the third contender
to the title ‘liberal’, the statist liberalism of the juste milieu most fully embod-
ied by Francois Guizot after the 1830s.'

‘National’ varieties of liberalism can only be understood if one applies a
new grid of similarities, imbrications and elective affinities in which forms
of European liberalism can be assorted. What also deserves to be highlighted
here is the uneasy relationship of liberal aims in different sectors of public life
that becomes obvious: ‘liberal’ attitudes to sociopolitical, economic and reli-
gious issues were not necessarily compatible. In the British case, for instance,
economic liberals were often High Churchmen or evangelicals who resisted
Catholic emancipation and poor relief, while social and economic interven-
tionists were liberals in terms of religion. Hence, Liberal Anglicans, Whigs
and High Tories supported a generous treatment of Dissenters, but refused
to believe that the economic order inculcated an authorized, natural version
of social morality."

Liberalism thus seems quite brittle, and scholars are becoming sceptical
of its unity across time and across sectors of intellectual activity and enquiry.
The older idea that liberals defended an agenda based on an unfettered
market economy, associational psychology, rational individualism and an
anthropology that maintained the satisfaction of given ends without a moral
hierarchy among them melts into the air. Thereby, the British variety of lib-
eralism is being progressively dislodged from its previous privileged position
as a set of standard values against which liberals elsewhere were measured.
This leapfrogging liberalism that united the triumvirate of Locke, Smith and
Bentham never existed, and it has ceased to loom as large over Europe as it
once did.'® Once this apparently coherent pattern of thought comes apart
in Britain, its absence elsewhere can no longer signify the nonexistence of
proper ‘liberalism’ in these regions.

The Habsburg Case

The main part of this chapter focuses on the Habsburg lands between 1790s
and the 1850s. The findings of the history of concepts seem unambiguous
here: as in other European places, the term ‘liberal’ denoted ‘generosity’ in
the languages of the Habsburg lands after 1800 and came to change from
this meaning of magnanimity into a substantive ‘~ism’ that bristled with the
energy of a ‘concept of movement’ (Bewegungsbegriff) in the 1820s and 1830s."”
The intellectual roots of liberalism are usually traced back to the sources
nineteenth-century liberals themselves proudly advertised: the reforms of
Joseph II. The textbook account suggests that the Habsburg monarchy was

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



Habsburg Liberalisms and the Enlightenment Past, 1790—1848 41

jolted out of torpor by Joseph II. He broke with his mother Maria Theresa’s
method of cautious change and set off an avalanche of ill-prepared reforms.™
Joseph enacted toleration of all Christian religions and of the Jews, prepared
a civil code that was to ensure equality before the law, and abolished serfdom
and bondage in his lands. Joseph’s roughshod ride over inherited rights and
privileges led to outbursts of popular disaffection that brought the monarchy
to the brink of disaster.

The conventional account of the emergence of liberalism is heavily coloured
by the work of nineteenth-century liberal historians. It runs like this: after
Joseph was forced to rescind much of his legislation on his deathbed in 1790,
Leopold II managed to restore order. Leopold was succeeded by his son,
Francis II/1, whose reign made the monarchy sink into obscurantism and
reaction. The repressive regime of Prince Metternich continued until 1848,
when the Revolution blew the Vormdrz system into pieces. The year 1848
saw the election of an imperial parliament whose plenary hall teemed with
delegates from all Habsburg kingdoms and duchies with the exception of the
Hungarian and Croatian lands. This was the dawn of constitutionalism in the
Habsburg monarchy. The standard account suggests that this was the success
of liberals who had clung to Joseph’s reformist project and handed down his
legacy over the decades. This implies that liberalism surreptitiously contin-
ued the aims and concepts of the Enlightenment the governments of Francis
I1/T and Ferdinand T had sought to suppress.!? Yet liberals’ legacy-building
obliterated two key aspects: first, the reactionary regime that liberals rebelled
against in the name of Joseph II continued to rely on Joseph’s designs in
law, civic administration, religious toleration and economic politics; and,
second, mid nineteenth-century liberals also drastically abridged and shrunk
the Enlightenment in retrospect. According to liberal historians and politi-
cians, the Enlightenment had been eradicated under Francis II/1, thereby
becoming the very antipode of pre—1848 reaction and a legacy for liberals to
piously appropriate.

Liberals’ remaking of their Enlightenment patrimony belittled the claims
of collateral heirs to that estate.”” Conservatives and radicals were excluded
from this legacy. Liberals neatly patterned their constitutional aims on the
epoch before 1848.%' This led to an all-inclusive approach to liberalism,
making it an umbrella term for all forms of pre—Revolutionary criticism of the
regime, an approach which truncated the variety of pre—1848 political life. I
shall turn to this problem in a moment when I survey selected Enlightenment
conceptual resources and how early nineteenth-century liberals made use of
them. Before I explore this issue in more detail, I will turn to the question
of liberal nationalisms in the pluricultural and pluriconfessional Habsburg
monarchy.
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The liberal refashioning of the Enlightenment past offers rich insights
for a better understanding of the various national revivals in the Habsburg
lands, but also for the differences between distinct strands of liberalism in the
region. The early nineteenth century was the epoch of ‘national renascences’
in the Habsburg lands.”> These revivals have been long seen as rambunc-
tiously romantic movements that ran up to their preordained destinations,
namely national independence. Enlightenment patriotism in particular has
been treated as a convenient signpost on this road, as a mere premonition of
full-fledged nineteenth-century aims. Hence, the Enlightenment has been
reduced toamere precursor of more fully and stridently articulated nineteenth-
century demands. This is a deeply problematic account that recent scholar-
ship on philology, aesthetics, bourgeois associations, patriotic science and
collecting has done much to correct.® In fact, enlightened Landespatriotismus,
a plurilingual form of patriotic sentiment tied to the respective land within
the larger monarchy, persisted well into the nineteenth century and was
not simply replaced or gobbled up by nationalism proper.?* We are also in a
better position now to appreciate that the role of the Enlightenment in the
history of the respective nations was disputed from the 1820s to the 1840s.
Contemporaries debated whether their national renascence was a result of
Catholic Baroque patriotism or of the Enlightenment. In these debates, the
Enlightenment was remodelled to serve as a precursor of liberalism, as anti-
clerical and constitutionalist, but this did not go undisputed. Liberals neither
succeeded in styling themselves as the sole and pioneering protagonists of the
revival, nor did they manage to convince their contemporaries that they were
the only ones permitted legitimately to lay claim to the Enlightenment past as
its proper legatees. Yet this discourse reveals more and finer differences once
it comes to the place that Joseph IT and his legacy occupied here.

Here it is revealing to look at the nuances of the historical and political
attitudes towards enlightened absolutism in the early nineteenth century,
because they also shed light on the variegation of liberalism in the Habsburg
lands. It is helpful to begin with an observation on the region’s plurilingualism.
From the perspective of the history of concepts, it is quite revealing to study
the strategic uses both of the concept ‘liberalism’ and of the Enlightenment
past in multilingual regions like the Habsburg lands. If we bear in mind the
polyglotism of the Empire’s educated elites, it becomes possible to monitor
the development of national discursive spheres in which asymmetrical coun-
terconcepts and ascriptions of ‘liberalism’ and ‘radicalism’ emerged. These
concepts often bore the imprint of memories and reappraisals of enlightened
absolutism. It is in the first half of the nineteenth century that we find the term
Aufklirung, the German term for Enlightenment, used in various texts side
by side with its cognates in other vernaculars (osvicenstvi, felvildgosodds) that
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were about to re-emerge as literary languages.”® Such multilingual spheres of
communication also offer revealing material on contemporaries’ awareness
of asynchronic conceptual changes in the languages their filter screen of
semantic developments registers.

By juxtaposing cognates of these terms in different languages, the authors
of the time also alluded to different historical frames of reference. This com-
bination could imply that enlightened absolutism and Aufklirung constituted
a heritage best left to self-proclaimed centralist liberals who operated within
the dominant Germanophone linguistic framework and were suspected of
streamlining unification and hostility towards the Monarchy’s nations. At
the same time, the issue of liberals’ indebtedness to enlightened absolut-
ist imperatives created friction among the discourse controllers of various
‘national revivals’. Conservative revivalist clerics criticized liberal revivalists’
radicalism and tarred them as closet admirers of the proto-liberal saccharine
hero Joseph II, whom Catholic revivalists viewed as a draconian martinet.?
According to clerical revivalists, liberals jeopardized the regeneration of the
nation that was to be based on its respective pristine faith. It is important to
note that this negative image of Joseph II united conservatives of different
stripes, persuasions and mother tongues within the monarchy, whereas con-
flicts over Joseph’s reputation drove a wedge between liberals with different
national agendas.?”

In the 1830s and 1840s, liberals in the Czech and Hungarian contexts
rejected their Austro-German counterparts’ claim that Enlightenment and
Josephinism were two sides of the same coin. They conceded that elements
of Josephinian rule had been beneficial to their respective nation’s devel-
opment, and it was particularly in the domain of church reform, toleration
and the abolition of serfdom that they sided with Austro-German liberals’
praise of the emperor and acknowledged his Enlightenment credentials.
Yet what Austro-German liberals saw as a valid and timeless treasure that
the Emperor had bequeathed to posterity — German culture as the overar-
ching framework to unite the Monarchy — seemed an inexcusable blemish
to Czech and Hungarian liberals. Many enlightened patriots around 1800
had also praised Joseph’s reforms of the church, of peasant property and
of taxation, but they judged Joseph’s language politics much less harshly
than their later-born liberal successors.”® Priorities were to change in the
coming decades. In the 1830s and 1840s, when Austro-German liberals saw
the existing regime of Francis I and Ferdinand I as the outright refutation of
everything Joseph II stood for, Hungarian and Czech liberals emphasized the
elements of continuity between Joseph’s reign and those of his successors.
Joseph’s ‘Germanizing’ designs were now perceived by many national liberals
from the Bohemian lands and Hungary as repellent enough to overshadow
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his other achievements. Joseph’s neglect of the Enlightenment’s national
dimensions discredited his reign as the remnant of a bygone age. What won
Austro-German liberals’ praise seemed a symptom of reaction to their Czech
and Hungarian counterparts.”

Austro-German liberals around the middle of the nineteenth century made
Enlightenment and Josephinism coterminous: Enlighteners and admirers of
Joseph II seemed to be cut from one cloth. Inaccurate as this conflation is, it
nevertheless continued to serve as a basic premise of much historiography on
the eighteenth century. This conflation had a second effect: it made liberal-
ism seem tantamount to the admiration of Joseph II. Yet while it is true that
Austro-German liberals draped themselves with the mantle of Joseph IL* the
situation is much more complicated if one turns to their fellow liberals from
Lombardy and Venetia, as well as from the Bohemian and Hungarian lands.
If one seeks to recover the conditions under which the equation between
liberalism and Josephinian Enlightenment was forged, one quickly detects
strategies of dissociation and self-affirmation. Most Austro-German liberals
ardently believed in the blessings of universal German culture for the less
educated nations of the monarchy. The invocation of Joseph’s Enlightenment
legacy permitted Austro-German liberals to perform three tasks in the middle
of the ‘confusion of ideas™! that was rampant in 1848: first, it allowed them to
stamp their fellow pre—1848 malcontents as illiberals; second, it made them
gloss over the difficulties they had with the ‘old Josephinians’ among the
bureaucracy who refused to endorse what liberals made of Joseph’s legacy;™
and, third, the appropriation of this heritage permitted Austro-German lib-
erals to brand Bohemian, Italian and Hungarian liberals as self-seeking and
myopic ‘nationalists’. This attitude was to persist in politics until 1900 and it
continues to exert influence on historiography up to the present day.*

Enlightenment Conceptual Resources and Liberal
Scholarship

In the second section of this chapter, I wish to briefly discuss three
domains of liberal thought. This will throw into relief what liberals made
of Enlightenment conceptual resources in the early nineteenth-century
Habsburg lands. The three fields I have selected are law, religion and political
economy. This approach will also prove important for a better and more
refined understanding of the varieties of liberalism.

Habsburg Natural Jurisprudence and the Rediscovery of Roman Law

Enlightened natural law was enshrined in the 1811 Civil Code promulgated
for the Austro-Bohemian part of the monarchy.** Yet the intellectual horizon

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



Habsburg Liberalisms and the Enlightenment Past, 1790—1848 45

of Habsburg jurists did not remain confined to natural law. New ideas and
practices soaked in, and political aims and theoretical predilections changed.
In the early nineteenth century Habsburg lands, liberal paradigms were
predicated on natural law or historicist agendas, the latter were either aimed
at the conceptual remodelling of Roman law or they strove to unearth the
respective ‘national spirit’ in the history of law. A third strand of Young
Hegelian jurists emerged since the 1830s. Enlightened natural law with its
contractualist foundation of society, and its use of the contract to explain
various dimensions of legal life from the acquisition and prescription of land
over allodification to the state’s monopoly on retribution and coercion, was
attacked and jettisoned by many liberal legalists.’* In the sphere of public law,
many liberals were disenchanted with contractualism; they found historical
institutions located in the distant past of their respective nation (electoral
kingship, rulers as chief magistrates, popular assemblies and jury courts)
more promising for the realization of their vision of accountable power.

Historicist and Young Hegelian liberals saw the contract as unable to
safeguard personal autonomy, as well as incapable of explaining the moral
foundations necessary for the security of society. This criticism impinged on
different material legal structures, among them on joint property, replevin,
demurrage, paterfamilial control and custodial supervision of gilt-edged and
collateralized loans.* Interestingly and importantly, the reconstruction of
historical precedents and formats of law championed by these jurists did no?
contradict Enlightenment proclivities; Montesquieu’s and Mascov’s medi-
evalist works loomed large here as sources of inspiration.”’” The significant
point here is the early nineteenth-century obliteration of the fact that these
segments belonged to the Enlightenment.’® By disentangling a ‘rationalist’
epistemology, which many liberals rejected, from a vaguely defined, lofty
Enlightenment past, a conceptually reified legacy was created that lastingly
impoverished our understanding of the eighteenth century.

The Revolution of 1848 constituted a watershed in the development
of Habsburg legal culture. In its aftermath, new schools of Austrian and
Hungarian liberal jurists, the so-called Pandectists,” turned to Roman law
in remodelling the past and present of Habsburg jurisprudence.” This led
to drastically abridged and distorted accounts of pre—1848 intellectual life.
According to the Pandectists, pre—1848 jurists had been intellectually impris-
oned by the Civil Code and its principles of natural law. The Pandectists
indeed turned natural law into a scapegoat, denouncing it as both unscientific
and crypto-revolutionary in order to boost their own reputation as politically
innocuous innovators. Reworking the culture of interpretation of the 1811
Civil Code, Joseph Unger’s Austrian Pandectists suffused the code with
their own concepts, and in particular the will theory, which they regarded as
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much more suitable for the modern acquisitive society than the old theory
of trust.*!

This refashioning did not go undisputed: adherents of enlightened natural
law joined forces with practitioners of historical-legal scholarship, of old
Slavic law in particular, and attacked the Pandectist design engrafted on the
Civil Code. While striving to rehabilitate much-abused pre-1848 legal schol-
arship, they simultaneously rebelled against the new curriculum. The new
Roman law curriculum came with a heavy dose of German legal and imperial
history, which Bohemian and Hungarian jurists found particularly jarring.*
To some of these rebels against Pandectism, textbooks based on enlightened
natural law seemed much better suited to a plurilingual monarchy than those
of the Pandectists with their Germanic complements and with their strict
adherence to scholarship from the German lands, in particular to the works
of F.C. von Savigny and F. Puchta.®

Catholic Liberalism
A strong case has been made for English popular liberalism’s debt to eight-
eenth-century religious dissent and nonconformism,* while very little
is known about the religious pedigree of liberalism in Catholic Europe.”
As a result of the culture wars, the educated European publics of the later
nineteenth century came to view Catholicism as the very counterpart of
the Enlightenment.* The Catholic Enlightenment fell into oblivion and
Catholic liberalism shared this fate. The standard account suggests that the
Catholic restoration sought to eradicate enlightened Catholicism, but that the
Enlightenment turned into early liberalism quickly enough to survive.* Yet
on closer inspection, this transition from Enlightenment to liberalism turns
out to have been far from smooth and stringent.®

As it was made and remade after 1800, the Enlightenment legacy became
an apple of discord in conflicts between Catholic liberals (e.g. Félicité
de Lamennais, Jean Baptiste Lacordaire and Anton Giinther) and late
Enlighteners on the one hand, as well as between Catholic liberals and secu-
larist liberals on the other.* Catholic liberals reduced the Enlightenment to
a pastiche of rationalist deism and described it as a mainstay of ‘absolutism’,
which muzzled the Church and made it unable to follow its patriotic and
spiritual mission.” By equating the Enlightenment with the state church
of the early nineteenth century, Catholic liberals effaced rival strands of
enlightened theology such as sentimentalism and common sense.’! Secularist
liberals on the contrary invoked the Enlightenment as a noble agenda of
worldly reason, civil rights and individual liberties.

Catholic liberals’ dissociation from eighteenth-century thought was
marked by a Pelagian, free-will refutation of Jansenism.* They simultaneously
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held a sympathetic attitude toward Jansenists’ synodalist and antipapalist
designs, but excoriated their regalism.’ Catholic liberals of this hue strove
for a ‘free church in a free state’.** Catholic liberals sought to rehabilitate
the role of Christianity in the history of Europe (the manumission of slaves,
the personal status of legal inviolacy), which they regarded as distorted by
the Enlightenment.” All this often went with speculative and providentialist
modes of enquiry that placed the ‘reason’, around which the Enlightenment
was taken to revolve, in a different epistemological setting.

The study of Catholic scholarship demonstrates with great clarity how the
Enlightenment was realigned in the early nineteenth century. The Catholic
restoration heavily relied on eighteenth-century sacred philology with its
fine-grained study of Biblical subtexts, divine accommodation, implicatures,
and its critique of verbal inspiration (avéegic and exfortikedg). However,
this philological method was played off against rationalism, with which the
Enlightenment was retrospectively identified. Enlightened scholarly meth-
ods and procedures continued to be used, but their context of emergence
was obliterated. Thereby, clerics of the restoration retained and restyled one
strand of enlightened scholarship only to turn it into the Enlightenment’s
very antidote.*

A structurally similar redistribution of Enlightenment ancestries can be
observed in the conflict between Catholic liberals and neoscholastic theologi-
ans. This confrontation also highlights the inner varieties of the restoration.
Before the soaring success of neoscholastic theology in the 1840s and 1850s,
the restoration had tried to accommodate both philological procedures and
Kantian moral theology until it came under friendly fire from speculative
theologians — in particular Anton Giinther and his idealist circle — who
wished to pave the way for the free church in a free state. Anton Gilinther’s
liberal Catholicism was ardently antischolastic; he accused scholasticism of
pantheism and of a desiccated, rationalist conception of revelation. Instead,
Giinther took his cues from contemporary idealism, emphasizing the believ-
ers’ capacity to progessively recognize their nature as god-created beings
through reason and faith.” It is here that we can again observe the continu-
ous usage of Enlightenment practices and the simultaneous collapsing of the
Enlightenment’s rival strands into a single past and intellectual patrimony.
Despite Giinther’s critical engagement with eighteenth-century thought,
his neoscholastic adversaries accused him of Enlightenment rationalism:
This was a paradoxical claim as it was precisely these neoscholastics who
relied on an arsenal of Wolffian concepts, postulated the noncontradiction
among verités du raison and operated with the principium rationis sufficientis.
The conflict between neoscholastic clerics and Catholic liberals illustrates
how closely connected the polemical reassignment of legacies, quarrels over
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method and the construction of the Enlightenment were in the 1830s and

1840s.

Mercantilists and Political Economists

Similar complications of liberals’ Enlightenment heritage become obvious
if one looks at the political economy. Adherents of Adam Smith and mer-
cantilists developed quite different disciplinary genealogies and notions of
Enlightenment in the early nineteenth-century Habsburg lands. Nevertheless,
the standard accounts of the history of economic theory claim that the mer-
cantilist school of Joseph von Sonnenfels (1732-1817) continued to provide
the stable framework of economic thought in the Habsburg lands up to
1848. This view relies on post—1848 sweeping condemnations of FVormdirz
intellectual life. Sonnenfels’s textbook from the 1760s remained officially pre-
scribed until 1848, but this does not mean that it caused intellectual gridlock
and inertia.® On the one hand, a plethora of critical responses to Sonnenfels’s
doctrines had developed already in the first decade of the nineteenth century;
on the other hand, we need to reassess the assumption that state-sponsored
mercantilism acted as an obstacle to early liberalism prior to 1848.

Adam Smith’s work already fell on fertile ground in the 1790s. There
soon emerged a versatile elite of civil servants who opposed state subsidies,
business privileges, the allocation of retail areas and the doling-out of elee-
mosynaries to the poor.®! These liberals opposed many of the regulatory
devises Sonnenfels had proposed. They openly rejected the protectionist
tariffs system of the mercantilists in favour of free trade and broke with
Sonnenfels’s justification of a positive trade balance as one of its supreme
aims.% These economic liberals also sought to develop monetary policies that
would transcend mercantilists’ warnings of capital drain and correct their
insouciance about currency depreciation.® These civil servants creatively
refashioned Sonnenfels’s legacy: they harnessed his ideas about the natural
‘confluence’ of goods as well as about price formation, and combined these
advances with the tools he provided to combat monopolies and cartels. So
while liberal bureaucrats put the reciprocity of mutually reinforcing self-
interest, of interactive greed, in the place of Sonnenfels’s framework — the
increase of production to meet the mounting domestic demand caused by
successful populationist politics — their repertoire of action strongly resem-
bled the one Sonnenfels himself had designed. Sonnenfels’s thought was
more of a springboard than a stumbling-block for early liberalism. The broad
range of liberal measures and incentives prior to 1848 subverts the usual
clichés about the stifling reaction of that period.®* The relationship between
Enlightenment mercantilism and liberalism was conflict-ridden, but liberals
of the 1830s and 1840s chose to embroider the novelty of their approach
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and to make the rift between mercantilist doctrines and their own approach
sharper than it had actually been.

The intellectual foundations of Smithian liberalism deserve a similar
reappraisal. By the 1830s, Catholic liberals could draw on Smith’s doctrines
and combine them with a retributionist theology, a pattern of parousia that
sharply diverged from the moderate Scottish emphasis on a fair natural dis-
tribution of the cake of domestic wealth.®® In the view of these Catholic
liberals, productive avarice, self-aggrandisement and prodigality should be
balanced by cultivating man’s divinely ordained energies of faith. Catholic
liberals emphasized the positive experience of revelation and deliverance that
would soften the pernicious moral effects of the system of economic self-grat-
ification. Their sharp critique of absolutism hinged on this argument: by
subjecting the Church to state tutelage and by retaining rationalist deism as
official theology, the successive regimes since Joseph II continued to tamper
with the spiritual life of Christian citizens. This produced depravity and
venality. The state thwarted civic life, curbed free associations, hampered
individual self-help and curtailed the development of adaptive skill profiles.

Economic liberals’ engagement with Enlightenment mercantilism last-
ingly transformed its profile and properties for posterity. Catholic liberals in
particular came to view mercantilism as rationalist and as a natural law-based
doctrine. This dovetailed with the new account of the Enlightenment past
predicated on natural law, deism and rationalism, but it was quite alien to the
presuppositions of mercantilism. Producing a critical appraisal of political
contractualism, Sonnenfels had dealt extensively with instinctual appetitus
societatis and oikogic.® Thus, apart from their significant remodelling of the
Smithian prudent pursuit of artificial wants and virtuous rational self-interest,
Catholic liberals also relegated Enlightenment mercantilism to the past by
means of conceptual retrofitting. The deregulating agenda that economic
liberals pursued was not necessarily tied to an advocacy of civil rights in the
sense of constitutionally ensconced guarantees. As we have seen, the agenda
of economic liberty could be based on a ‘positive’ institutional substructure,
a spiritualized church freed from state interference as a supplier of moral
guidance.

Conclusion

The Enlightenment was many before it became one. In the eighteenth cen-
tury, it comprised diverse strands, physiocracy, mercantilism and Smithian
political economy, Baroque rationalism and sensualist theology, Kantian
chiliasm, natural law and legal-historical scholarship. It was in the nine-
teenth century that the Enlightenment acquired its ironclad coherence and
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unity and, equally importantly, its role as precursor of liberalism. The eight-
eenth-century Enlightenment comprised conservative and Catholic varieties,
both of which were factored out in the nineteenth century when liberalism
began to appear as the rightful successor of the Enlightenment and conserva-
tism as the descendant of the ‘Counter-Enlightenment’.%

The plurality of the Enlightenment did not abruptly come to an end
around 1800. Internal and external factors, intellectual transformations as
well as the impact of the French Revolution began to change the ways in
which one thought about the Enlightenment and situated oneself within it.
Herein lies the source of the subsequent reconstruction of the Enlightenment,
of its reduction to what we regard as its basic, quintessentially modern traits:
rationalism, deism, natural law, constitutionalism and popular sovereignty.
Here the Enlightenment acquired its historical, political and confessional
trajectory: now it seemed to have led from its origins in the Reformation
to its culmination in the French Revolution. We need to bear in mind that
this is a conceptually refurbished Enlightenment, a patrimony constructed
after 1800. In this chapter, I have tried to offer some cues regarding the
difference between this heritage and the eighteenth-century Enlightenment
it pretended to encompass.

It was in the early nineteenth century that the Enlightenment came to
appear as rationalist, mechanist, deist and predicated on natural law. Liberals
contributed to this reshaping, but they shied away from the conclusion
their conservative and radical adversaries drew. Conservative and radical
authors, working at cross-purposes in other respects, established a durable
link between the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, and thereby
contributed to the liberals’ predicament: while radicals chided liberals for
their cowardice, conservatives took them at their word and made liberals’
admiration for the Enlightenment equivalent to Revolutionary zeal.

We need to break the ostensibly smooth transition from Enlightenment
to liberalism up into smaller, more manageable units. In doing so, we realize
that this process involved identifiable modes of conceptual engineering and
retrofitting by which distinct groups of liberals interacted with identifiable
variants of the Enlightenment. A sketch of interactions and transformations
of this kind in the Habsburg lands has been provided above.

Liberals’ self-assigned place as guardians of the Enlightenment pat-
rimony became so convincing because it was predicated on two mutually
reinforcing claims: during the first half of the nineteenth century, the legacy
liberals embraced came to match the past conservatives wished to disclaim.
There is much evidence to suggest that comparably stable liberal and con-
servative political groups crystallized around distinct perceptions of the
eighteenth-century past by the 1850s. This became possible only through a
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process that I have described as a progressive disentanglement between the
political significance of the Enlightenment on the one hand, and the usage
of Enlightenment arguments and practices on the other. This redistribution
of legacies made varieties such as the conservative Enlightenment and the
Catholic Enlightenment disappear. During the 1830s and 1840s the previous
conflicts over the Enlightenment’s content and genealogy began to give way
to intentional disagreement over the beneficial or detrimental effects of a
rationalist and deist Enlightenment on the state, Church and society.

A final remark with a methodological gist is necessary here. Much of the
history of liberalism has suffered from the readiness with which similar ‘lib-
eral’ responses to shared problems on a synchronic level were deduced from an
imputed shared intellectual background, most notably ‘the Enlightenment’.
I have shown above how treacherous such similarities can be, and that liberal
agendas were hardly all-encompassing in terms of subsidiary and necessarily
connected political, economic, social and religious aims. This is one of the
keys to the plurality of liberal languages that the present volume seeks to
explore. The epistemological status of these ‘political languages’ continues
to be rather rickety and controvertible: this applies as much to ‘civic republi-
canism’ as it does to other complexes treated as languages like ‘natural law’ if
one thinks of primeval contracts, proselytizing, volition or primordial physi-
ological drives and urges, as well as of the forfeiture of natural rights through
the nonobservance of divinely ordained natural laws. It has by and large
remained unclear what holds ‘political languages’ together across epochs, how
small-scale changes in their lexicon, onomasiological fields and implicatures
are aggregated to the level of languages’ shared basic arguments, and how
languages interact in a given text. It is important to bear this in mind because
it is inaccurate to regard natural law as the chief trait of one ‘language’,
namely liberalism, and to perceive the historical study of law as the basic
characteristic of another, e.g. historicism. Natural law seems to have provided
a repertory of arguments that different, rival forms of Enlightenment drew
on and that was equally useful to rival strands of liberalism. Hence, I would
argue that the historicality of traditions and legacies that became particularly
conspicuous during the Sattelzeit seems an unjustly neglected, yet vitally
important aspect of the emergence of nineteenth-century liberalism, but also
of ‘political languages’ in general.

This applies both to liberals’ remaking of their Enlightenment patrimony,
but also to a plethora of more small-scale changes. As the previous pages have
shown, the manipulation of past contexts was a recurrent procedure in con-
flicts over legacies, and over the routines and schemata they imparted. Recall
how mercantilism and Enlightenment theology were placed in new contexts
in the 1820s and 1830s, and how natural law was retrospectively invested by
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the Pandectists of the 1850s with a pre-eminence it had not possessed. To me
it seems more profitable to explore the ‘framing cues’® of such legacies than
to enquire into the vertebrate traits of transtemporal ‘political languages’.

In trying to provide a nutshell summary of the Enlightenment’s political
re-enlistment in the Habsburg lands up to the 1850s, I would like to distin-
guish two processes of conceptual engineering. For Austro-German liberals,
the Josephinian reforms and the Enlightenment were cut from the same
cloth. ‘Josephinism’ became the only acceptable ingredient and indicator of
‘Enlightenment’ across the Monarchy. Joseph’s image as liberal anticleri-
cal, Germanizer and peasant emancipator was carved out in the 1830s and
1840s by the Leipzig- and Hamburg-based brochure literature of ‘Young
Austria’. These texts became the treasure trove and cherished arsenal of
Austro-German liberals, and the image they painted of Joseph II persisted
for the rest of the century.

Czech and Hungarian liberals’ engagement with the Josephinian sen-
timents of their enlightened predecessors had two argumentative compo-
nents. They tended to factor out the pro-Josephinian sympathies of late
enlightened Gelehrtenpatrioten and to style them as living precursors of the
national revival. Quite often this happened despite the refusal of these late
Enlighteners to acquiesce to the refashioning of their intellectual legacy. In
order to enlist the respective late Enlighteners as preceptors of the early
nineteenth-century national renascence, it was indispensable to demonstrate
their disenchantment with Joseph and his reforming agenda. By this pro-
cess, national-liberal legatees recruited a cast of venerable and legitimate
ancestors.
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Chapter 2

Formulating and
Reformulating ‘Liberalism’

Germany in European Comparison

Forn Leonhard

C@@@D

Introduction: Liberalism as an Exhausted Concept?

Speaking to a conference of German liberals in December 1948, Theodor
Heuss, later the President of the Federal Republic, asked his audience
whether the label ‘liberal’ could still be used to identify a political party that
regarded itself as part of political liberalism’s tradition in Germany. The fact
that the conference voted in favour of ‘Free Democratic Party’ instead of
‘Liberal Democratic Party’ as its official party name indicated a widespread
scepticism: the very concept of ‘liberalism’; representing the ambivalent
experiences of the nineteenth century, seemed too much associated with
the German liberals’ Kulturkampf of the 1870s and capitalism, which, in the
eyes of so many, had prevented liberals from a more progressive social policy
that could have bridged the gap between bourgeois liberalism and social
democracy before 1914 and especially after 1918.!

In 1950, Thomas Mann, one of the most prominent representatives of
the German educated bourgeoisie and its political culture, went even fur-
ther. Reflecting upon the fate of liberalism after the experience of European
fascism from American exile, Mann pointed out that the concept ‘liberal’
seemed exhausted and had become void and meaningless. Against the back-
ground of the fascist challenge and European liberals’ inability to prevent
its rise, Mann demanded a redefinition of how liberty and equality could be
reconciled. In contrast to what he regarded as the liberal primacy of liberty,
Mann pointed to equality as the ‘leading idea of the current epoch’. What all
postwar societies needed was, in Mann’s eyes, a social emancipation distinct

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Formulating and Reformulating ‘Liberalism’ 73

from the totalitarian model. While liberalism seemed to represent political
emancipation, constitutions and political institutions as the legacy of the
nineteenth century, ‘social emancipation’ could no longer be defined by a
simple reference to a concept that seemed semantically exhausted. Mann
pointed to the necessity to transform the paradigm of bourgeois revolution
into ‘social democracy’. If Goethe, at the end of his life, had declared that
every reasonable individual was actually a ‘liberal’, Mann underlined that at
present every reasonable human being was to be a socialist.?

Was there really a crisis of liberalism, reflecting the exhaustion of liberal
political agendas after 1945?° Was it a particularly German response to the
experience of liberals’ electoral decline after 1918 and their failure to prevent
the rise of fascism? Or was it a general European and transatlantic trend that
needs careful explanation? Any attempt to approach these questions will
have to take into account the semantic transformations of ‘liberal’ and ‘lib-
eralism’ in the long nineteenth century from the perspective of a European
comparison. The starting point of such an operation is the apparent triumph
of liberalism in nearly all European societies of the 1870s and the perception
of ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ as both a universal trend of progressivism and
a national narrative. Thus, Matthew Arnold in his ‘Culture and Anarchy’
of 1869 defined the success of the English liberal idea as ‘the legislation
of middle-class parliaments ... the local self-government of middle-class
vestries ... the unrestricted competition of middle-class industrialists ... the
dissidence of middle-class Dissent and the Protestantism of middle-class
Protestant religion’?* Towards the end of the century, Gladstonian liberalism
seemed to have become not just a personalized style of politics, but also a
symbol of the British nation as the most progressive power in the world.
Benjamin Jowett, Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University, commented on
Gladstone’s role in the Irish Home Rule debate by pointing to the triumph of
an evolutionary reform strategy by which liberals seemed to have stimulated
even their conservative counterpart for the good of the country: ‘Liberals
have, to a great extent, removed the impression they had created in England
that they were the friends of disorder. Do you know, I cannot help feeling
that I have more of the Liberal element in me than of the Conservative? This
rivalry between the parties, each surprising the other by their liberality, has
done a great deal of good to the people of England.”

What seemed to be a natural progression towards ‘liberalism’ as an accepted
key concept of the later nineteenth century becomes much more complicated
and ambivalent if we focus on the actual diachronic varieties of ‘liberal’ and
‘liberalism’ and the historical change of meaning attached to these concepts
in European comparison. In the late 1960s, the German historian Reinhart
Koselleck developed a model of semantic change that he applied to key

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

74 Jorn Leonhard

concepts of modern political and social vocabularies. According to him, these
developed in a particular ‘saddle epoch’ (Sartelzeir) between 1750 and 1850.°
However, this model primarily focused on German sources and left out par-
ticular semantic changes and impulses, differences and exchanges among
European cases. More recent approaches have tried to develop the German
tradition of Begriffsgeschichte into a transnational comparative analysis.” The
following is an attempt to illustrate the potential for such an operation by
looking at the comparative semantics of ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ with a special
focus on Germany.?

From Prepolitical Meanings to the Multifaceted European
Semantics of ‘Liberal’ after 1800

For the history of this key concept, one can discern four subsequent pro-
cesses as ideal types that characterise the semantic transformation from the
eighteenth century to the nineteenth century.’ The first is the prepolitical
stage of semantics: in the case of ‘liberal’, this is the period dominated by
the pre—1789 uses of ‘liberal ‘or ‘liberality’ in different contexts. In a society
that, in comparison to Germany or France, was much less characterized by
formal criteria, the English phrase ‘as a gentleman be liberal’ signified a social
distance defined by cultural criteria.!” Munificence and tolerance presup-
posed economic independence and a classical education. The persistence of
this aristocratic meaning of ‘liberal’ cannot be overestimated; it dominated
the prepolitical meaning of the concept ‘liberal’ for a long time, and even
when a new political semantic was imported from the continent in response
to the consequences of the French Revolution, the traditional prepolitical
connotation of ‘liberal’ as a social attribute of an educated gentleman was
never totally eliminated. Even in 1818 a contemporary dictionary attributed
‘liberal habits’ to ‘persons of good birth’. The expression ‘liberal attitude’
indicated an individual, not a political programme. It depended on tolerance,
an open and unprejudiced state of mind, and the will to take responsibility for
one’s own opinion in public. Whereas ‘liberal’ in England had either a more
aristocratic connotation in expressions like ‘liberal gentleman’ or ‘liberal edu-
cation’, or was used in the religious sphere, ‘liberal’ in Germany indicated,
at least since the late 1750s, an individual quality of an advanced enlightened
Gesinnung, which not only meant a cast of mind or a basic conviction, but
also denoted a moral quality. Liberale Gesinnung pointed to the fundamental
idea of the responsible individual who was of higher moral and ethical value
on account of his unprejudiced state of mind. This meaning persisted in
the later history of the political concept ‘liberal’ in Germany. The moral
quality of the liberale Gesinnung or Liberalitit went far beyond mere political
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denominations. Immanuel Kant’s distinction between ‘liberalitas sumptu-
osa’, mere munificence in the tradition of the Roman emperors’ ‘liberalitas’,
and ‘liberalitas moralis’ as an unprejudiced state of mind and independence of
one’s own opinion, deeply influenced the later history of liberale Gesinnung."
As in the case of Kant’s ‘Liberalitit der Denkungsart’'
’ of the Third Estate in France, the concepts reflected an enlightened
educational ideal without a fixed political or social meaning.

This was followed by a second type: a fermentation of traditional and new
semantic elements, caused by new political, social and cultural experiences,
newly articulated interests and new expectations against the background of
the French Revolution. Prepolitical and politicized meanings began to over-
lap, starting with the invention of the idées liberales in France in 1799 and
their subsequent translation into /iberale Ideen in Germany and idee liberali in
Ttaly,™ but also with the emergence of liberales and serviles as party names in
Spain and the export of this nomenclature to other European countries. The
third period was characterized by the politicization of concepts as contro-
versial through changing connotations of traditional concepts and the devel-
opment of new concepts. In this phase, speakers attempted to structure the
semantic field using canonical definitions and semantic clarity. At this point,
the import of concepts such as the French idées liberales created a framework
for the articulation of new experiences and stimulated conceptual debates,
thereby testing the semantic field. Finally, an ideological polarization devel-
oped, with bipolar or multipolar semantic structures resulting in a wider field
of political and social nomenclatures and their use in arguments. In the case
of ‘liberal’, the semantic field became defined by symmetric counterconcepts
such as ‘radical’, ‘conservative’ or later ‘socialist’.

For the politicization of ‘liberal’ in continental Furopean societies, the
confrontation with the French Revolution and Napoleon played a fundamen-
tal role. French expansionism led to a direct confrontation with the French
idées libérales as Bonaparte’s programmatic formula of the results of 1789.1
In his Proclamation of the 18th Brumaire 1799, justifying the coup d’état,
Bonaparte’s idées libérales stood for a defensive strategy to safeguard the rev-
olution’s legacy by ending both political instability and social anarchy: ‘Les
idées conservatrices, tutélaires, libérales, sont rentrées dans leurs droits par
la dispersion des factieux qui opprimaient les conseils.” (‘The conservative,
protective, liberal ideas have been brought back to their rights by dispersing
the political factions which oppressed the councils.’).!® Napoleon‘s invention
of the idées libérales became part of his short-lived but influential imperial
ideology. As the ‘héro des idées liberales’, he proclaimed himself to be both
the only legitimate heir of 1789 and the only ‘garant’ of the Revolution’s
positive achievements, as incarnated by the Civil Code and the idea of the

or Sieyes’ ‘éducation
libérale
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nation’s sovereignty.'” By referring to the imperial understanding of the idées
libérales, Napoleon claimed to fulfil the Revolution’s original and legitimate
objects. On the other hand, turning the transpersonal principle of the idées
libérales against Napoleon’s military despotism after 1810 integrated the
opposition of the new political movement of the anti-Napoleonic /ibéraux
around Benjamin Constant and Madame de Staél.’® This explained why the
idées libérales survived the Emperor’s defeat in 1815. As a result, the idées
libérales had by 1815 become a universal concept for continental authors. In
Germany and Italy, it was possible to distance them from their Napoleonic
origin and use the expression to articulate new constitutional, social and
national expectations.

Whereas the English denomination of parties had originated in the seven-
teenth century and immunized the country’s political discourse against con-
tinental imports, which meant that ‘liberal’ was only slowly and reluctantly
integrated into an already-existing political nomenclature, the semantic import
of ‘liberal’ coined by the French Revolution and Napoleon was essential for
German contemporaries.'’ In the member states of the Confederation of
the Rhine, a new language policy was directed by the French authorities,
by which the idées libérales and the constitution libérale found their way into
German journals and newspapers. The idées libérales, after 1815 translated
into liberale Ideen as a semantic basis for ‘liberalism’ after 1820, indicated
the overall demand for both national unity and constitutional progress in
Germany. When German authors looked at French debates, their translation
changed from a mere imitation of the concept to its application to a particu-
lar situation outside France. An excellent example for the importance of
interpretative adaptation was Johann Christoph von Aretin’s translation of
a contemporary French article on ‘Les idées libérales’ published in 1814.%
In his translation, Aretin applied the French concept to his own German
background and the political and national situation of the German states at
the end of the Napoleonic Wars.?! He paid particular attention to the idea
of a constitution as the incarnation of a new balance between monarchy and
people. Where the French text spoke of civilisation as the main criterion
behind liberty, Aretin used the German Bildung, which had a much more
socially exclusive meaning. In the same way, the concept of ‘nation’ had very
different connotations in France and Germany at that time. Whereas French
semantics oscillated between the nation’s revolutionary sovereignty and the
nation as represented by a constitutional monarch, the German expectation
was to establish a constitutional nation-state that by 1815 already existed in
France.? Similarly different connotations lie behind the concept of gouverne-
ment. Whereas the French author explicitly acknowledged the existence of
an institutionalized opposition in a national parliament, Aretin could only
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focus on public opinion as a source of political legitimacy and an instrument
with which to counterbalance the dangers of despotic rule, since a German
parliament did not exist in 1814/15.%

France was not the only birthplace of the new concept; again, it was
through a complex process of translations that Spanish /iberales influenced the
modernization of other European vocabularies. The political meaning of ‘lib-
eral’ as a party denomination originated from the first Spanish Constitution
of 1812. The adherents of this new constitution called themselves /iberales
and spoke of their opponents who supported the principles of absolute mon-
archy as serviles.”* It was with regard to the political situation in Spain that
the new political adjective found its way into the English political vocabulary.
The British example illustrated the limits of translations and the factors that
sheltered one political discourse against conceptual imports from outside,
because the British import of the Spanish concept was a negative semantic
adaptation. In 1816, Lord Castlereagh thought of a purely revolutionary
party in the tradition of the French Jacobins when he spoke of the Spanish
liberales, although their origin had been the fight against French occupation
during Napoleon‘s reign.” Until 1818/19, English authors made use of the
new political concept — often in the foreign spelling — to describe the domestic
political situation of continental countries, thereby underlining its un-Eng-
lish origin. When speaking of British politics, authors continued to refer
to the historical party names ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’ or ‘radical’. The reluctant
import of the new concept ‘liberal’ pointed back to the experiences of the
seventeenth century and the existence of premodern party names, at least
until the early 1830s. Only then, the semantic transformation was defined by
the complex translation from ‘Whig’ to ‘liberal’.?® In that way, the history of
‘liberal’ signified distinct ancien régimes.

The British example illustrated an imitating, not an adapting, transla-
tion.”” The continental context dominated the meaning of ‘liberal’ when
used in English political texts well after 1815. Only very reluctantly did the
concept appear after 1815, indicating a different tone in British politics. In
1816, Robert Southey spoke of the ‘British “liberales™, mixing the Spanish
spelling of the party name with an application to the English political scene
and stigmatizing the political opponent by the use of the continental adjec-
tive.”® For many Tory authors, ‘liberal’ served as a negative label with which
they could relate their opponents to the revolutionary experiments in France,
Spain, Italy or Greece. For them, ‘liberal’ represented Jacobin terror and
Napoleonic despotism under the guise of an apparently progressive label.
The import of libéral or liberales in the British case for a long time indicated
a confrontation with continental revolutionary experiences and provoked
political resistance.
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Only reluctantly was the concept’s un-English connotation overcome,
making the semantic application of ‘liberal’ to English politics possible. An
important catalyst for the integration of ‘liberal’ into the English political
vocabulary was the founding of Leigh Hunt’s The Liberal, or Verse and Prose
Jfrom the South journal in 1822, the short-lived but influential literary journal
of the Byron circle that contained articles by Byron and Shelley, often in
a critical tone, not only focusing on political developments in the South of
Europe but also criticizing the politics of George III and Lord Castlereagh.
The title already anticipated the programme: the South of Europe with its
revolutionary movements for national independence and political liberty,
such as in Italy, Greece and Spain, constituted the background, but Leigh
Hunt in his preface of the first edition also pointed to the traditional mean-
ing of ‘liberal’ in the context of classical education, relating the political
implications to the ideal of Roman and Greek literature as the framework of
humanity and political liberty.” In the course of the public controversy about
the new journal, its opponents reacted to the title by publishing a satirical
antidote: The Illiberal! Verse and Prose from the North!/*

The blockade of public debate about reform in British politics, defended
until 1815 because of the necessary concentration of national forces in the
fight against France, was gradually lifted in 1815. The shift of political atten-
tion from foreign affairs to domestic problems provided a fertile ground
for the semantic transformation of ‘liberal’ from an apparently un-English
adjective with revolutionary and continental implications into an integral
concept of Britain’s political language, especially for the reform-oriented
Whigs inside and outside Parliament. This included a new context in which
the foreign concept’s translation helped to develop a new framework for
political reforms. The changing atmosphere of public opinion, now con-
sidered an important factor in the nation’s political life, was reflected in the
slow adaptation of ‘liberal’. In a letter to John Wilson Croker in 1820, Robert
Peel observed:

Do not you think that the tone of England — of that great compound of folly,
weakness, prejudice, wrong feeling, right feeling, obstinacy, and newspaper
paragraphs, which is called public opinion — is more liberal — to use an odious
but intelligible phrase, than the policy of the Government? Do not you think
that there is a feeling, becoming daily more general and more confined — that is
independent of the pressure of taxation, or any immediate cause — in favour of
some undefined change in the mode of governing the country?3!

In 1827, Henry Brougham, a leading member of the moderate Whigs among
the Edinburgh Reviewers, reflected on the ‘State of parties’ since the begin-
ning of the 1820s. He made extensive use of ‘liberal’ to denote a new principle
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in British politics. Behind the progress of ‘liberal opinions’ he identified a
new concept of foreign policy, advocating national independence abroad and
opposing the restorative objects of the Holy Alliance. Already before the
transformation of the traditional party names ‘Whig’ and “Tory’ into ‘Liberal’
and ‘Conservative’, a long-term semantic process that was not completed
before the 1840s, Brougham concluded that the main ideological antago-
nism in British politics could no longer be expressed by traditional political
labels. These party names had either originated from the seventeenth cen-
tury, reflecting the factions of the Civil War (‘Court’ versus ‘Country’), the
political antagonists of the Glorious Revolution (‘Whig’ versus ‘Tory’) or
indicating the aspirations of the Stuarts (‘Loyalist’ versus ‘Jacobin’) during
the eighteenth century or, pointing to the continent, the new party names
coined in the course of the French Revolution: ‘A new casting also of political
sects has taken place; the distinctions, and almost the names, of Loyalist and
Jacobin, Whig and Tory, Court and Country Faction, are fast wearing away.
Two great divisions of the community will, in all likelihood, soon be far more
generally known; the Liberal and the Illiberal, who will divide, but we may be
sure most unequally, the suffrages of the Nation.”? Unlike most continental
party names that had originated from the post—1789 period, ‘liberal’ as a
postrevolutionary concept in Britain must be interpreted with regard to the
ideological polarization since the absolutist experiments of the seventeenth
century, pointing to a distinct British saddle epoch. This was reproduced in
the subsequent premodern party names that did not have an equivalent in
continental discourses.

The post—1815 period in continental societies showed a different his-
tory of ‘liberal’ in political vocabularies. Following the Revolution and the
Napoleonic Empire, French contemporaries observed an inflation of political
party names, reflecting different layers of experiences and polarization with
regard to the legacies of the past. Following the establishment of a consti-
tutional monarchy under Louis XVIII in 1814/15, ‘liberal’ became a tool
used to structure the political landscape’s complexity. But already in 1819,
the distinctive quality of ‘liberal” was indirectly questioned when compared
to the meaning of ‘democratic ideas’. One observer distinguished between
two political extremes: those ‘known under the name of ultra-royalist’ and
those under the name of /ibéraux. But since this denomination seemed more
‘of an accolade than a qualification ... because there can nonetheless be lib-
erality in the doctrines’, the author referred to the concept démocratique to
highlight the ideological antagonism between what he regarded as the two
main political parties of France: ‘I would prefer to call democratic the party
whose views are opposed to those of the first; because from liberalism — as
it is understood — to democracy there is a gentle slope and a quite slippery
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track.’® In France, this semantic connection between ‘liberal’ and ‘demo-
cratic’ mirrored the consequences of a polarizing revolutionary legacy, which
would influence French political culture well after 1815. Identifying with or
distancing from the restored monarchy served as a dividing line and allowed
the political camps to be structured by a clear antagonism that put ‘liberal’
close to ‘democratic ideas’:

Here we have the two parties that exist and will exist in France like in England:
the royalist party, which supports the monarchical ideas and the aristocratic
ideas which are inseparable from them; the liberal party, that supports the
democratic ideas ... We counted four parties in France, or rather in par-
liament; the two liberal varieties composed of the more or less pronounced
partisans of the democratic ideas, and which are designated under the name of
the left and the centre-left; the two royalist varieties, composed of the more or
less pronounced partisans of the monarchical and aristocratic ideas, that is to
say the right and the centre-right.**

This relation between ‘liberal’ and ‘democratic’ continued to be of fundamen-
tal importance for the future meaning of ‘liberalism’. While ‘liberal’ in France
became identified with the constitutional opposition and bourgeois values
against a restorative monarchy in the course of the 1820s, it also became
increasingly identified with political institutions and not paying enough
attention to the meaning of social processes. Towards the end of Napoleon
IIl’s Second Empire, Emile Ollivier, the key figure in the transformation
from the empire autoritaire into the empire libéral, used democratie et liberté as
a programmatic motto to describe the change in the regime’s political course
during the 1860s.%* A few months before the empire’s collapse, he advocated
the strength of a government based on the will of the people as proven in
plebiscites: ‘Who would rise against such a democratic, liberal, progressive
government?’** However, being a truly democratic voter could still mean
opposing the focus on the social question, which many identified with a
democratic party: “The liberal party confines itself a little too much to the
study of pure politics, while the democratic party confines itself to the study
of a false social economics.’”’

The Semantics of ‘Liberal’ and the Relationship between
State and Society in Germany after 1815

In Germany, the import of the new concept ‘liberal’ provoked resistance
after 1815, reflecting the change from politicization to ideological polari-
zation. For Metternich and the German Confederation, ‘liberal’ denoted a
revolutionary direction. Public confidence in the Liberalitit der Regierung,
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the ‘government’s liberality’, for instance during the Prussian reform era
or in the South German constitutional states of Baden, Wiirttemberg and
Bavaria, became increasingly disillusioned after the reactionary change in the
political atmosphere following the murder of August von Kotzebue and the
Carlsbad Decrees in 1819/20.% When it became clear that there would be
no further constitutional progress and no more parliaments in the German
states, ‘liberal’ changed into an opposition-label that defined the progressive
forces in society. Now the use of the term reflected the widening gap between
state and society. At the end of the 1820s, ‘liberalism’ in Germany signified
an uncontested belief in the progress of reason, while the restorative govern-
ments represented backwardness and anachronistic forces in history. The
‘liberal party’ stood for a ‘movement party’ (Bewegungsparter), representing
natural progress in history.*

Translations from French into German in that period meant an ongo-
ing, implicit confrontation with France. In contrast to the optimistic self-
estimation of what ‘liberal’ should stand for, early definitions of the concept
in Germany also reflected a specific uncertainty about the political and social
implications of a concrete programme. According to most contemporaries,
wahrer Liberalismus, ‘true liberalism’, had to be defended against radical
forces in the tradition of the French revolutionary terror.* At least until
the French July Revolution of 1830, the history of ‘liberal’ in Germany was
a history of interpreting the French Revolution and its consequences in the
German states.

When the original connection with a ‘liberal government’ came under
increasing pressure after 1815, the debate within the political opposition
intensified. When ‘liberal ideas’ changed into ‘liberalism’, the new concept
was associated with an ideal of constitutional reform, if possible in cooper-
ation with reform-oriented and enlightened governments. But at the same
time, other divisions became visible.*! The early signs of conflicts between
Roman Catholics and liberals anticipated many of the conflict lines of the
later Kulturkampf of the 1870s. Although ‘Catholicism’ and ‘liberalism’ were
not yet deadly antagonistic concepts, ultramontane and Protestant liberals
began to oppose each other. Many liberals strongly attacked the traditional
alliance between throne and altar and the clergy’s antiliberal influence on the
people, and increasingly supported a strong anticlericalism.*> As Paul Pfizer
put it in the Staats-Lexikon, which was the most important encyclopaedia of
South German liberalism prior to the Revolution of 1848:

Indeed liberalism has no need of religion in order to give legally untenable
arrogance a false justification. Against the so-called rights of God — a misused
term — it has to set a right of truly divine origin, that is the right of reason,
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in whose claims God will as certainly announce himself as in the positive
revelations, which can gain their final justification for a thinking being only by
their correspondence with the laws of his reason.®

In contrast to Britain, ‘liberalism’ in Germany neither represented religious
minorities, except the Jews, though with significant modifications, nor did it
fight for political rights of those groups.

Many of the liberal premises of the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury developed between 1820 and 1848. German liberals believed that the
future involved a somewhat natural ascent towards liberty and progress.*
Accordingly, in 1840, Paul Pfizer defined liberalism as ‘nothing ... but
the transition from the state of nature to the state founded on the rule of
law which becomes necessary at a certain stage in human development’.®
Liberalism would direct ‘the state back to what the whole nation in its rational
interest wants or must want’.** Even if ‘institutions and laws might temporar-
ily step backwards ... the ideas of the law of reason will always awake again
... For liberty has now become a necessity and no human power can hope
to suffocate these world-shaking ideas, which will find their way through all
impediments and barriers until they have passed through all the stages which
have been determined by a higher hand’.¥ Sitting in regional parliaments
but excluded from political practice and forming governments, early liberals
often regarded their movement as the promoter of ideas and not of practical
agendas: “There is in the movements of our time a predominately spiritual
quality, a battle of ideas.’*®

On the other hand, a key element in definitions of ‘liberalism’ in Germany
was the idea of the concrete Rechisstaat, a state founded on the rule of law. In
terms of practical reforms, it was identified with constitutional monarchy and
not with a republic, a crucial fact that after 1830 distinguished constitutional
liberals from democratic radicals.* Paul Pfizer placed constitutional monar-
chy in the middle between radical concepts and mere conservatism, opposing
both the ‘most horrible radicalism’ and the ‘untrue and misunderstood liber-
alism’; and at the same time rejecting the ‘affected idolatry of the status quo
or of things which have already died out’.® In a constitutional monarchy,
liberals hoped to find a compromise between the ‘law of reason and histor-
ical law’ in order to realize the ‘most perfect form of the state according to
our historical conditions’. Consequently, ‘liberalism’ was identified with a
written constitution as the basis of the ‘idea of the true state’, which should
exclude ‘all arbitrary use of power from above’ and below and would found
‘the civic relationships on the stable and unchangeable law of morality’.’!
Hence, many observers in Germany did not identify ‘liberalism’ with the aim
to minimize the power of the state, but to establish liberty within the state
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and through its support. Consequently, the constitution became the centre of
all strategies of political reform. According to Carl Rotteck, a people without
a constitution was ‘in the noble sense of the word no people ... but a sum of
subjects’.” He argued that ‘the constitutional system establishes ... the equal
participation in all civic welfare, the equal (legal and juridical) distribution
of individual liberty and of legal property and acquisition for all, the equal
claim of all who are capable of position and authority and finally the equal
obligation to obey the law’.> The idea of the state founded on the rule of law
implied both political change and the preservation of traditional elements,
but no revolutionary concept.

However, this self-positioning of ‘liberalism’ came under pressure during
the 1830s when fierce controversies over the concept’s meaning developed
against the background of the July Revolution in France and the Hambach
Festival in 1832, which demonstrated the split between liberals in regional
parliaments and democrats outside parliaments. Despite its territorial frag-
mentation, the 1830s and 1840s witnessed the evolution of distinct party
names in German political discourse, reflecting a broadening spectrum of
ideological camps and competing visions of political and social order. In 1843,
Karl Rosenkranz pointed to the fact that these new names no longer marked
personal or corporatist positions, but different political agendas that allowed
mobilization and identification in a changing society. Now ‘liberals’ formed
only one group within this spectrum:

It is only with such an awareness that the dependence of the individual on the
nepotism of the party or family, on the egoism of the guild, the corporation or
the estate disappears. The designations of the parties themselves are general-
ized. Instead of the accidental names of their founders, designations expressing
a concept emerge. One speaks of democrats and oligarchs, of republicans and
royalists, of liberals and serviles, of radicals and conservatives.**

Against this background of ideological polarization and political pluralization
during the 1840s, ‘liberalism’ provoked systematic criticism from the left, cou-
pled with a positive connotation of a ‘democratic party’ and Demokratismus.
Arnold Ruge developed one of the most influential critiques of ‘liberalism’ in
1843.5 For him, the German people’s fight against Napoleonic occupation
and military repression before 1815 was the real birthplace of a democratic
party in Germany, the predecessor of the ‘radicals’ in Ruge’s own days: ‘In
the Wars of Liberation a nucleus of the new Germany was present: the radical
democrats, whose great effectiveness is evident in the regeneration of Prussia
and the whole popular uprising against Napoleon.”® Following the course of
polemic against constitutional liberals around 1830, especially on the occasion
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of the Hambach Festival in 1832, Ruge defined ‘liberalism’ as a bourgeois
movement, oriented towards constitutions and political compromises, still
hoping for a reform-oriented state to prevent a social revolution, a repetition
of violent events as in France, but too narrow to understand the dynamics
of the growing proletariat and to respond adequately to the challenges of
pauperism as the social question of the day. According to Ruge, ‘liberalism’
was outdated and had no future if it was not prepared to accept the new
ideal of free man and free people.’” If liberals of the 1840s still insisted on an
integrative understanding of liberalism, a movement and a habitus that would
embrace all reasonable political trends, avoiding extremes and a revolutionary
conflict with existing governments, Ruge demanded liberalism’s transfor-
mation into a primarily democratic ideology, ‘in one word the dissolution of
liberalism into democratism [ Demokratismus]’.>

Prior to 1848, the very term ‘liberal party’ in Germany represented a
far-reaching community of ideas and values. Early liberals wanted to maintain
their individual independence from any closer organizational structures, which
was one major reason for the variety of individual definitions of ‘liberalism’. In
1833, Heinrich Laube wrote: ‘I am a liberal, but I do not ever want to belong
to those who call themselves liberal.”® These self-images and the definitions
of what ‘liberalism’ stood for were challenged by the experience of 1848/49.
In Germany, the revolution failed to achieve its main aims — constitutional
government and national unity — because of a complex interaction of factors,
but in the long term, the revolutionary experience intensified a substantial
process of progressive politicization, which had a fundamental impact on
the meaning of ‘liberalism’. The heterogeneity of interests and strategies in
different parts of society led to a disintegration and fragmentation of the
temporary homogeneity of an oppositional movement in the spring of 1848,
resulting in the split between moderate and constitutional ‘liberalism’ and
democratic ‘radicalism’, and weakening the forces against counterrevolution-
ary actions. The dual object of achieving political liberty and national unity,
of state- and nation-building under increasing time pressures and against
the background of Austrian and Prussian moves to open counterrevolution,
proved to be a highly important cause for the reduction of political freedom
of action after September 1848. But it also included an important political
lesson: the gap between constitutional and national intentions on the one
hand and the lack of executive power that would have made the Frankfurt
Assembly more independent from cooperation with the state governments
on the other hand demonstrated, at least in the eyes of many liberals, the
widening gap between political ideals and a need to overcome mere opposition
policy. Thus, Realpolitik could become such a key concept when defining
‘liberals’ and ‘liberalism’ in the postrevolutionary decades.®
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Revolution and Realpolitik: The German Experience of 1848
and beyond

In 1848, most moderate and constitutional liberals did not regard themselves
as revolutionaries. They halted a movement, which had started on the streets,
by legalizing and channelling it through a national parliament. Their tempo-
rary freedom of action was based on revolutionary legitimacy in March 1848,
but their political strategy rather pointed back to the pre-March experience.
Many constitutional liberals focused on the state as motor and guarantee of
gradualist reform. Given the experience of 1848, the move towards Realpolitik
was not inevitable, but, given Otto von Bismarck’s successes in overcoming
the framework of the German Confederation in 1864 and 1866, it became
an ever more attractive option. The promise to overcome mere opposition
politics was fundamental in the context of Prussian political successes in the
1860s, based on military victories. But to reduce the semantics of ‘liberalism’
to the split between ‘National Liberals’ and ‘Progressive Liberals’ following
the Prussian victory of Sadowa in 1866 would be simplistic. Already in 1865,
the National-Zeitung, the major Berlin liberal newspaper, argued that the
party’s way had to be from unity to freedom. It was not a simple sacrifice
of freedom, but a different priority of political objects that distinguished
the ‘liberalism’ of 1848 from that of 1866. Those who felt that it was nec-
essary to compromise with Bismarck’s government in order to achieve the
nation-state first and then reform it according to liberal principles referred
to Regierungsfihigkeit, the ability to take part in a government, as Hermann
Baumgarten explained in 1866.%' Realpolirik expressed the need to accept that
ideals bereft of the power to control the executive forces, the government,
the bureaucracy and the military, were senseless. The National Liberals, who
finally supported Bismarck’s Indemnity Bill with which the constitutional
crisis over the Prussian military reforms of the 1860s ended, did not act from
a position of weakness. They regarded themselves, and indeed were regarded,
as the strongest popular force in favour of the national unification which took
place in 1871.

The most important and long-term consequence of the Revolution of
1848/49 in Germany points to an intensified semantic antagonism between
‘liberalism’ and ‘democracy’, between liberal variations of constitutional
monarchy and connotations of social democracy.” The dividing line between
liberals and democratic radicals was a leitmotif inside and outside parlia-
ments. ‘Liberalism’ was defined as the only movement capable of finding
the middle ground between the extremes of absolutism and democratic
self-government.® In Heinrich Laube’s description of the German National
Assembly of 1848, the antagonism between liberals and democratic radicals
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was the most profound aspect: ‘For at least a year the liberals of Germany,
the liberals of education and patriotism, were not only internally, but also
externally separated from the radicals, to whom an abstract concept called
democracy, republic or whatever else had priority.’®* Radikale or Demokraten
became associated with ideals such as popular sovereignty, solidarity among
European peoples, national unity, universal suffrage and social rights.
Demokraten changed into a positive self-description after 1848/49. In that
way, Lorenz von Stein referred to social equality symbolized by universal
suffrage as the most relevant trend in politics and society, a process most
advanced in France. For Stein, ‘social democracy’ was a fact transcending the
difference between constitution and administration as he saw it in the French
Second Republic.

What made the semantic gulf between ‘liberal’ and ‘democratic’ still wider
had to do with the influence of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. For them,
real democracy could be found only in communism, and the Revolution of
1848/49 signified a merely temporary alliance between workers and petty
bourgeois democrats, as demonstrated in France. In their eyes, the concept
of ‘democracy’ also allowed self-positioning in the historical process; hence,
‘pure democracy’ would be transformed into ‘social democracy’ and later into
the dictatorship of the proletariat, which would then embody democracy in
a communist society.®® This interpretation proved to be influential for the
concept’s perception among the workers’” movement. In 1863, Ferdinand
Lassalle wrote about the separation between ‘democracy’ and ‘liberalism’:
‘Democracy was the unifying bond between the bourgeoisie and the working
class. By shaking off and renouncing this name, this unifying bond was cut
from this side, and the banner was no longer planted in a democratic, but in
a liberal bourgeois, movement.’®” After this separation from liberalism, the
working class could be the sole basis of democracy.

In contrast to this understanding of ‘democracy’ on the political left,
National Liberals and Progressive Liberals maintained a negative connota-
tion of ‘democracy’ after 1848/49. The concept became increasingly identi-
fied with Socialists and Social Democrats after the foundation of the Second
German Empire in 1871. The supposed internationalist orientation of Social
Democrats and Roman Catholics seemed to challenge the new nation-state’s
existence. For liberals who regarded themselves as the natural political force
behind the emergence of the German nation-state of 1871, the Kulturkampf
as well as the antisocialist stereotype influenced their understanding of the
concept. A strong indication of this negative perception was the fact that
neither ‘democracy nor ‘democratic’ was used for the official party name
of liberal parties, nor was either a key aspect in liberals’ party programmes
before 1918 — with the one exception of a democratic connotation in the South
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German ‘Deutsche Volkspartei’, later the ‘Fortschrittliche Volkspartei’
which was presented as a fusion between liberals and democrats.®

Reformulating ‘Liberalism’ prior to and after the First
World War

However, from the 1880s onwards, discussions over a necessary reformu-
lation of ‘liberalism’ intensified.” Confronted with the consequences of
dynamic industrial development and the emergence of an independent and
strong party representing the working classes’ interests, the circle around
Friedrich Naumann and his ‘Nationalsozialer Verein’ sought to bridge the
ideological gap between liberalism and the Social Democratic Party (SPD).
Naumann openly criticized the fact that German liberals, through their pri-
mary focus on constitutional and legal agendas, had never really developed
a positive response to modern industrial society and the need to integrate
the industrial workers positively. In Naumann’s eyes, this also explained
the crisis of liberalism’s legitimacy, which became obvious around 1900 due
to continuously decreasing electoral support in general elections. A merely
political, constitutional or legal definition of progress, which had dominated
the liberal paradigm of the pre- and post—1848 period, would not gain liber-
alism any popularity.”’ Naumann’s premise was derived from his experiences
of Christian Socialism, which, under the influence of Germany’s dynamic
industrial development in the 1870s and 1880s, had sought reconciliation
between the social classes. As a young theologian under the influence of
Johann Adolf Wichern and later as a Protestant minister, Naumann had
noticed the social consequences of rapid industrialization. His initial response
was not to attack the concept of private property, but a vague anticapital-
ism, which sought to go beyond both traditional paternalism and to respond
positively to the rise of the SPD after the end of antisocialist legislation.”!
Given the agenda of German National Liberalism and Progressive
Liberalism under Eugen Richter in Wilhelmine Germany, there was little
common ground between Naumann’s position and that of organized party
liberalism. For Naumann, German liberalism in general and Eugen Richter’s
Progressive Liberals in particular represented an inflexible and old-fashioned
liberalism of notables (‘Honoratiorenliberalismus’), staunchly opposed to any
idea of social or economic state intervention. The contemporary criticism of
German ‘Manchester liberals’ referred to the fact that the social expectation
of most National or Progressive Liberals was still grounded in the earlier
nineteenth century: the bourgeois model of a harmonious middle class in
which all members would sooner or later, and as the result of a natural
process, become property owners and hence be qualified for active political
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participation.”” This model ruled out even modest attempts at social reforms,
not to mention the implementation of compulsory social insurance schemes.
Despite certain tendencies from the 1890s onwards, which indicated at
least the start of a progressive reformulation of ‘liberalism’, intellectually
stimulated by Lujo Brentano and politically fostered by Theodor Barth,”
social liberalism still provoked widespread resistance among many liberals in
Germany. Even in 1896, Ludwig Bamberger could still not see any funda-
mental difference between the regulation of working hours in bakeries and a
state’s trade monopoly, as they seemed to stand for the same false principle.”

Confronted with the intransigent position of the Protestant churches
in Germany, Naumann gave up his Christian Socialist beliefs and began
to focus on party politics. His ‘Nationalsozialer Verein’, modelled after
the ‘Nationalverein’ of the late 1850s, was meant to work as a political
stormtrooper, balancing between the political representatives of the working
classes and the established parties of Germany’s political spectrum. At the
same time, Naumann supported Max Weber’s nationalist and imperialist
position, as formulated in Weber’s Freiburg inauguration lecture.” Naumann
linked the idea of a necessary German expansion to the concept of social
reforms in order to redefine ‘liberalism’. Liberal imperialism could therefore
be directed against the contemporary antisocialist integration policy, the
so-called Sammlungspolitik. The result was a very ambivalent programme:
support of navy armaments and demands of an unrestricted right of work-
ers to form coalitions; an aggressive colonial policy against Britain; and a
democratic franchise in all regional and local elections. However, in terms of
party politics, this progressively oriented social imperialism had no chance.
Naumann’s ‘Nationalsozialer Verein’ remained without major influence
among the liberal electorate.” Naumann argued that liberalism and socialism
were inextricably related to each other by the relevance of democracy in
modern industrial societies and strongly advocated a fusion between social
liberalism and democracy. What he called in 1901 the ‘innovation of liberal-
ism’ had to be founded on universal suffrage as a bridge between liberals and
Social Democrats. Naumann also demanded a social opening of liberalism
that should go hand in hand with Social Democracy becoming a national and
integrative party in the German Empire’s political system.”’

These attempts to overcome the semantic antagonism between ‘liberal-
ism’ and ‘democracy’ marked an important ideological discourse before the
First World War, but they did not change the nature of German politics as
represented by political parties in the Reichstag.” It took many more years
and the experience of the First World War before this trend was taken up
again. When war broke out in the summer of 1914, the cultural war between
European intellectuals concentrated on different understandings of political
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cultures, but it was no longer ‘liberalism’ that served as a key concept in this
context, but a negative image of Western ‘democracy’. The German ‘ideas of
1914’ were identified with a particular understanding of culture and commu-
nity and positioned against the French ‘ideas of 1789’ associated with mass
politics, a fragile republican democracy and a decadent civilization, or against
Britain’s materialism and cultural decline.

Only after 1918 and against the background of the German Empire’s col-
lapse and the need to define a framework for the republic were new attempts
made to overcome the semantic antagonism between ‘liberalism’ and ‘democ-
racy’. The German theologian and political observer Ernst Troeltsch offers
a particularly interesting example of the attempts to reformulate a German
political culture in a radically different political and social context.” A staunch
supporter of the German ‘ideas of 1914’ in the summer of 1914, he became
much more sceptical during the war. In 1919 and during the debates on
drafting a new republican constitution, he insisted that this transformation
was more than just the consequence of defeat and revolution in Germany.
Instead, it reflected structural processes that had been catalysed by the events
of late 1918: ‘Democracy is the natural consequence of modern population
density combined with the popular education, industrialisation, mobilisa-
tion, military reinvigoration and politicisation necessary for its sustenance.’
Strongly opposed to the prospect of an October Revolution in Germany,
a radical social revolution following the Bolshevik model, Troeltsch took
up earlier approaches to reformulate ‘liberalism’ before 1914 and demanded
the acceptance of social democracy as a historical fact — this relates his
understanding of the concept to Arnold Ruge’s definition in the 1840s and
Friedrich Naumann’s position around 1900. For Troeltsch, ‘democracy’
seemed to be ‘the only means to lead the reverse class rule, the rule of the
proletariat, into the course of a healthy and just state formation and to save
the healthy nucleus of a state-preserving socialism’.®’ Democracy, according
to him, was not the result of a mere political doctrine, but the consequence of
a social process, which had been revealed by war and defeat.

Conclusion: German Semantics of ‘Liberalism’ in European
Comparison

The ideological controversies that characterized the debates about the seman-
tics of ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ in early nineteenth-century Germany were a
consequence of the fight for political institutions that had been in existence in
France or were about to be reformed in Britain at the same time. In Germany,
the discussion about ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ accompanied the foundation of
a political landscape with different political groups that later would become
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political parties, whereas in France and Britain, this landscape already
existed, marked by new party names as developed during the Revolution and
the post-Napoleonic period in France, or traditional party denominations
as in Britain. The evolutionary transition of this ideological landscape was
anticipated by the transformation from ‘Whig’ to ‘liberal’, illustrated by John
Stuart Mill’s juxtaposition between an aristocratic Whig and a utilitarian
middle-class understanding of ‘liberal’.®!

In Germany, on the other hand, the attempt to hold on to the concept
‘liberal’ as the expression of reasonable progress in cooperation with the
reform-oriented state stood in contrast to revolutionary violence as exempli-
fied in the eyes of many who accepted the concept ‘liberal’ as a self-descrip-
tion by France since 1789. This constellation illustrated the disintegration
of the German opposition movement after 1830. The lack of concrete
political participation in many states of the German Confederation before
1848, and in Prussia in particular, postponed the outbreak of this conflict
until 1848, but the semantic distinction between /liberal and radikal already
anticipated different strategies and the polarization of semantics. In spite of
the optimistic meaning of /iberal at the end of the 1820s, it was no longer
possible to integrate all political interests of a society in transition under
this label — this led to ever more reformulations of ‘liberalism’ vis-a-vis the
experience of revolution in 1848, of nation-state-building in the 1860s and
1870s, the problem of imperial expansion and social integration before 1914,
and the challenge of war, defeat and the democratic republic after 1918.

In a long-term perspective, the Weltanschauung of progress in history and
political reason as an enlightened response to 1789 did not fill the ever-
widening gap between political and social interests. This led to a far-reaching
ambivalence in the history of the concept in Germany in European com-
parison: ongoing optimism and the belief in natural progress, and the actual
defence of ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ in the face of conservative and radical
groups overlapped. This constellation would continue in the later decades of
the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century.

This simultaneous overlapping of noncontemporaneous semantic aspects
crystallized the transformation of political language in Germany and dis-
tinguishes it from other European examples.®” The German example with
its various historical layers of meanings, of controversies and reformula-
tions, illustrates why Theodor Heuss in 1948 was so sceptical in applying
the concept ‘liberal’ to the name of a new political party whose members
saw themselves in the tradition of German liberalism. The concept seemed
to be exhausted by its own history. What this sketch of different semantic
transformations in European comparison shows is that there is no linear
history towards a universal meaning of ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’. Instead, the
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focus on comparison and entanglement between the European variations of
conceptual history leads to a complex representation of political landscapes,
based on specific experiences of the past and expectations of the future.
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Chapter 3

‘Friends of Freedom’

First Liberalisms in Spain and Beyond

FJavier Ferndndez-Sebastidin

==

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the nascent liberalisms
in Spain and in the Iberian-American world during the early decades of the
nineteenth century, that is, at a crucial moment of the launch of that ideology
in Europe and America.

I shall begin by showing how that liberalism in the making was not
introduced into the region like an exotic plant, but was more a case of the
Euro-American territories of Iberian origin constituting fertile soil for
its germination. Employing a range of sources from the time, I will then
illustrate the decidedly transnational — and, in the Spanish case, specifically
Europeanist — nature of that emerging liberalism, which I will analyse above
all as a political movement. I will then go on to describe some aspects of
the incipient ideology that inspired it and will characterize those who were
constructing that ideology — in other words, the first so-called liberals. It will
become clear that the liberal political identity and the word ‘liberalism’ were
initially highly polemic. Therefore, the approach to the meaning of both
terms has to be less through the interpretation of doctrinal texts on liberal
political theory than via a diversity of sources of different leanings. Hence, we
should pay as much or more heed to what was said and written at the time by
the adversaries, the antiliberals, as to the writings and actions of the advocates
of liberalism themselves (who also displayed a certain degree of eclecticism
and doctrinal heterogeneity). By way of conclusion, I will underline two
characteristics of that early liberalism that, at first glance, might seem contra-
dictory: on the one hand, the universalism of the first Iberian liberals; and, on
the other, the peculiar idiosyncrasy of a movement whose ideology — which
in some aspects resembled a fledgling democracy — does not always conform
to the conventional vision of nineteenth-century classical liberalism, an ideal
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type generally inspired by a limited number of Anglophone and Francophone
thinkers.

An Early, Diverse and Little-Known Liberalism

The cycle of Iberian revolutions (1808—40) represents the third great wave
of Atlantic revolutions after the North American and French upheavals at
the end of the eighteenth century (and the Haitian Revolution, connected
with the French). However, for reasons not unrelated to the reductionist
vision predominant in Western historiography, these are far less well-known
or studied historical processes. To form an idea of the magnitude of these
events, it is worth recalling that at the beginning of the process of emancipa-
tion, the Spanish and Portuguese dominions, inhabited by around 30 million
people of differing tongues and races, spread far and wide over immense areas
between the Atlantic and the Pacific — from Madrid and Lisbon to California,
Chile and the Philippines. This revolutionary cycle began with the crisis
of the two Iberian monarchies in 1807/8, accentuated by the Napoleonic
invasion of the Peninsula, and might be regarded as over by the late 1830s,
with the establishment of representative and constitutional governments,
monarchic or republican, in the new states that resulted from the collapse of
both empires. Hispanic historiography has conceptualized these processes as
a ‘liberal revolution’.

Such an intensive sequence of construction of states was unprecedented.
Never before had so many republics been established and so many nations
designed in so short a space of time.! If Spain and Portugal had been the
forerunners of European expansion overseas and of modern empire-building,
it might be said that Spanish America and Brazil, in the wake of the North
American Revolution, were in the vanguard of the processes of dismantling
empires and constructing states and republics. Indeed, the Latin American
republics are older than nearly all the European ones. Oddly enough, not
only is this precociousness in the shaping of liberal and republican languages,
institutions and practices rarely acknowledged in the canonical accounts
of Western modernity, but the Iberian world — and Latin America in
particular — also appears in these narratives as the antimodel and the epitome
of backwardness.? In fact, as a result of prolonged political instability during
much of the nineteenth century, which is often regarded as endemic, by the
beginning of the twentieth century, the liberalism of those countries was
viewed through a well-established and very negative image, sometimes des-
ignated with offensive expressions such as banana republic. Joseph Conrad’s
novel Nostromo (1904) provides an accurate reflection of this disdainful
evaluation of liberal experiences in the region.
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One of the most frequent explanations for this disappointing evaluation
is that of those who claimed that liberalism was an exotic plant and that the
untimely attempt to transplant these misplaced ideas to the region was always
doomed to failure. How could an ideology invented in Europe, conceived by
and for Europeans, serve to govern such different, complex, multi-ethnic and
mixed societies as the Spanish and Portuguese Americas?

However, some revealing data seems to question this simplistic explana-
tion. Is liberalism really an exclusively European and North American ideol-
ogy? We know, for instance, that amongst the founders of the first so-called
‘liberal party’ — formed in the Cortes in Cadiz in 1810 — there were quite a
few Hispanic Americans, and the word /iberal, as the name of a newspaper,
appeared earlier in the Cadiz and Lima press than in that of Paris, L.ondon,
Boston, New York or Philadelphia.* We also know that liberal language
was widely employed in the Hispanic Atlantic before it became popular in
most of Europe, and that even the indigenous communities of New Spain
(now Mexico) or certain Afro-American groups in South America made
considerable use of constitutionalism and electoral practices to reinforce
local self-government or to formulate their wishes and claims. In different
regions of Spanish America, one can speak of a flourishing popular liberalism,
essentially egalitarian and closely linked to people of colour, during much of
the nineteenth century (it is a telling fact that the liberals were pejoratively
termed #negros by the most extreme conservatives, both in Colombia and, for
different reasons, in Carlist Spain).*

Moreover, the development of a global historiography is revealing of unex-
pected connections. We have been aware for some time of the projection of
the Cadiz Constitution in various European and American countries.” What
we did not know until recently is that in 1822, one of the fathers of liberalism
in India, the Bengali Rammohan Roy, ‘hosted dinners in the Calcutta Town
Hall to celebrate the Iberian constitutions’ and provided economic assistance
for the Hispanic American emancipation movements. As Bayly has noted,
‘India’s dawning interest in European concepts of freedom and constitutional
government was reciprocated. When Spanish reformers reissued the original
1812 Cadiz constitution’, the Spanish Philippine Company gave him a copy
of this constitutional text; it was dedicated as follows: ‘Al liberalismo del
noble, sabio y virtuoso Brahma Ram-Mohan Roy’ (‘To the liberalism of
the noble, wise and virtuous Brahma Ram-Mohan Roy’).® It was then that
‘liberalism’ became visible to diverse informed observers, in very distant
parts of the world, as a transnational movement that, along with the French
flag and the Marseillaise, had elevated the mythical Hispanic constitution to
the category of universal symbol of an expansive ‘democratic party’. A party
formed by ‘liberal missionaries’ was capable of extending — as a certain author
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ironically suggests — the thaumaturgic virtues of the Cadiz Magna Carta not
only to the American continent, but also to Africa and the Far East.” After
all, as José M. Portillo has shown, this Spanish charter ‘was conceived as a
universal constitution, general to all the space that could fall into an idea of a
Catholic nation’.® This universalist rhetoric — against a Catholic background,
one hears the echoes of philanthropy and enlightened cosmopolitanism —
had appeared at the time of the beginnings of the uprising of the Spanish
against Napoleon.? Soon, the first liberals would be described by sympathetic
members of the press as ‘friends of humanity’,'’ and one of the leaders of
Spanish liberalism called upon the ‘Governments of the entire globe’ in
the name of the ‘universal interest of Nations’ to seek a just solution to the
disputes between peninsular Spaniards and Spanish Americans.!! “The true
lover of his country is the lover of all countries and all men. He who isolates
this love for a people or a nation does not understand his true interests.’”?
“The universal love of men is a principle of liberalism’, we read in a Madrid
newspaper of the second constitutional period. The development of sciences
and civilization would hopefully permit a significant advance in ‘the great
task of establishing harmony between nations’, gradually eroding ‘religious
or natural hatred’."?

The universal scope of the Spanish liberal cause was especially evident
after the intervention of the Holy Alliance in the spring of 1823 to abort the
constitutional experiment in the Peninsula. Various voices, both Spanish
and foreign, were heard reclaiming the freedom and peace supposedly under
threat across the globe. General Quiroga, for instance, declared in a procla-
mation delivered in Lugo on 6 May 1823 that the Spanish battlefields will be
‘the theatre where weapons must decide the great question of the freedom
of the World’. Something similar had been said a little earlier by the British
MP J. Macdonald in a parliamentary debate. And, indeed, diverse groups of
auxiliary troops and militia formed by French, Italians, British, etc. fought
on Spanish soil in defence of the constitutional regime, making up what was
then called the Liberal Foreign Legion.™

In spite of this irenic and humanitarian discourse, the case of this first
liberalism is a good example of the dysfunctions caused by the implanta-
tion of the emancipatory language of freedom and independence in so vast,
multi-ethnic and socially variegated a monarchy as that of Spain.”* How could
the inequality of status, dependence or even slavery be reconciled with the
egalitarian language of citizenship? Terms like ‘liberalism’, ‘emancipation’
and ‘human rights’ soon revealed their enormous illocutionary power and
almost unlimited expansive capacity, thus becoming concepts of historical
movement capable of generating indefinitely new expectations of liberation
amongst increasingly broader sections of society. Perhaps this was why, as
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a Spanish civil servant in Manila noted years later, shortly after a bloody
indigenous uprising on the archipelago, the small minority of ‘Philippine
Spaniards’ living there would be ‘prevented by circumstances from adopting
the liberal system ... with regard to these ... natives’; ‘it is essential to avoid’,
he concluded, ‘the formation of liberals, because, in a colony, liberal and
insurgent are one and the same word’.!®

Liberalism in Spain

‘What does liberalism mean?’ was the rhetorical question asked by an adver-
sary of this incipient ideology in a Spanish newspaper of 1813. The answer
could not have been more hostile: ‘A system invented in Cadiz in the twelfth
year of the nineteenth century, founded upon ignorance, absurd, anti-social,
anti-monarchic, anti-Catholic and destroyer of national honour.” Before
attempting to argue this denigrating pseudo-definition point by point, the
writer lists a series of heretic sects — from Antiquity to Jansenism, not forget-
ting Lutherans and Calvinists — and concludes that ‘Liberalism’ is the new
heresy of his age.
Not without irony, the anonymous author acknowledges that:

the word [liberalism] is somewhat pompous, though obscure, for it does not
hint at who might have been the inventor of the new sect. But as there is no
evidence of such an expression across the centuries, until the Semanarists,
Concisos, Gallardos, etc. declared themselves liberals, openly glorying in their
liberalism, to them must be attributed this exquisite novelty. However, to avoid
errors in the future, it would be more reasonable to call them Quintanistas or
Gallardinos [in reference to Quintana and Gallardo], the two patriarchs of this
great system.!’

Thus, according to this journalist — in all probability a provincial cleric of
clearly traditionalist leanings — liberalism was a sect and a doctrinal system
that was just taking its first steps. It was a ‘party’ and a political-religious
ideology disseminated from Cadiz by a group of parliamentarians, writers
and journalists sufficiently skilled in propaganda to attract a considerable
number of followers in a short space of time.

Whilst not denying the expertise of the brand new liberal party in the art
of accumulating converts, the fact is that the antagonistic propaganda was
not far behind. Thousands of articles and pamphlets published in Spain
between 1810 and 1814 directed their assaults against liberals and liberalism
(in fact, their opponents were those who contributed most towards spreading
the word ‘liberalism’). Most of these antiliberal texts were written on the
defensive and advocated a kind of alliance between the throne and the altar.

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

‘Friends of Freedom’ 107

They attacked the supporters of the reforms with a belligerence comparable
to that employed against the enemy — it should not be forgotten that much of
the peninsula was occupied by Napoleon’s armies — and sometimes did not
hesitate to liken the Spanish revolutionaries to the French, portraying them
as a fifth column infiltrated within the patriotic ranks.

All in all; the caricaturesque vision transmitted by this highly partisan lit-
erature presents the liberals as a group of frivolous and inexperienced youths,
chatterboxes and regular customers of coffee houses, most of them members
of the middle classes, fond of imitating foreign customs and institutions, and
barely religious, godless even. They could be identified, above all, by the
emphatic use of a characteristic vocabulary: ‘liberty’, ‘nation’, ‘despotism’,
‘constitution’ and ‘citizen’ were some of their favourite words. Their intel-
lectual leaders, rather than genuine scholars and men of letters, were literary
hacks and superficial writers who were more accustomed to reading and
writing newspapers and leaflets of little importance than treatises and works
of real substance. In a manner not totally coherent with this line of argument,
these same liberals were contemptuously branded by their opponents as ‘new
philosophers’, whose political proposals would have been inspired by reading
the better known works of Montesquieu, Rousseau and the philosophes.'®
According to these critics, Spanish liberalism was but a pale reflection and a
late echo of the Lumiceres and the French Revolution, and the Constitution of
1812 was a barely disguised copy of the French Constitution of 1791.

This was not the impression, needless to say, which the liberals them-
selves had of their group. One of the writers mentioned, Manuel J. Quintana,
founder of the principal political newspaper of the time (Semanario Patridtico
(Patriotic Weekly)) and leader of the liberal revolution in Spain, admitted
years later in a letter to his friend Lord Holland that ‘for me liberty is an
object of action and instinct, and not of arguments and doctrine; and when I
see it being deposited in the realm of metaphysics I am immediately fearful
lest it turn into smoke’.!” Without forgetting to praise a few ‘native philos-
ophers’ such as Feijoo, Mayans, Isla, Campomanes and Jovellanos, some
foreign observers made similar remarks about the ‘enthusiasm of liberty’ in
Spain as ‘a natural sentiment’, which has little to do with bookish ideas.?

In any case, the analysis of the political texts produced in the Iberian world
during these years suggests that we are not talking about an intellectual and
speculative liberalism, but rather an ideology of combat, forged in haste to
construct an alternative legitimacy in the difficult circumstances affecting
both monarchies (and that of Spain in particular). The very actors who car-
ried out the revolution were in turn improvised theorists, albeit that they
naturally wove their theories on the basis of traditional political culture, with
recourse in addition to certain texts that were widely read throughout the
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Atlantic, and drawing inspiration from earlier revolutionary experiences in
Europe and America.

The core of this emerging ideology lay in the notions of liberty and
independence — or national sovereignty — understood as the struggle of indi-
viduals and above all of peoples against external and internal despotism.? In
Spanish America, especially during the revolutions of independence, home-
land liberals were often accused of being insufficiently liberal/generous in
terms of the parliamentary representation of the American population in the
Cortes.”

The uses of this ideology-concept very often revolved around the great
metaphors of slavery and emancipation. Thus, the Caracas republican Simén
Rodriguez — Bolivar’s tutor — equates the meaning of the nouns /iberal and
liberator (libertador) when he succinctly defined liberalism as ‘the set of
opposite ideas to servitude’. According to Rodriguez, a liberal is someone
who ‘advocates liberty’, understood as nondependence, and suggests that the
origin of the concept might have been the generosity of those who ‘release or
liberate [someone] from an uncomfortable dependence’.

Although the spokesmen for the counterrevolution maintained, as we
know, that the philosophers of the Enlightenment were ultimately responsible
for the great upheavals of the age — beginning with what occurred in France
in 1789 — and the revolutionaries themselves fuelled this interpretation, the
fact is that historiography has recently questioned this alleged relationship
of cause-effect between the diffusion of certain ideas and the outbreak of the
revolutions. Everything would appear to indicate that, rather than ideas, it
was political circumstances that set them off.*

‘For European and American Liberty’

There is no doubt whatsoever that the disintegration of the Hispanic world
began with the implosion of its core, not with the explosion of the periphery.
It was the power vacuum in the homeland that triggered the emancipation
movements in the colonies, movements that would not have occurred so soon
or in the same manner without this catalyst and prior condition. More than a
series of nationalist uprisings, this was a complex and multifaceted ‘imperial
revolution’.”

In this context, the emergence of a ‘liberal party’ in Spain in 1810 should
be regarded principally as the response to the need to tackle an extremely
serious political situation. The collapse of the monarchy as a result of the
king’s captivity placed the notions of legitimacy, sovereignty and representa-
tion at the centre of political debate. The written word — multiplied by the
press — and the debates in juntas (committees), town councils (ayuntamientos)
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and congresses spread far and wide a series of very contentious notions (con-
stitution, rights and liberties, public opinion, etc.) that had previously been
highbrow terms rarely subjected to public scrutiny.

The champions of more or less radical reforms that would lead to repre-
sentative government used to refer to themselves as ‘friends of freedom’, and
in Spanish sources they also appear under other labels, such as ‘free party’ or
‘party of the free’. The noun /iberal as a party designation was applied for the
first time in Cadiz in the autumn of 1810. The public attending debates in the
Cortes began to apply the word liberales to a group of reformist MPs, most of
them young, who advocated the freedom of the press, often invoking ‘liberal
ideas and principles’ (an expression already in vogue in much of Western
Europe, particularly as a consequence of Napoleonic propaganda).?

Shortly afterwards, the liberals disseminated the derogatory term serviles
(servile party), as an asymmetrical counterconcept that served to stigmatize
their ideological adversaries. The poet Eugenio de Tapia, who coined this
new political use of the old adjective servil, now used as a noun and separated
the two syllables with a short hyphen (ser-vil = vile person), thus implicitly
referred to the absolutists as vile people. There then ensued a bitter ideolog-
ical struggle between both sides, a fierce confrontation that only a few strove
to temper.” As a result of these propaganda campaigns, the designation
liberal — and, much more rarely, the term /lberalism® — spread rapidly across
mainland Spain and, from there, to America® and the rest of Europe (José
M. Blanco White, via his newspaper E/ Espaiiol, published in L.ondon, made
a decisive contribution to the diffusion of the noun /iberal as a new political
designation on both continents).*

Henceforth, and following a long and intricate political process in which,
in the case of Spain, the first constitutional phases (1810-14 and 1820-23)
were followed by two restorations of absolutism (1814-20 and 1823-33), in
the second half of the 1830s the liberals eventually managed to establish a
constitutional regime that, while not without its ups and downs and moments
of instability, would continue until well into the twentieth century. The
main current of the liberalism that finally prevailed in Madrid in the mid
nineteenth century, after a bloody civil war against the Carlists (1833-40),
was of a conservative tendency, whilst to their left there emerged a series of
diverse rival parties — progresistas, democrats, republicans, etc. — for whom
the Constitution of 1812 was their principal ideal and political myth and who
attained power only on a few occasions (usually by means of revolutions and
for short periods of time).

Almost from the beginning, ideologically speaking, the liberals split into
two groups. One, radical — composed of impassioned liberals, later known
as progresistas (progressives) — inclined towards the use of insurrectional
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channels, was generally in favour of the existence of a single legislative
assembly, open to the extension of the public sphere to include the middle
and popular classes. Another, conservative — monarchic-constitutional,
moderate — linked to the upper classes and to the intellectual elites, was more
concerned with order and civil rights than with the extension of political
liberties, respectful of tradition, in favour of bicameralism and anxious to put
an end to the revolution.!

For several decades, both groups shared a handful of clichés — the spirit of
the age, the advance of civilization or the need to reconcile liberty and order,
for example — and a constellation of concepts. Furthermore, the concepts that
integrated it were not only interpreted in different ways, but the significance
that each group attributed to each conceptual item also varied considerably
between conservatives and progressives. Whilst for the latter, the most fre-
quently invoked notions were liberty and equality, independence, progress
and national sovereignty, the conservatives preferred to insist upon negative
liberty, property, law and order.

This distinction between two liberalisms, one positive, ‘organizing’ and
respectable, which generally favoured the English model, and the other
revolutionary — branded by its adversaries as disruptive and ‘democratic’ —
which tended to be associated with French Jacobinism, would be at the root
of endless polemics throughout the century. Needless to say, the advocates
of both versions claimed to embody ‘true’ liberalism, attributing the ‘false’
one to their opponents. In Spain, this rupture took place during the 1820-23
Liberal Triennium, a moment that witnessed, via those returned from exile,
most of them Francophiles (afrancesados), the systematic reception of the
theories of Constant, Daunou, Guizot and the French doctrinaires (and also
those of some English authors, especially the utilitarianism of Bentham, who
in those days had numerous followers and correspondents in the Iberian
worlds and beyond, thus contributing to the expansion of constitutional ideas
throughout much of the world).*

It should be stressed that the experiences of exile — mainly in London
and Paris, but also in Philadelphia, New York and other North American
cities — were fundamental not only to the ideological evolution of the Iberian
liberals (generally in a conservative direction), but also vis-a-vis the rein-
forcement of a kind of ‘liberal internationalism’.** One detects the formation
of a certain ‘Iberian-American community’ of liberals, sometimes invoked
by several Atlantic figures of the age, such as Navarre’s Javier Mina, the
Guayaquilean Vicente Rocafuerte, the Veracruzan Manuel de Gorostiza and
the Tucuman Bernardo de Monteagudo, to name but a few. The latter, in a
posthumous essay published in Lima in which he proclaims the need for a
General Federation of Hispanic-American States, appealed ‘to all those who
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form the liberal party in both hemispheres’ to fight together against Furopean
legitimism and in defence of the newly gained independences.**

At the same time, the departure into exile of thousands of liberals from
all over the Hispanic world — many of whom sought refuge in London —
contributed to the internationalization of a group of activists who described
themselves as ‘friends of European and American liberty’ and tended to
regard themselves as part of a broad epoch-making political movement — a
sort of diasporic, transatlantic liberalism — immersed in an Atlantic rather
than strictly national context.

In this sense, it is worth insisting on the high degree of internationalization
of that first generation of so-called liberals, both in terms of their experiences
and with regard to their objectives and their ideology. Following the gradual
merging of political languages, a result of the growing interaction between
the Atlantic empires (especially in the wake of the Seven Years’ War), intel-
lectual contacts and exchanges of every kind — translations, newspapers and
pamphlets — prompted by the voluntary or forced travels of Europeans and
Americans during those years in fact constituted one of the principal channels
towards the internationalization of political vocabularies. Conceptual worlds
that for a long time had remained relatively separated from one another
seemed to be ever more closely interconnected.

At a time of growing political and intellectual globalization, terms such as
‘colony’, ‘state’; ‘independence’, ‘nation’, ‘empire’, ‘constitution’ and others
had started to circulate via translations and a handful of widely read books
(Raynal, Robertson, Vattel, de L.olme, de Pradt, Bentham and Paine on the
one hand, and de Mier, Florez Estrada, Blanco White, Roscio and Rocafuerte
on the other). Although these words, and the languages and semantic con-
stellations they formed, did not have the same meaning in every language,
country or context, it is clear that most agents, be it in English, French or
Spanish, tended to employ the same conceptual arsenal: a conceptual arsenal
by means of which actors began to articulate several partially overlapping
languages — contractualism, jusnaturalism, republicanism and liberalism — in
order to express their claims and demands. That said, in light of the asym-
metric intellectual flow between English-, French- and Spanish/Portuguese-
speaking areas, and between the two Atlantic coasts, there can be little doubt
as to the prevailing direction of these semantic transfers: from north to south
and from east to west.

The first Spanish liberals were convinced that the ‘ancient Spanish
Constitution’ — i.e. the old fueros (territorial laws) of the medieval peninsular
kingdoms — had for centuries guaranteed the freedom of the vassals. However,
the accession of a foreign dynasty (the Habsburgs) to the Spanish throne at
the start of the sixteenth century had brought an end to this freedom and
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to the representative system upon which it was founded. In Spain, the true
tradition, genuinely national, was freedom, whereas despotism was a foreign
imposition. The Constitution of Cadiz, in this sense, actually put into effect
once again the updated table of freedoms and rights that Spaniards had
enjoyed in the Middle Ages. Many nineteenth-century Spanish progressives
and democrats would subscribe to this interpretation of national history.

One of the most radical newspapers at the time of the Cadiz Cortes cate-
gorically claims, for instance, that King Alfonso X of Castile, ‘the father of our
old legislation’, had already affirmed in the code of the Siete Partidas (1265)
such modern and liberal rights as the freedom of assembly.* Constitutionalist
clerics such as Martinez Marina or Villanueva referred to Aquinas and to
scholasticism — Suarez, Vitoria, Mariana, Vazquez de Menchaca, etc. — to
construct a liberal political language based upon Catholicism, a language
that had much in common with classical republicanism.’” The republican
language of virtue and patriotism appears then not only in combination
with incipient liberalism, but is even seen to be compatible with monarchist
sentiments.®

It should be added that many of the manifestos and proclamations that
in those years justified the Spanish insurrection against Bonaparte were
addressed in one way or another to Europeans as a whole. And, without
underestimating the obvious influence of local factors at the start of the
rebellion, the liberal leaders always claimed to have fought fiercely in that
bloody war (1808-14) for ‘the triumph of the European cause’. ¥

Iberian, European and Universal Liberalisms in the 1820s

In any case, the various forms of exchange, hybridization and conceptual
convergence between different political and linguistic areas, the systematic
collaboration between liberals from many different places and the confidence
in the future generated by the new philosophies of history created a breeding
ground for new political and historical-philosophical concepts that tran-
scended national frontiers and traditional cultural and linguistic boundaries.

On 1 January 1820, Colonel Rafael del Riego rose up in arms in the south
of Spain at the head of an expeditionary army and demanded that King
Ferdinand VII re-establish the Constitution of 1812. The success of this
rebellion would accelerate the independence processes in America, whilst
lending considerable momentum to the liberal movements in Europe. The
revolution, which would soon spread to Porto, Naples and Turin (also,
later, to St Petersburg), exalted the Constitution of Cadiz,* and in 1821 was
injected with further momentum by the Greek uprising against the Turks,
which had a huge impact across all of Europe.
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Some European and American liberals — several of them Hispanic — began
to see themselves as part of a great transnational, multisecular movement
and developed a historical narrative, epic in tone, aimed at reinforcing that
progressive, triumphant identity. There now emerged such all-encompassing
concepts as ‘Furopean liberalism’, ‘American liberalism’ and even ‘universal
liberalism’. Conveniently historicized, blessed with a prestigious past and
a promising future, liberalism began to identify itself during those years
with the great march of Western civilization towards a degree of liberty
and increasing perfection that would eventually embrace the whole of the
planet.! We can read in a brochure from that period that: ‘Liberal opinions
form the spirit of our age.”*

The emphasis upon the deep indigenous roots of Spanish liberalism did
not prevent its followers from seeing themselves as part of the great European
liberal movement, even of the ecumenical current of ‘universal liberalism’.#
Various foreign refugees in Spain between 1820 and 1823 founded liberal
newspapers of a clearly continental vocation, like L’Echo de I'Europe (Madrid,
1821) or El Europeo (Barcelona, 1823-24), which employed Spanish, Italian
and English writers.

“The entire universe is energetically shaking the heavy chains of despotism’,
declared Torrijos in one of his last proclamations.* For the Spanish liberals of
the period, many of whom shared exile — in L.ondon, Paris and other cities —
with Iberian Americans and Europeans from diverse backgrounds (mostly,
though not exclusively, from Mediterranean Furope), the Euro-American
horizon could become more significant than the national scene.* The position
of the Iberian countries is in this sense typically ambivalent, straddling two
worlds; as José Joaquin de Mora suggests, Spain belongs to both the ‘great
European family’ and the ‘great Hispanic family’.* In Madrid in 1821, the
Neapolitan General Guglielmo Pepe founded the European Constitutional
Brothers, a secret society that years later would bond together the Spanish
exiles in the English capital, where the European Constitutional Assembly
and the Universal Centre, with branches in numerous countries, also had
their headquarters.*’ The triple invocation to one’s country, to Europe (or
to America, if appropriate) and to humanity is typical in the proclamations
of exiles, conspirators and liberal insurgents of those years, when ‘European
and American freedom’ usually appear as an ideal shared by patriots. In his
Proclama a los espazioles y americanos (25 April 1817), the Navarran Javier
Mina called for the establishment of ‘liberal governments’ on both sides of
the Atlantic. As far as Europe was concerned, many activists believed that
the struggle between the supporters of ‘representative government’ and those
of ‘absolute government’, between the ‘popular’ and the ‘aristocratic’ party,
transcended borders. This giant battle on a continental scale would only end,
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maintained Alcala Galiano, ‘with the triumph of freedom or the triumph
of despotism’.*® The Prefect of Basses-Pyrénées was of a similar mind. In a
letter to the French Interior Minister, sent from Pau on 5 February 1820,
the Prefet told him that ‘the whole of Europe is divided between these two
parties’: ultras and liberals. Meanwhile, the royalist general Vicente Quesada
addressed the inhabitants of Biscay from his exile in France, pointing out that
‘in Europe there are only two nations: one composed of non-believers who
under the vain pretext of freedom seek to destroy altars and thrones with the
aim of upsetting the social order; the other composed of religious and loyal
men, friends and defenders of their legitimate princes’.*

That crucial year, 1820, is seen by various political commentators as a
genuine ‘dawn of freedom’:

The exultation of the Liberals all over Europe was manifest in 1820, a year fruit-
ful in revolutions, which merited it the name ‘the first year of freedom’s second
dawn’ ... This second dawn of freedom began with the Spanish, Portuguese,
and Neapolitan revolutions, followed by the Piedmontese insurrection, by the
irruption of Ypsilanti into Moldavia and Wallachia, by conspiracies in France,
and by various insurrections in America. These events ... have all served to
keep up the hopes and spirits of the great confederation of European Liberals.*

Finally, the revolutionaries declared, the dawn of a new age shone on the
horizon. A new era of freedom and happiness commenced that would bury
the old demons of despotism, ignorance and arbitrariness, quickly dispelling
the shadows of a long night of oppression.’! Unfortunately for them, these
hopes were dashed once again, and in but a few years several thousand liberals
were again imprisoned or cast into exile.

Within the ranks of emigrant conspirators in particular, there evolved
a strong feeling of fraternity in relation to what came to be known as the
‘struggle for European and American freedom’. Thus, the organizers of the
failed constitutionalist conspiracy of El Palmar (1819) appealed to the ‘new
language of Enlightenment’ (nuevo idioma de la ilustracion) and to the ‘lan-
guage of universal liberalism’, and, convinced that ‘humanity forms one great
society’, advocated a ‘great universal federation’ of free nations.*

Not long afterwards, in one of the better of the nearly 700 newspapers
published in Spain between 1820 and 1823, Alberto Lista wrote that ‘liberal-
ism is linked to the essence of European societies ... it is the consequence of
all history, ancient and modern ... Freedom is the product of civilisation, of
industry and of commerce’. As can be seen, this historization of liberalism,
which blindly trusted in the long-term triumph of that movement, went hand
in hand with its transformation into a genuinely European (or, on occasions,
Euro-American) phenomenon. It was not long before this kind of discourse
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made its way across the Atlantic: scarcely two years later, we find Lista’s arti-
cle reproduced in a Havana newspaper under the title ‘Origin of Liberalism’.>*
This historization accompanied the ‘discovery’ of the Enlightenment as the
necessary prologue to the development of liberalism: the liberal movement
of the nineteenth century would have been prepared, ideologically speaking,
by ‘the enlightenment of the eighteenth century’, when ‘the first seeds of
modern freedom’ were sown.*

As opposed to the ‘terrorism’ of the ultra-liberals, equated by the jour-
nalists of EIl Censor to the French jacobines, the moderates argued that the
true liberal was that ‘friend of freedom who is at the same time the friend of
that power which suffices to act as a guarantee of freedom, maintaining social
order’. ‘There is no freedom in disorder ... [nor] order without freedom’,
they claimed; liberalism would thus occupy a virtuous middle ground sim-
ilarly distanced from the ‘two vicious extremes’: servilism and Jacobinism.
Of the three competing parties — liberal, royalist and exaltado (radical) — the
editors of E/ Censor were of the opinion that the radicals, blinded ‘by the fear
of tyranny’, were promoting ‘a kind of popular dictatorship’ based upon an
anachronistic vision of politics, completely unsuited to modern societies,
whilst ‘the bona fide serviles are thus due to their fear of anarchy’.%

In Portugal, there was a debate as to the meaning of the terms lberal
and /liberalism similar to the one that ten years earlier in Spain had divided
supporters and opponents of this movement. In a leaflet published in the heat
of this polemic, a certain journalist wrote that ‘from Cadiz to St. Petersburg
everybody understands the word liberal’,”” whilst his adversary bemoaned
the fact that ‘Portugal is divided into two sects: Liberais and Corcundas
[hunchbacks]’. According to this traditionalist cleric, the Portuguese consti-
tutionalists took their inspiration from libertinism and followed the ideas of
Rousseau.’

When it came to compiling a list of the forerunners or founder fathers of
liberalism, in the absence of an established canon, each sector offered its own
proposals, giving rise to interesting variants. These alternative ‘genealogies’
depended, on the one hand, on the greater or lesser radicalism of those who
traced them, but also on their country or continent of origin. Whilst for the
Spanish, the intellectual roots of the Hispanic branch of liberalism invaria-
ble included such erudite names as Feijoo, Jovellanos, Aranda, Olavide and
Campomanes® — alongside those of Montesquieu, Constant, Bentham, and
others — the Hispanic-American politicians and intellectuals of the age tended
to include in this canon a number of Anglo-American authors. Thus, Vicente
Rocafuerte alluded in a leaflet of 1822 to ‘the theories of liberalism revealed,
explained and developed by Montesquieu, Mably, Filangieri, Constant,
Franklin and Madison’.* The same author invited South Americans to
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imitate the ‘liberal spirit of the United States’ and argued that the promised
land of ‘true liberalism’ must be the New World.

The collapse of the constitutional regime in Iberia in 1823 at the hands
of a new French invasion organized by the Holy Alliance, far from slowing
down these cosmopolitan tendencies, stimulated them. During the following
decade, several thousand expatriate Spaniards, the vast majority of whom
belonged to the middle classes — military officers, lawyers, priests, doctors,
writers and traders — settled in London and in other English cities, which
contributed enormously to the internationalization of Spanish liberalism.
Their political, literary and journalistic initiatives played a significant role
in the European and American diffusion of liberalism.®’ One of their most
conspicuous adversaries complained that the ‘liberal émigrés have neither
stopped nor stop reproducing their ideas in Paris, L.ondon, New York,
Bordeaux, Bayonne and elsewhere’.®

Juan de Olavarria and other Spanish exiles had high expectations
regarding the progress of liberalism throughout the world, particularly in
Hispanic America.®® The historization/ futurization of liberalism enabled its
supporters — even in troubled times — to align themselves with this strong
current, teleologically predestined to triumph, sooner rather than later,
throughout the world. By prophetically equating liberalism with the pro-
gress of reason and the forward march of humanity, liberal intellectuals were
assigning an unstoppable temporal direction to political action. Their rhetor-
ical strategy led them doggedly to claim that reforms must be consistent with
the ‘spirit of the time’ and thus satisfy the alleged needs of future generations.
All this resulted in an unusual politicization of time and temporalization
of politics. Whilst the supporters of liberalism were moving in the right
direction — towards the future — those who opposed them were reactionaries
who sought to return society to eras past.**

The schism between moderates and radicals (exaltados) would reappear
in the mid 1830s, when the representative system was finally established in
Spain, in the midst of a civil war against the supporters of the old regime.
The two wings of liberalism — now called moderados and progresistas —
would oppose one another in the elections of the summer of 1836. Various
observers at the time remarked upon the struggle between ‘two parties
... both liberal’; the difference between the two consisting in the fact that
one or the other advocated ‘more or fewer political rights, more or fewer
social guarantees’, and, above all, in the greater or lesser speed that each
sought to assign to the reform process.®® Unsurprisingly, the most advanced
sector — at a time when liberalism was also triumphing in other European
countries, like France, Belgium and Portugal — evinced an absolute faith in
progress, set in a philosophy of seamless history: ‘History walks towards
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freedom and there is nothing or nobody that can prevent humanity from
reaching that goal.’*

Which Liberalism? Which Democracy?

If we compare the habitual usage in the mid eighteenth century of the term
‘liberal’, in Spanish and in Portuguese, with its dominant meaning one hun-
dred years later, it is clear that in this period of time, a substantial change had
taken place. Whilst in around 1750, the adjective ‘liberal’ generally referred
to a generous and magnanimous person, a century later, a /iberal was some-
one who advocated political freedom and representative government. This
gradual movement from liberality to liberalism can be traced via a multitude of
documents. All the evidence suggests that the transfer of the term from the
moral to the political sphere was the result of a series of little steps rather than
one big jump. So, when the adjective liberal no longer referred exclusively
to people — be they rulers or commoners — but was also used to describe a
government, a system or a constitution, the implication was that those insti-
tutions were magnanimously offering citizens the opportunity to act more
freely and without hindrance; in other words, less restricted by impediments,
ties and regulations.

We should bear in mind that, given that liberalism was not yet a mini-
mally coherent political ideology anywhere in the world, in large parts of
Restoration Europe, beginning with France, liberalism was little more than
a flag of convenience under which distinct groups, unhappy with the legit-
imist order, gathered: for example, Jacobins and Bonapartistes, Carbonari
and republicans. The contents and evaluation of the term varied enormously
depending on the observer’s point of view. Thus, the Spanish liberals could
be accused, as they were by Lord Castlereagh in a parliamentary speech, of
being ‘a perfectly Jacobinical party, in point of principle’,"” whereas, also
writing from a position hostile to liberalism, Chateaubriand and Vieusseux
toned down this condemnation a few years later, alleging that at the end of
the day, the Constitution of Cadiz had established a constitutional monarchy
and not a republic.®®

However, in Spain and the Hispanic world, liberalism presented cer-
tain distinguishing features that usually rendered it more respectable and
moderate in the eyes of conservatives. To conclude, I shall briefly comment
upon some of these features of the first Iberian liberalisms that, although
divided into several branches and tendencies, share a certain family resem-
blance. Some of the principal traits are their extraordinary precocity, and
the underlying experimentalism and instability, as well as their much more
moral and political-constitutional than economic character.®” Compared with
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other contemporary liberalisms in Western Europe, I would highlight in the
first Iberian liberalisms, on the one hand, the greater weight of religion in
the sphere of politics and, on the other, the lesser weight of individualism
in law, economics and politics. The process of secularization, which was
less intense in these societies than in Protestant countries, evolved over a
considerably longer period of time, and the communitarian Catholic vision
of the world deeply informed their political cultures. This influence is very
apparent in the numerous confessional constitutions in force until well into
the nineteenth century.

In the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking territories, both the
Enlightenment and the first liberalism and republicanism were unmistakably
Catholic. In a world in which politics were not yet regarded as a completely
separate sphere from religion, the Catholic faith was the most important
sociocultural link within the populations of both monarchies, and continued
to be the principal belief shared by nearly all the citizens of the new repub-
lics, which did not hesitate to proclaim Catholicism in their constitutions
as the sole national religion.” One of the champions of Hispanic-American
liberalism, Vicente Rocafuerte, maintained in this sense that, unlike the tra-
ditional pattern in Protestant Europe, whereas what began as the affirmation
of freedom of consciousness later became political freedom, in the case of
Hispanic America it appeared to follow a different course: the establishment
of political freedom had come first, and one of its consequences would soon
be religious tolerance.”

The first Hispanic liberalisms emerged in a traditional universe, in which
for centuries the dominant legal culture had accustomed people to contem-
plating life collectively and acting in corporative and jurisdictional terms
rather than on an individualist basis. The Constitution of Cadiz, on the
other hand, lays more emphasis on the nation than on individuals, whose
rights are confirmed precisely as a result of being members of the national
community.” The appeal to the rights of the people would be a constant,
which to a certain extent eclipsed the rights of individuals almost everywhere,
when 1808 heralded the great Atlantic crisis that was at the root of the liberal
and independence revolutions. Only later, from the mid 1800s onwards, and
following considerable effort and re-adjustment, would the individual come
to occupy a primary role in the imaginary and the practices of the Hispanic
liberalisms (although invariably from a fundamentally statist perspective — in
other words, more focused on state action than on the initiative of civil
society).”

Furthermore, when comparing Iberian and Anglo-American political
cultures, it is obvious that in the latter, there is considerably more presence
of the individual and his/her rights at the core of the legal-political system.
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It seems clear that the Iberian-American world at the time did not locate the
individual at its centre, or at least not in the same way as might be the case in
British and American society.”

Finally, I would like to highlight two other features of the first Iberian
constitutionalisms: their emphasis on the need to guarantee the independence
and sovereignty of states and, particularly in the case of Spanish liberalism,
their close links with democracy.

The collapse of the monarchic state suffices to explain this strong desire to
(re)build an alternative state constitutionalising independence. Thus, the first
Hispanic Atlantic constitutionalism sought in general to construct the new
institutions upon the sovereignty of the nation-state rather than upon indi-
vidual rights.” This emphasis upon statehood, at a time when the modern
concept of the state was itself under construction, explains the relevance of
the law of nations (sus gentium) — one of the languages that contributed most
towards moulding the new status quo during a period when international
order tended to be regarded very differently on the old and the new conti-
nents.” However hard the constitutional monarchies tried to build a bridge
between the two shores, the ideological-political distance between the legiti-
mist postulates of the Congress of Vienna and the Pan-American republican
ideals of the Congress of Panama of 1826 between the Holy Alliance and the
so-called Monroe Doctrine was anything but easy to span. The discourse of
dynastic legitimacy was at odds with the language of an incipient republican
international law, where more or less ‘popular’ states were seen as moral
persons, free and independent agents on the global stage.

A simple glance at the number of declarations of independence and consti-
tutions produced throughout the world during that Atlantic stage of the ‘age
of revolutions’ shows that there was a distinctly Hispanic initial phase in the
implantation of the concepts of independence and constitution. Indeed, the
vast majority of all the declarations of independence issued between 1776 and
1825 occurred in the Iberian American region and a very high percentage of
the new constitutions, republics and representative governments were born
there t00.” In other words, the international launch of two such character-
istic notions of Western political modernity as independence and constitu-
tion basically took place in the Iberian American area. As David Armitage
observed, in relation to the first point, ‘the practice of declaring independence
gradually became routine for the wider world in large part because of events
in Iberian America’ so that ‘in this regard, Iberian America’s “age of imperial
revolutions” anticipated some of the crucial processes in the making of the
modern world’. ™

The disintegration of the Spanish and Portuguese empires, and in particu-
lar the tide of revolution of 1820, gave rise to a decidedly internationalist type
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of political discourse. Although it is true that each of the national variations
of ‘European liberalism’ reveals such clear differential characteristics that
it is certainly preferable to speak in the plural of ‘European liberalisms’,”
it is no less true that in the third decade of the nineteenth century, we
often encounter — not only in the Iberian Atlantic — the notion that liberals
throughout the world, especially the Europeans and Americans, form a part
of a vast transnational movement, which begins to be known as ‘European
liberalism’. Whilst some conceived of this unitary movement simply as a
more or less empirical ‘confederation’ of liberal parties,* others — above all
amongst its supporters — favoured a more sophisticated philosophical inter-
pretation of a teleological nature. This understanding considers liberalism to
be the necessary result of the historical evolution of Europe from the days of
ancient Greece to the most recent revolutionary period, via the Reformation
and the Enlightenment.?! However, theorists, politicians and publicists who
wrote these accounts — which were to become increasingly common from
the 1830s onwards — were in disagreement over which were the milestones
that would mark this long process, particularly when it came to whether
or not to include the French Revolution as one of the landmarks of this
‘history of freedom’.?> During the first decades of the nineteenth century,
only the most radical political sectors in the Iberian world identified in the
French Revolution a source of inspiration for liberal doctrines, practices and
institutions. The French experience was generally regarded as an antimodel.
However, with the passing of time, the interpretations of the revolutionary
decade of 1789-99 in France— and especially of its moderate phases — became
less hostile, leading to their integration in the canon of liberalism known as
progressive.

With regard to political nomenclatures, in Hispanic America too, where
the instability that began with the wars of independence lasted for decades,
some factions recurred to asymmetrical counterconcepts of liberals and
serviles — initially employed exclusively on the peninsula — to describe them-
selves and stigmatize their opponents. This was the case in Mexico and
other countries. In Colombia in the second half of the 1820s, the followers
of President Santander called themselves liberals from legalist and ‘civilist’
positions, while reserving for their enemies, the supporters of Bolivar, the
offensive term servile (those who backed Santander branded the Bolivarians
as authoritarian and militarist).

While on the right, liberalism was presented as diametrically opposed
to servilism, on the left, depending on strategies of reasoning and type of
discourse, democracy could appear either as a concept akin to liberalism or
as its antithesis. As the nineteenth century progressed, the names /beral
and democrat, which might on occasions approach one another or even
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conflate — first, in their enemies’ imaginations® and, later, in that of their
most fervent supporters — began to interact in discourses as two rival but also
partly complementary and convergent concepts. And since the first Spanish
Constitution of 1812 was generally described in the European context of the
age as democratic (owing to the broad franchise and the prevailing power
of the legislative chamber), the doceasiista liberal tradition throughout the
century represented a kind of left-wing liberalism with a clear democratic and
communitarian stamp. Although Spain’s changing political circumstances
and the reception of foreign political theories — French doctrinarism, util-
itarianism and Krausism — introduced nuance to the relationship between
liberals and democrats and rendered it more complex, # some mid-century
lexicographers (like Ramon J. Dominguez in his Diccionario Nacional, 1846,
in the definition of ‘liberal’) considered the two nouns to be practically syn-
onymous. From the founding of the Spanish Democratic Party in Madrid in
1849 (as far as we know, one of the first parliamentary political groupings to
adopt that title in Europe) at least until the Glorious Revolution (September
1868), an increasingly large number of democrats saw themselves as the only
genuine liberals.® The radical socialist journalist Sixto Cimara argued, for
instance, that the time had come for the venerable party ‘that was once named
liberal’ to change its name to democracy, which was much more in keeping
with the new times.* Nonetheless, as minister of Interior Escosura predicted
not long afterwards in a speech before parliament, the disputes between
rival political parties would not end easily, at least as long as liberalism and
democracy continued to be two vague and ‘badly defined’ words.*’

The study of the historical semantics of politics in the revolutionary age
shows to what extent concepts and political identities — such as liberalism
and democracy — were contingent and volatile entities in such a period of
continual agitation.

The extreme fluidity of the interpretative models of political life and a
certain ‘experimentalism’ typical of the period ensured that political language
circulated with great rapidity from place to place. The dominant direction of
this intellectual circulation was from the North Atlantic to the South, and
from Europe to America; however, a history of concepts should deal with
more than this simple schema and avoid, of course, narrow national scopes. In
reality, the dynamic of many of these concepts — republic, liberalism, citizen-
ship, democracy and many more — was clearly transnational. Furthermore,
the reception and adaptation of these notions displays substantial variations
depending on the different societies, places and times.

Notwithstanding the ultimate provenance of the ‘ideas’ and readings that
occur in a given society, what a conceptual historian must understand is how
agents use those ideas and readings, and the language employed within them,
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to interact with their political reality and mould it to respond to the chal-
lenges with which the continually agitated political situation presented them.

Liberalism, which traditional historiography has accustomed us to regard-
ing as ‘modern politics’ par excellence, characterized by individualism, free-
doms, the consent of the governed and the separation of powers, was in the
first third of the nineteenth century a hesitant and ongoing concept, move-
ment and ideology. As historians, we should strive to recover the vagueness
and the contingency that characterized this notion for the actors of the era,
avoiding as far as possible the retrospective attribution of the ideal-typical
features of so-called ‘classical liberalism’. Investigating what Europeans and
Americans a century or two ago understood by ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’,
in the different moments and contexts in which they found themselves,
may provide us with a surprise or two. After all, for us — qua historians —
‘liberalism’ is a notion referring basically to the past, whilst for an important
sector of the Euro-American elites in the first half of the nineteenth century,
‘liberalism’ was an imprecise and open concept guide, unequivocally oriented
towards the future.
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For many Hispanic liberals at the time, ‘true liberalism consists of the steady
trend towards perfect government’, in accordance with ‘the progress of human
reason’; J. de Olavarria, Reflexiones a las Cortes y otros escritos politicos, C. Morange
(ed.), Bilbao, 2007, 222-23 and 314. According to this philosophy, time itself
marches onwards to leave behind obsolete institutions, while the goal of liberal-
ism is ‘social improvement’; £/ Nivel, Mexico, 6 and 25 December 1825.

El Nacional, 14 July 1836; La Ley, 3,4 and 5 June 1836; E/ Liberal, 30 June 1836.
Eco del Comercio, 20 April 1839.

Speech of 13 February 1816, quoted by J. Leonhard, Liberalismus: Zur histor-
ischen Semantik eines europdischen Deutungsmusters, Munich, 2001, 236.

F.-R. de Chateaubriand, ‘Politique de ’Espagne’, Le Conservateur VI (1820),
246-47; Vieusseux, Essay on Liberalism, 7-12. Once absolutism had been restored
in Spain, comparisons appeared in the reactionary press between ‘Spanish liber-
alism’ and the other ‘European liberalisms’; E/ Restaurador, 19 November 1823,
1122.

F.-X. Guerra, ‘El apogeo de los liberalismos hispanicos: Origenes, logicas y
limites’, Bicentenario. Revista de Historia de Chile y América 3(2) (2004), 10.

J. Fernandez-Sebastian, ‘Toleration and Freedom of Expression in the Hispanic
World between Enlightenment and Liberalism’, Past and Present 211 (2011),
161-99.

V. Rocafuerte, Ensayo sobre la tolerancia religiosa, Mexico City, 1831, 17.

J.M. Portillo Valdés, Revolucion de nacion: Origenes de la cultura constitucional
en Espania, 1780-1812, Madrid, 2000; J.M. Portillo Valdés, Crisis atlintica:
Autonomia e independencia en la crisis de la monarquia hispana, Madrid, 2006.
Guerra, ‘El apogeo’, 19-23.

However, see C. Bird, The Myth of Liberal Individualism, Cambridge, 2004.
Portillo Valdés, Revolucion de nacion.

J.C. Chiaramonte, Nacion y Estado en Iberoamérica: El lenguaje politico en tiempos
de las independencias, Buenos Aires, 2004, 911f.

A total of nineteen of the principal twenty-one declarations of independence
throughout the world between 1800 and 1825 occurred in Hispanic-Portuguese
countries; the only two exceptions were Haiti (1804) and Greece (1822).

D. Armitage, ‘Declaraciones de independencia 1776-2011: del derecho natural al
derecho internacional’, in A. AVila, E. Pani and J. Dym (eds), Las declaraciones de
independencia: Los textos fundamentales de las independencias americanas, Mexico
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City, 2013, 19-40. See also D. Armitage, The Declaration of Independence: A
Global History, Cambridge, 2007.

Leonhard, Liberalismus.

According to Vieusseux, the year 1820 witnessed the activation of a kind of ‘great
confederation of European Liberals’; Vieusseux, Essay on Liberalism, 103.

A. Lista, ‘Origen del liberalismo europeo’, E/ Censor, Madrid, 31 March 1821,
321-41; W.T. Krug, Geschichtliche Darstellung des Liberalismus alter und neuer
Zeit: Ein historischer Versuch, Leipzig, 1823; G.W.F. Hegel, The Philosophy of
History, Ontario, 2001.

Thus, whilst a widely read French political dictionary openly declared that the
French Revolution was ‘an explosion of liberalism’ and that ‘the Principles of
89 are the code of the liberal Gospel of humanity’ (A. Nefftzer, ‘Libéralisme’, in
M. Block (ed.), Dictionnaire général de la politique, Paris, 1873—74, reproduced
in L. Jaume, L’individu effacé ou le paradoxe du libéralisme frangais, Paris, 1997,
555-67 and 563-66), another work of the same period roundly denies that the
French Revolution was of a liberal nature (G. de Molinari, Napoléon 111 publi-
ciste: sa pensée cherchée dans ses écrits, analyse et appréciation de ses oewvres, Brussels,
1861, 54ff). Vieusseux had already expressed the opinion that ‘liberalism may be
fairly stated to be the offspring of the French revolution’ in Essay on Liberalism,
6. Twenty years earlier, that was not the opinion of G.M. de Jovellanos, the
best-known representative of the Enlightenment in Spain. In his Memoria sobre
educacion piblica (1802), de Jovellanos condemns the French revolutionaries,
accusing them of having declared war on every ‘liberal and benevolent idea’.
Thus, a counterrevolutionary manuscript published in Madrid on 12 May
1814 declared that in Spain ‘democrats are called liberals’ (BNE, ms.
12.931/27).

The conservative A. Lista, for example, condemned the ‘democratic liberalism’
associated with the ‘anarchic’ Constitution of 1812 as ‘a masterpiece of 18th-
century philosophical pedantry’: Gaceta de Bayona, 15 September 1828 and 12
December 1828.

One of many examples: see N.M. Rivero, ‘L.alegitimidad del Partido Democratico
espafiol’, La Discusion, Madrid, 15 October 1858; J. Fernandez-Sebastian and
G. Capellan, “Democracy in Spain, 1780-1868: An Ever Expanding Ideal’; in
Joanna Innes and Mark Philp (eds), Re-imagining Democracy in the Mediterranean,
New York, 2018.

La Soberania Nacional, 25 November 1855.

DSC, 31 January 1856. Patricio de la Escosura had just been appointed Minister
of Interior in the progressive leader Baldomero Espartero’s cabinet.
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Chapter 4

Liberalism in Portugal in the
Nineteenth Century

Rui Ramos and Nuno Gongalo Monteiro

==

The context for the rise of ‘liberalism’ in Portugal is to be found in the crisis of
the intercontinental monarchy of the Bragancas, precipitated by the French
invasions of 1807-11. In 1820, a part of the country’s administrative staff and
the armed forces, accompanied by some important Lisbon businesspeople,
were won over to the idea of constitutionalizing the monarchy, in line with
the ‘liberal’ Constitution that had been adopted in Spain in 1812. Between
1820 and 1823, political power was concentrated in a unicameral parliament
elected by a suffrage of adult citizens. The political driving forces behind this
regime began to be identified as ‘liberals’, just as they were in Spain at the
same time.

In this chapter, we shall focus on two aspects of the history of Portuguese
liberalism. First of all, we shall look at the way in which historical liberalism
in Portugal diverges from current conceptions of liberalism — for example,
from an ideology of a ‘minimal state’. In the 1820s, liberal rule triggered a
process of intense political socialization in an extremely polarized environ-
ment, culminating in a violent civil war between ‘liberals’ and ‘absolutists’
(1832-34). This confrontation explains a fundamental characteristic of
Portuguese liberalism: the concentration of power in the state, which some-
times took on authoritarian forms, and the use of this power to provoke social,
economic and cultural transformations, justified as a means of undermining
the influence of the opponents of liberalism (the Catholic Church, the court
aristocracy, the provincial nobility and the municipal councils).

Second, we shall attempt to explain why ‘liberalism’ in Portugal did not
correspond to the formation and activity of a Liberal party of the kind that
defined nineteenth-century liberalism in some northern European countries
such as Britain. After 1834, in the wake of the liberal victory in the civil war,
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‘liberalism’ was adopted as a self-identification by all the political protagonists
of the new constitutional monarchy of the Bragancas. As such, at no time did
liberalism ever signify a party or a specific and singular doctrinal current;
in fact, most of the time, Portuguese ‘liberals’ were divided into opposing
camps of radicals and moderates, such as the ‘Septembrists’ and ‘Chartists’
between 1836 and 1851. This political divide deteriorated into repeated bouts
of violence and civil war, as happened in Spain between ‘moderates’ and
‘progressists’. But even at the moment of greatest confrontation, all of these
political groups professed to be acting in the name of ‘liberalism’ and claimed
the inheritance of the liberal side in the 1830s civil war. It was a way of
distinguishing themselves from the ‘Miguelites’, that is, those who defended
the absolutist rule of King Dom Miguel (1828-34). Miguelites were the
only political group to reject the designation of ‘liberal’ in mid nineteenth-
century Portugal. After 1851, the new political situation of the ‘Regeneration’
insisted on maintaining the reference to liberalism as a common terrain for
conservatives and progressives within the constitutional monarchy. Thus, at
no time in the nineteenth century did a party or a political movement appear
in Portugal to assume the cause of ‘conservatism’ or ‘socialism’ in opposition
to ‘liberalism’. And this remained the case throughout the entire period of the
constitutional monarchy until 1910, so that all the parties, groups and leaders
that, at one time or another, held power between 1834 and 1910 described
themselves as ‘liberals’, claiming for themselves the memory of the victors
of the civil war of 1832-34. The same applied to the Republicans who took
power in 1910. Although influenced by contemporary French radicalism,
they preferred to claim the inheritance of the first liberals of the early 1820s.

Liberal and Liberalism under the Absolute Monarchy before
1820

As was the case in most of the Iberian Peninsula and Latin America, liberal-
ism as a political identity or as the description of public actors did not occur
in Portugal before the 1810s. Throughout the eighteenth century and until
1820, the terms ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ seem, in Portugal, to have remained
almost immune to new uses and meanings. The spread of the term as a mark
of political identity only began in the 1820s, through the importation of
international references and in the context of massive political change.

In eighteenth-century Portuguese literature, the word ‘liberal’ and the
virtue — ‘liberality’ — that was associated with it referred to a certain kind
of disinterested generosity: ‘modern philosophers have defined liberality as
a moderate virtue of the human affection of giving and receiving human
riches, solely for honest motives ... the Liberal is moved to spend riches
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without expecting to be paid anything in return for them’.! Liberality was
therefore a virtue that was considered typical of princes and nobles. Thus,
in his dictionary of the Portuguese language (1716), Raphael Bluteau defines
‘Liberal’ as ‘Noble. Showing one self to be a person of quality. Having the
characteristics of a prince’. According to the same dictionary, ‘liberal’ was
also associated with the ‘liberal arts’, the only ones that were compatible with
the nobility and that were defined through their contrast with the ‘manual
trades’. Manual trades were those that depended ‘more on the body than on
the spirit’. The liberal arts were therefore regarded as being in keeping with
the ample notion of ‘nobility’ that prevailed in Portugal, to refer to almost
anyone who could afford to live free of manual work, and thus lived like a
nobleman.

Beginning with the Marquis of Pombal (1699-1782), several late
eighteenth-century Portuguese statesmen attempted to reform the institu-
tions of the monarchy. But these reformers avoided a discussion of the basic
premises of the political order, and instead concentrated on economic and
civil topics. Although the Royal Academy of Sciences (1782) and new courses
of studies at the University of Coimbra disseminated some topics of the
European Enlightenment, this cultural opening was limited by a strict literary
censorship and by the vigilance of the Intendéncia Geral da Policia (General
Police Intendancy). Thus, the culture and sociability of the Enlightenment
seem to have been confined to upper social and political circles and to some
limited middle urban sectors. There was nothing in Portugal to be compared
with the ‘societies of friends of the country’ in Spain. Reformers such as
Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho (1755-1812), the minister of Prince Regent Dom
Jodo (Prince Regent, 1799-1816; King, 1816-26), defended the suppression
of all the tax exemptions enjoyed by the clergy and the nobility, as well as their
jurisdictional privileges. Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho had read Adam Smith,
whose The Wealth of Nations he recommended to several high officials, but he
was not a ‘liberal’ in the political sense of the 1820s. Thus, he justified a pro-
posal for a higher degree of commercial freedom in the Portuguese monarchy
merely as a means to interest England in the consolidation and expansion of
the Portuguese Empire in America. Otherwise, he opposed the summoning
of the Cortes (parliament), despite his openly admitted admiration for the
English political system.?

Even the more enlightened statesmen of the monarchy avoided any initi-
atives that might endanger the prerogatives of the king’s government. Their
supposed liberalism was associated, above all, with economic legislation and
trade. Discussions about the political order were almost irrelevant, and the
ideological conflicts between the more enlightened and the more conservative
forces, which seem to have been extremely important in Spain, did not have
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much relevance in Portugal. Thus, in late eighteenth-century Portugal, the
word ‘liberal’ still preserved much of its former meaning. In the Diccionario
da Lingua Portugueza composto pelo Padre D. Rafael Bluteau, reformado e
accrescentado por Antonio de Moraes Silva (Lisbon, 1789), ‘liberal’ was defined
thus: ‘adj. giving copiously, and spending, without avarice, or meanness;
generous, § Liberal art, one that is not a mechanical or manual trade’.

In 1807, the French occupation did not provoke immediate political
changes. Initially, the French enjoyed the cooperation of almost all of those
high officials and court aristocrats who had not left for Brazil with the royal
family, but only very few of them were to become truly ‘afrancesados’
(Frenchified). In 1808, some of them asked Napoleon for ‘a constitution ...
similar to that of Warsaw’, besides the introduction of relevant institutional
changes, such as the equal status of all citizens before the law, the adoption
of the Napoleonic Civil Code, and the sale of the assets and property of the
monasteries and convents. But they formed only a very small group and no
important changes took place. On the side of the anti-French forces, inspired
by the Spanish revolt and helped to victory by the British intervention, the
expression of any projects of political reform was negligible. There was no
equivalent in Portugal to the 1812 Cadiz Cortes. However, the deportation
to England of a number of people suspected of French sympathies contrib-
uted to the formation, after the war, of a nucleus of political émigrés who
were decisive, through newspapers and pamphlets printed in London, in
preparing the cultural environment for the 1820 constitutional revolution.*

The anti-Napoleonic propaganda during the war allowed for an unprece-
dented explosion of printed texts in Portugal, many translated from Spanish,
but most the work of Portuguese authors. A common theme was the need to
re-establish the traditional order, its accompanying values and the cult of the
king, the nation and the Catholic religion. Enemies were described as ‘franci-
notes’ (Frenchies) and ‘evil Jacobins’, as well as ‘insolent revolutionaries’, but
never as ‘liberals’. Thus, while the basic topics of the antiliberal discourse
were already present, the term ‘liberal’ in a political sense remained absent.’

Meanwhile, economic liberalism continued to develop, namely with the
departure of the royal family to Brazil. Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho justified
that option by arguing that the monarchy of the Bragancas was a multicon-
tinental entity, in which Portugal was not ‘the best and the most essential
part’, so that, given the circumstances of the European war, the only option
remaining to the Prince Regent and the court was ‘to go and create a powerful
Empire in Brazil, from where they will return to reconquer what may have
been lost in Europe’.® The establishment of the court in Rio de Janeiro in
1808 was accompanied by the opening of the ports of Brazil to the allied
nations, which meant mostly Britain. This brought an end to the monopoly
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trading rights that Portugal and its traders enjoyed in the Brazilian market.
In March 1810, the Prince Regent was to send a legal charter from Rio de
Janeiro to Portugal, where the Anglo-Portuguese forces were confronting
the French troops, in which he justified the measures taken in the following
terms: ‘I hereby order that the most clearly demonstrated principles of the
healthy Political FEconomy be adopted, which are those of the freedom and
openness of trade ... so that ... the farmers in Brazil might find the best
consumption for their produce.” But he also added: ‘the same principles of a
Great and Liberal system of Trade are very much applicable to the Kingdom’.
In this way, the royal government was proposing that the conditions should
be created ‘to ensure that your capital is usefully employed in Agriculture’,
ordering the governors of the kingdom to occupy themselves with reforming
tithes and with reducing, fixing or even doing away with manorial rights alto-
gether. This declaration, which was certainly drafted by Rodrigo de Sousa
Coutinho, ended up having no effect, for practically the only measure that
was in fact introduced was the opening of the ports. But it allowed political
economy to have its brief moment of impact, namely in Brazil. Otherwise, it
confirmed that in Portuguese public debate, ‘liberal principles’ at this time
referred only to those of economic liberalism and not political liberalism.
This, after all, was the new meaning that was to be found in Morais’ 1813
Dictionary for the word ‘liberal’: ‘Free, open: so that this /iberal navigation
was impeded by us (to the Moors).’

Further developments were determined by the impact, somewhat delayed
over time but nonetheless decisive, of the Cadiz Cortes in Spain, and by the
more immediate penetration of the Portuguese émigré press, edited and pub-
lished in Paris and, above all, in London. This was a radically new phenome-
non. The atrophy of the press had been one of the most distinctive features of
the Portuguese monarchy in the second half of the eighteenth century. But in
the aftermath of the war with the French, the first liberal political press was
to appear in Portugal in a context of diffuse powers, which meant that there
was little control over what was published.’

The émigré press had the support of Portuguese trading circles in LLondon
and, in some cases, also of the government in Rio de Janeiro itself, through
the embassy. Despite their precautions, most of its authors ended up being
persecuted by the Portuguese government, especially after the failed con-
spiracy of General Gomes Freire de Andrade in 1817. Yet, nothing could
prevent the dissemination of the first émigré press in Portugal and in Brazil.
The focus and tone of these publications varied over time, but there were two
highly recurrent themes: the criticism of the 1810 treaty with England and
the defence of the summoning of parliament. However, the condemnation
of despotism and the apology for freedom, frequently associated with the
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British regime, were not conceived as an apology for a liberal project. Only
retrospectively, and many years later, was it claimed that ‘it was the periodical
press or Portuguese journalism in London that ... initiated the dissemination
of liberal ideas in our country’.?

The Constitutionalization of the Monarchy in the 1820s

As we have seen, in the 1813 edition of Morais e Silva’s Dictionary of the
Portuguese language, ‘liberal’ had acquired a meaning associated with trade
policies. As far as Morais e Silva’s dictionary is concerned, it was only in the
1844 Lisbon edition that it was acknowledged that ‘liberal’ was ‘also used to
designate representative governments’.

This evolution was closely associated with the political history of the
Portuguese multicontinental monarchy in the 1820s. In August 1820, a mil-
itary uprising in Oporto forced the government to accept the summoning
of the Cortes. In November, there was a confrontation between a so-called
‘military party’, which included army officers of different political shades,
and the ‘bachelors and judges’ who manned the new government. The mil-
itary party demanded that the 1812 Spanish Constitution of Cadiz should
be immediately adopted in Portugal. They acknowledged that the Spanish
Constitution required some ‘convenient changes’, but would not accept any
adaptation that would make the Portuguese version ‘less liberal’.? ‘Liberal’
had already acquired a clear political meaning. However, ‘liberal’ was not
as widely used as words such as ‘constitutional’. When it was applied to
a political movement, it was generally through the pens of its political
opponents.'

The Portuguese members of parliament elected in 1820 were deeply
impressed by the Spanish example and by the absence of the king in Brazil.
They soon showed their preference for a regime defined by the sovereignty
of the nation in the shape of a one-chamber, all-powerful parliament. It was
their loyalty to this constitutional model that best defined their politics and,
as such, it was the word ‘constitutional’ that they chose to identify them-
selves. In the Didrio das Cortes in 1821, the term ‘liberal’ was invoked less
than two hundred times, whilst there were more than a thousand references
to ‘constitution’ and to ‘constitutional’. There were even fewer references
to ‘liberalism’ — no more than thirty. The data obtained from the periodical
press confirms this tendency. From a sample of 316 periodicals published
in Portuguese between 1820 and 1834 (including some that were published
in Brazil), there were almost thirty that included the words ‘constitution’ or
‘constitutional’ in the title, whereas only a dozen included the term ‘liberal’
(or ‘liberals’). Some were royalist journals and the overwhelming majority
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were published after the concession of the Constitutional Charter of 1826."
All of this suggests that it was not the ‘liberal’ identity that best defined the
political leaders of the period 1820-23.

It was certainly not by chance that the first references to the word ‘liberal’
in parliamentary debates occurred in relation to the Companhia das Vinhas
do Alto Douro, a viticultural commercial monopoly created by the Marquis
of Pombal. In the preamble to the bill presented to parliament in February
1821, it is stated that: ‘Freedom enlivens the Arts, and mainly Agriculture;
and that, on the contrary, monopolies weaken the industry, and Trade, being
all the more harmful the more they accumulate: considering that the arbi-
trary system by which the Company is regulated is incompatible with the
Liberal Constitution.” The economic dimension of liberalism seems to be still
overwhelming.

In political terms, ‘liberal’ seems to have been used to compare institutions,
as a matter of degree. Thus, one of the most distinguished members of par-
liament Manuel Fernandes Tomas (1771-1822) could promise in February
of 1821 that ‘it is not to be believed that, in the current circumstances, legis-
lation will be made that is any less liberal than the one that we already have’.!2
Another member of parliament, Manuel Borges Carneiro (1774-1833), stated
at the same time that ‘as has been said, our Constitution does not have to be
any less liberal than that of Spain’®. Furthermore, it is in the same sense that
we find the first reference to liberalism, still in that very same month, uttered
by the member of parliament Xavier Monteiro when discussing the estab-
lishment of two chambers and the king’s veto: ‘both the absolute veto and the
two chambers are inadmissible in the Portuguese Constitution, since these
are less liberal than the bases of the Spanish Constitution, whose liberalism of
principles we cannot restrict without distancing ourselves from the Powers of
Representation that the People entrust to us, and without our failing to fulfil
what we have solemnly promised and sworn to do’."*

Even more significant is the use of the word ‘liberalism’ to counter the
Brazilian claims to autonomy. When these demands were being discussed, in
May 1822, the member of parliament Ferreira de Moura called into question
the Brazilians’ commitment to liberalism:

We sent them the bases of the Constitution; these were applauded and cele-
brated everywhere; oaths were sworn to them; and are they not in themselves
a sufficient argument to finally convince them that we do not wish to colonise
America? If the bases of the Constitution are not sufficient to undo such a
miserable misunderstanding, then, in that case, America is lost, the union is
broken; there is nothing that can convince those peoples of the principles of
liberalism that we have adopted, and which we will always adopt in regard to
America.’
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The member of parliament Pinto da Franga was, in turn, to declare that
‘we must finish the Constitution as soon as we possibly can; but I must
remind you that the peoples of Brazil need this even more quickly than we
do ... (and, for this reason, it is urgent) that the additional articles should
be presented with the greatest possible brevity, in which the clearest spirit
of liberalism and openness towards those peoples should shine through’.!®
In voting for the Constitution, Ferreira de Moura hoped that ‘this would
be opposed to the confused and frantic liberalism of the demagogues, who,
against the general will of Brazil, demand an inopportune and premature
independence’.”’

The relative lack of definition of the word ‘liberal’ did not prevent the
establishment of a link between ‘liberalism’ and ‘liberty’ or ‘freedom’, in
opposition to ‘despotism’. Once again, as was stated by the member of par-
liament Moura: ‘I am greatly surprised to find that the greatest factors of
Liberty and Liberalism are opposed to the existence of the Council of State,
when I supposed that its existence was opposed to the principles of those who
favour despotism.’!8

The expression ‘liberal party’ is relatively rare. It appears in October 1821,
in a speech by Manuel Borges Carneiro in which he refers the ‘Members of
parliament of the liberal party’ in France. However, more significant than
this is the use of the expression in 1822 in relation to the matter of voting
rights, where it takes on a clearly social form of identification, in opposition
to the so-called ‘servile party’:

The nation (as we all know) is divided into two parties, the liberal and the
servile, and since the traders and the artisans are a very worthy part of
those who form the liberal party, if they should cease to vote, then the field
is left almost completely open to the serviles; these will make the election
exclusively by themselves and we will have a bad national representation,
which, in the current circumstances, will be the greatest evil that could
happen to us."

The historical nature of constitutionalism — that is, the memory and tradition
of the former Cortes of the monarchy — continued to be invoked insist-
ently. For example, as early as February 1821, a moderate and conservative
member of parliament such as Francisco Manuel Trigozo de Aragio Morato
referred to ‘our former Constitution’; defining the current political process
as a ‘transition to the next Constitution’.” But the same ideas were also to
be found among the more radical members of parliament, such as Manuel
Borges Carneiro, addressing the opponents of the new order: ‘you are the
innovators, you are the revolutionaries who overthrew our former Cortes and
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the ancient principles of a temperate monarchy, in order to erect an absurd
and despotic power, in whose shadow you will maintain your egoism and
your prevarication’.?!

The writer J.B.L.. Almeida Garrett, who at that time was one of the main
liberal journalists, insisted on that traditionalist conception of liberty: ‘The
Cortes of Lamego, whose existence can no longer be doubted, formed, within
the cradle of the Portuguese Monarchy, its very own political Constitution
... one of its most important declarations is that of our liberty; and the holiest
and most unbreakable rule that is established, and conserved by so many
years of glory, is that of the nation’s representation through the Cortes.’”
However, the idea that the new Constitution was perfectly in keeping with
the historical tradition of the Portuguese monarchy did not prevent the
constitutional assembly elected in 1820 — at the same time as they showed
themselves to be moderate in their legislative production — from severely
limiting the powers of the monarch (still absent in Brazil), going far beyond
the Spanish Cadiz Constitution. Effectively, they adopted the principle of
the ‘sovereignty of the Nation’ and only granted the king a suspensive veto
over the decisions taken by the Cortes. They also made the Cortes the sole
depositary of legislative power and adopted a single-chamber model, reject-
ing the census restrictions imposed on voting rights. Despite all this, those
who supported the Constitution of 1821-22 always claimed to be recovering
a medieval tradition that had lasted until the end of the seventeenth century
(1698), when the last Cortes were convened (their historical knowledge of
this subject was very limited — for instance, they were unaware that Brazil
had sent representatives to the Cortes since 1653 or that these had met eight
times between 1641 and 1698).

After the overthrow of the 1822 Constitution by another military coup in
1823, the pamphlet A Revolugio anti-constitutional em 1823, suas verdadeiras
causas e effeitos (The Anti-constitutional Revolution in 1823, its True Causes and
Effects,” whose exact authorship remains unknown) identified the supporters
of the ‘constitutional cause’ with the ‘liberals’; noting that ‘the free masons
have done great harm to the cause of Liberty, even though they all profess
Liberalism’.

Two decisive and partly converging factors contributed to the words ‘lib-
eral’ and ‘liberalism’ in Portugal finally acquiring their classic meaning and
being used unreservedly to identify a political movement. The first of these
was the granting of the Constitutional Charter by Dom Pedro, Emperor of
Brazil, after the death of his father, Dom Jodo VI, in 1826. The Charter, an
adaptation of the Brazilian Constitution, eliminated the 1822 Constitution as
the fundamental reference for those political movements that were opposed
to absolutism. In the intermittent civil war that was waged in Portugal
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between 1826 and 1834, the different currents of opinion that sought shelter
under the banner of the Constitutional Charter had no room for manoeuvre
that would allow them to expound and further deepen their already-evident
differences. The second decisive factor was the influence in Portugal of the
French liberalism of the 1820s. Authors such as Benjamim Constant and
Frangois Guizot provided a moderate version of liberalism, very distinct
from Jacobin radicalism, that allowed the term ‘liberal’ to gain a respectability
that it did not previously have when it seemed associated with an extreme
position. Thus, although ‘constitutional’ continued to be the term that was
most frequently used to identify the defenders of the Constitutional Charter,
there was a clear trend towards the use of the word ‘liberal’ to define the
anti-absolutists, regardless of the different doctrines and philosophies that
they espoused.

However, the reference to ‘liberals’ is perhaps still more recurrent in the
counterrevolutionary literature than it is in the writings of those who actually
claimed to be so. The traditional meaning still lingered — for instance, in
1828, Frei Mateus d’Assungiio Brandio noted that ‘it was only by offering a
crown to someone to whom it did not belong that the liberals showed them-
selves actually to be liberal according to the old meaning of that word’. In
1833, the Correio do Porto had to remind its readers that ‘the Constitutionals,
the Liberals and the Free Masons’ were all the same thing.?* Likewise, in the
1831 edition of Morais e Silva’s dictionary, the word ‘liberalism’ does not yet
occur, while the only modern sense recorded for ‘liberal’ was the economic
one: ‘system of the governments that do not limit industry and trade, etc., nor
restrict them with petty regulations, taxation and oppressive means’.”

The Portuguese 1822 Constitution had, as its starting point, the 1812
Cadiz Constitution, and the so-called ‘Vintista triennium’ ended at practi-
cally the same time in the two Iberian countries. But, afterwards, despite
their reciprocal influences, the political chronology of Portugal and Spain
diverged. The 1826 Constitutional Charter, sent by Dom Pedro from Brazil,
did not have any parallel in Spain, just as there was no correspondence for
the second Portuguese liberal period from 1826 to 1828. There was also
no Spanish equivalent to the absolutist government of King Dom Miguel,
who seized power in 1828 and initiated the greatest political repression in
Portuguese contemporary history; merely in the first year alone, between
20,000 and 30,000 people were imprisoned out of a population of three mil-
lion inhabitants.

This extreme political radicalization was a factor that conditioned the
implantation of liberalism in Portugal. It was in the midst of the civil war
(1832-34) that José Xavier Mouzinho da Silveira (1780-1849), the Finance
Minister of the Duke of Braganca, decreed most of the legislation that
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targeted the foundations of the ancien régime in Portugal: the abolition of
entailed estates with a small income, the suppression of the sisa (sales tax), the
administrative reforms (through which the judicial power was separated from
the administrative power, and a centralist form of local administration was
established, inspired by the Napoleonic model), the eradication of the central
polysynodal tribunals, the suppression of ecclesiastical tithes and, finally, the
abolition of manorial rights and of the system whereby these were awarded to
the great aristocratic families and households. Subsequent legislation enacted
in the same period would lead to the abolition of the religious orders, the craft
guilds and, later, of most of the existing municipalities.

In no way did Mouzinho and the other liberal legislators claim to be enact-
ing some predefined party programme. They seemed to believe that they
were applying to Portugal what was generally accepted by all of enlightened
Europe, in a context where any compromise with the Old Order was impos-
sible. Further, it should be mentioned that in all this legislation, there were
many more references to ‘liberty’ (liberdade) than to ‘liberalism’. Liberalism
seems to have been considered to be more a question of ‘civil equality’ than
of a ‘representative system’, to use the terms that were in fashion at that time.

The civil war made it possible for liberals to use the power of the state
to limit or destroy the social and cultural bases of political traditionalism.
Mouzinho da Silveira had a clear notion that liberalism implied an unprece-
dented strengthening of the power of the state. In one of the few definitions
made of the liberal state, he was to write:

It has been said, and it is true, that liberalism is an ancient thing; and that
absolutism is modern, but this truth needs to be clearly understood so that it
does not make FEurope look retrograde ... The liberalism of the ancients did
not come from the strength of the opinion of the common people, nor from
their knowledge; instead, it consisted in the spirit of privilege, and in the
indomitable strength of character of the great classes.

But ‘modern liberalism is a very different thing; it does not consist in the
privileges of the cities, nor in the spirit of the corporations and guilds, but it
is the result of the analysis that is applied to the deliberations of the govern-

ment, and of the natural desire to improve their condition’.?

The 1830s and beyond: Why Did Liberalism Not Become the
Reference for Just One Party?

The history of the constitutional monarchy in Portugal between 1834 and
1851 was shaped, just as in Spain, by the confrontation between ‘moderate’
and ‘radical’ liberals.”” Radical liberals were known as ‘Septembrists’, a name
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they took from the revolution of September in 1836, which installed them in
power until 1842, under a new Constitution (1838). Moderate liberals were
called ‘Chartists’, from their defence of the 1826 Constitutional Charter,
which they restored in 1842, initiating a period of predominance that lasted
until 1851. The conflict between Septembrists and Chartists evolved through
tense parliamentary debates, frequent political meetings, urban riots, military
coups and recurring bouts of civil war, such as the one that took place in
1846—47. This struggle between political groups that had banded together
in their fight against Dom Miguel before 1834, only to split and turn against
each other afterwards, was to mark the development of ‘liberalism’ in the
1830s and 1840s, since all of them claimed to be the true liberals. Their
polemics filled a profusion of newspapers published in Lisbon and many
other cities.

The Portuguese clashes between Septembrists and Chartists echoed simi-
lar divisions in other European constitutional monarchies. The Septembrists
were inspired by the arguments and rhetoric of the left-wing political factions
of the July Monarchy in France (1830-48), a situation that the Septembrist
leader Manuel da Silva Passos, better known as Passos Manuel (1801-62),
made explicit when he assessed his government of 1836-37, quoting the
Marquis de La Fayette: “The Queen has no prerogatives, she has attributions:
she is the first magistrate of the nation. I was the first in Portugal to implement
the programme adopted (in July 1830) in the Hotel de Ville in Paris: T sur-
rounded the throne with republican institutions.” Passos claimed that he had
turned the Portuguese constitutional monarchy into the ‘best of republics’.?
He alluded to a political system that had the external form of a monarchy
with an established Church, but in which sovereignty rested with parliament,
local administration was entrusted to autonomous municipal chambers, the
electoral franchise was low enough to allow for a quasi-universal suffrage, and
there was complete freedom of speech and religion. Years later, the historian
Alexandre Herculano (1810-77) defined the 1830s Septembrists as those who
‘endeavoured to arrive, if not at a republic, at least at republican institutions’.”
This republican conception of the regime was authorized through the way in
which the constitutional monarchy could be understood, as Passos Manuel
suggested in a speech in 1835, less as a form of monarchical government and
more as one of ‘mixed government’, simultaneously displaying elements of
both monarchy and republic.

In their turn, the Chartists came to adopt the ideas of the French ‘doc-
trinaires’, especially those of Frangois Guizot, which made it possible to
define liberalism in a conservative fashion, contrasting it with democracy.®
Chartists discovered the advantages of traditional religion as a way of uniting
and disciplining society, and the convenience of the joint exercise of power
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by the king and parliament, with the right to vote restricted to qualified
citizens, as a way of preventing ‘tyranny’, that is, arbitrary power, which,
according to them, could develop in a modern democracy as well as in an
absolute monarchy. Liberty, which the Septembrists imagined ‘in the Roman
style’, as the sovereignty of egalitarian assemblies of citizens, began to be
conceived by the Chartists ‘in the German style’, associated with the spirit
of independence of the nobility and of the medieval popular communities,
as well as with the balance of powers deriving therefrom. Chartists exalted
the role of the king as arbiter of the political life, defended the influence of
government in municipal affairs, and saw Catholic priests, provided they
identified with the Liberal state, as the most appropriate agents to involve the
rural masses in an atmosphere of liberalism. Writers such as J.B.L.. Almeida
Garrett (1799-1854), an ex-Septembrist who converted to Chartism, and
Alexandre Herculano (1810-77) expressed these ideas in a literary and eru-
dite form. In his serialized feuilleton Viagens na Minha Terra (Travels in My
Homeland, 1843), Garrett lamented the excesses of the liberal revolution.
In his Historia de Portugal (History of Portugal, 1846), Herculano found in
the medieval monarchy an archaic version of the conservative liberalism he
thought was the best way for liberty to take roots in Portuguese society:
a judicious combination of royal power and municipal institutions, with a
Church preserved from ultramontane tendencies.

The division between Chartists and Septembrists never developed into
a division between liberalism and another ‘ism’ (progressivism or conserva-
tism, for example). The Septembrists claimed to be ‘true patriots’ and some
of them did not hesitate to consider themselves ‘incorrigible democrats’.
The more radical factions among them laid claim to a political lineage argu-
ably derived from French Jacobinism. However, they never renounced the
liberal label and always maintained their commitment to the constitutional
monarchy, even in its Chartist version, since, as one of them argued, ‘while
the statutes of the Charter were not the most liberal, they were also not the
most restrictive’.’! In the same way, the Chartists, despite their conserva-
tive ‘doctrinairism’; insisted on their title of ‘liberals’. In fact, in relation to
‘liberalism’; both sides tried to reserve it for themselves and deny it to their
adversaries: Septembrists accused Chartists of being too reactionary to be
true liberals, and Chartists accused Septembrists of being more revolutionary
than liberal. Thus, there never was in Portugal a distinction between ‘demo-
crats’ and ‘liberals’, or ‘liberals’ and ‘conservatives’, since all political groups
within the constitutional monarchy disputed the title of ‘liberals’. After all,
they had all been active in the campaign to establish representative institu-
tions against Dom Miguel in the 1820s and early 1830s. Since ‘liberalism’
had become associated with that struggle, they all could claim its mantle with
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some justification. The meaning of the word ‘liberal’ registered in the 1844
Lisbon edition of Morais e Silva’s dictionary — ‘it is also used to designate
representative governments’ — did not help to solve the dispute between
the Chartists and Septembrists over who were the true liberals, since both
claimed to support representative government.

Between 1842 and 1851, Portuguese political life was dominated by a ruth-
less Chartist leader, Ant6nio Bernardo da Costa Cabral (1803-89). Cabral
managed to build a strong basis of personal support in the army and in the
court, and tried to exclude Septembrists not just from power, but also from
the regime. Yet, in 1851, Cabral was finally overthrown by a military coup
led by moderate Chartists. The leaders of the ‘Regeneration’; as the 1851
coup was called, sought to bring the Septembrists back into the regime.*
Led by A.M. Fontes Pereira de Melo (1819-87), they developed a system of
political alliances centred around a consensus on the Constitutional Charter,
revised in 1852 to accommodate some Septembrists’ demands (such as direct
elections and a wider franchise), and a project of economic and social trans-
formation of the country, based upon a programme of mass schooling and
public investment in transport and communication infrastructures.** The
period from the 1850s to the 1890s was the golden age of ‘public works’ in
Portugal, with the building of a modern rail and road network, the expansion
of the state administration and the creation of new public services. Fontes
Pereira de Melo, whose political ascendancy lasted until his death in 1887,
claimed he was free of the old partisan prejudices and acted in accordance
with an ‘experimental method’. As such, he and his followers insisted that
there was no reason for party divisions such as those that had existed before
1851.%

This kind of politics, based on a profound renewal of the political personnel
in the 1850s, succeeded in breaking up the former Chartist and Septembrist
groupings. In the following decades, financial crises, such as those that
occurred in 1868 and 1876, shook Fontes’ control and allowed for occa-
sional surges of democratic radicalism. Fontes responded to this challenge
according to the principle of French ‘political opportunism’, doing his best
to capture for himself the radical programme of the opposition. Thus, from
1878 onwards, he extended the right to vote, promoted administrative decen-
tralization, limited the king’s constitutional prerogatives and transformed the
chamber of peers into an elective senate. According to Fontes, liberal politics
should encompass all the ideas that were compatible with the framework of
legality defined by the constitutional monarchy. Under Fontes, liberalism
was never the doctrine of one party among others, but the common terms of
reference for all those taking part in public debate out of a concern for the
freedom and welfare of the nation, regardless of their particular doctrines.
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Even the leaders of the Portuguese Republican Party, founded in 1876, con-
sidered themselves to be members of the liberal family. The same thing
happened with some Catholic politicians, such as the Count of Samodies
(1828-1918), the President of the influential Catholic Association of Porto
(1872), although among more conservative Catholics, liberalism retained
its counterrevolutionary association with freemasonry and anticlericalism.
Only the heirs of Miguelism continued, throughout the nineteenth century,
to reject the qualification of ‘liberal’; although they eventually accepted the
model of the constitutional state. Accordingly, unlike Spain, where the main
parties of the ‘rotation system’ identified themselves from the 1870s onwards
as conservative and liberal, their corresponding Portuguese parties (from
the 1850s onwards) were known as the ‘Party of the Regeneration’ and the
‘Historical Progressive Party’ (later the ‘Progressive Party’), and they both
claimed the title of ‘liberals’.

Could Portuguese liberalism be defined by the political system it estab-
lished? In the second half of the nineteenth century, the liberal political
elite corresponded to an urban class of high civil servants with a university
or equivalent education. All the most important political leaders lived in
Lisbon, then a city of some 200,000 inhabitants, and some in Porto, which
maintained its own partly autonomous political life. Facing the liberals
was a society overwhelmingly rural and illiterate (in 1878, 78 per cent of
people aged seven or over could not read or write), despite the institution
of state-sponsored compulsory free education in the 1830s. Very often,
liberals invoked illiteracy to justify the strategy of using the clergy and the
monarchy, in duly purged forms, as instruments of social control. Such an
arrangement was possible because the Vatican saw in an agreement with
the Portuguese state the best way of defending its interests in Portugal and
because part of the royal family opted for the liberal cause in the 1820s.
Thus, the liberals allowed themselves to give the state the structure of the
former monarchy, with an official church and a monarchical constitution.
Maintaining the balance of power was entrusted to the king, who was
constitutionally endowed with the power to appoint the head of government
and to control parliament (through the use of the royal veto and through dis-
solution). The royal prerogative preserved high politics from pressures from
below. Changes in government were determined by the political intrigues of
the liberal leaders around the king, and not directly through electoral results
or through street protests. But the king’s role was only justified insofar as
it guaranteed the predominance of the liberals.’” In fact, although the king
was the arbiter of political life, liberals never promoted any sense of fidelity
to the dynasty. All oppositions attacked the king in order to pressurize the
monarch into rotating the members of his government. Every king from
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1834 onwards was accused at one time or another of despotism and threat-
ened with a ‘revolution’ by a section of the regime’s political leaders. Thus,
the competition for offices and positions among the liberal elite tended to
endanger the structure of the state and to produce recurrent denunciations
of its ‘illiberal’ character.*®

The emphasis of government varied widely. In the second half of the nine-
teenth century, during the ascendancy of Fontes Pereira de Melo, it would be
possible to identify at least three phases: a period of technocratic liberalism in
the 1850s and 1860s, focused on public works, as in Napoleon III’s France;
an age of democratic liberalism in the 1870s, inspired by the Spanish 1868
Revolution and the French Third Republic, and materialized in recurrent
constitutional and institutional engineering; and finally, in the 1880s, a move
towards social liberalism, indebted to British ‘new liberalism’ and German
social policies, with projects on work regulation, vocational training, health-
care and trade protectionism. This last phase of social liberalism was caused
by some disillusionment with the democratic efforts of the 1870s. Progressive
liberals had argued that the extension of the right to vote would be a form of
civic education in itself: the simple responsibility of voting would convert
the civically unworthy populations into exemplary citizens and would thus
create a wide popular basis for the regime beyond the metropolitan elite
and the court.” In 1878, this hope led to the vote being extended to all adult
men who were heads of families.* Portugal thus acquired one of the largest
electorates in Europe, comprising 72 per cent of adult men.* However, this
broadening of the suffrage did not have the expected effects. On the con-
trary, the 1878 law was soon to be blamed for the ill-fated result of having
drowned the vote of the truly ‘independent’ citizens in the uneducated sea
of the ‘dependent’ masses, subject to the will of the ‘caciques’ (the influential
local political bosses) and pressure from the state administration. The proof
of this was in the fact that all governments, without exception, continued
to win elections.” The disappointment with electoral democracy led many
liberals, from the 1880s onwards, to concentrate on the role of the state in
the creation of the social conditions of a democracy. Portuguese liberalism
therefore reinforced a dimension that the contemporaries called ‘socialist’
and that was reflected in the increase of tariff duties, conceived of as a way of
‘protecting national employment’, although it also produced much-needed
revenue for a fiscally unbalanced state.” Yet, this was not a real rupture with
the liberal past. Ever since the 1830s, liberals had been concerned with social
questions as much as with free enterprise. Progressive liberals had always
been doubtful about laissez-faire and never ceased to demand state protec-
tion for the ‘national industry’.* Even the more severe-minded economists

accepted that man was not a simple economic agent, but also a ‘moral being’.*
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Nineteenth-century Portuguese liberalism was therefore never just a simple
doctrine of laissez-faire.

The Problems of a Doctrinaire Formulation of Portuguese
Liberalism: Alexandre Herculano and Oliveira Martins

Liberals had an enormous impact on the building of the structures of the
modern state in Portugal and also in the formation of a new national culture.
It was up to liberal authors, such as Almeida Garrett or Alexandre Herculano,
from the 1830s onwards to develop the country’s academic history, its literary
canon and the study of its folklore. Between 1880 and 1898, at great civic
festivities, liberals commemorated the centenaries of some of the great figures
of Portuguese history, such as Camoes (1880), the Marquis of Pombal (1882),
Prince Henry the Navigator (1894) and Vasco da Gama (1898). Portuguese
historical memory and national identity in the contemporary period were
thus forged under the auspices of liberalism.* This was why, in 1891, a
Portuguese diplomat could argue that Portugal ‘was the most liberal country
in the world’.*’

But while liberals led the construction of a modern state and national
culture in Portugal, did liberalism in Portugal ever correspond to a coherent
set of ideas? At the end of his life, José Xavier Mouzinho da Silveira (1780-
1849), Portuguese liberalism’s most impressive legislator, recognized that his
1832 decrees had been a means of ‘propaganda for liberalism’.*® But it was
only after the mid nineteenth century, reflecting the reading of the French
doctrinaires, that the historian Alexandre Herculano committed himself to
the defence and justification of the 1832 legislative legacy, identifying it with
liberalism. For Herculano, liberalism embodied a point of view that was
defined by its opposition to the ancien régime, but that was not to be confused
with democracy.¥

Among Herculano’s essays defining liberalism, probably the most impor-
tant is the one that, in 1852, he wrote in French on Mouzinho da Silveira. It
opens with a quotation from Guizot and has, as its aim, to present ‘an histor-
ical overview of the origins and the development of the liberal regime in this
country’. For Herculano, ‘before and after the events of the years between
1831 and 1834, the history of liberalism in Portugal was no more than an
unsavoury charade’. The victory of the liberal forces in the civil war was not
explained only by military success: “definitive triumph of the liberals had
deeper and more general causes. Among these causes, Mouzinho’s legislation
was the most effective, since his decrees touched at the most serious social
questions. Mouzinho abolished church tithes and feodal rights ... separated
judicial functions from administrative functions... abolished the army
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reserve and the militias ... cut into the old and anti-economic institution
of the entailment ... Convents and monasteries were shaken by seculariza-
tion’. Mouzinho’s legislation benefited the common people, ‘those who own
property and who work’; from the business partner to the great landowner,
from the small shopkeeper to the great trader and from the craftsman to the
manufacturer, whom Herculano does not confuse with ‘the plebs, who never
think’ — the great support base of the Miguelistes, of whom he says, ‘T will
leave them to the care of the democrats’.?

Right up until his very last writings, Herculano did not cease in his
attempts to arrive at a definition of that specific identity of liberalism, which
he contrasted with both absolutism and democracy. In 1867, he drew atten-
tion to the fact that, at the end of the civil war, those who had taken part
were, as a general rule, ‘people who had been baptised with fire and blood
into the two opposing religions of absolutism and liberalism’. He contrasted
liberalism with absolutism, but also with democracy, and he identified the
reign of Dom Miguel between 1828 and 1834 as a kind of realization of a
moment of ‘popular sovereignty’, in the sense of a regime supported by the
common masses: ‘liberalism found the general appearance of democracy to
be quite unappealing. All that remained was popular sovereignty. This had
been in operation for five years and had given a good account of itself’. But
the times had changed:

now that it has been found and demonstrated, by all accounts, that liberal-
ism serves for nothing ... the dogma of popular sovereignty, proclaimed as a
supreme entitlement, replaces the only absolute right that it has recognised:
freedom and individual rights ... now civil equality, which was a consequence
of the liberal dogma, is transferred to the political world ... the passion for
freedom begins to fade, because it absorbs and transforms that of equality, the
strongest, and almost the sole, passion of democracy.’!

As has already been mentioned, despite the parting of waters attempted
by Herculano, the label of liberal was not something that would have been
rejected by any of the main Portuguese political movements in the second half
of the nineteenth century, with the exception of the legitimists or Miguelistes.
This fact was to influence the writer J.P. Oliveira Martins (1845-94), a
future Finance Minister (1892), who in 1881 published what was to be the
most influential history of Portuguese liberalism, Portugal Contemporineo, a
powerful narrative and analysis of Portuguese history between 1826 and the
1860s.%

In the two volumes of Portugal Contemporineo, Oliveira Martins hesitated
between two approaches to liberalism. In a first approach, manifested in the
pages that he devoted to the reforms of Mouzinho da Silveira, he understood
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liberalism as the theory that was implicit in the great legislative transforma-
tions of the period 1832-34. According to Oliveira Martins, this theory was
rooted in free trade and individualism, and rejected the traditional organicist
conceptions of society. The main sources of liberalism would, according to
Martins, have been Adam Smith and Jeremy Bentham. Oliveira Martins
denied that such a free trade ideology had any social basis of support in
Portugal. It was imposed on the country by a small enlightened elite that, in
order to do so, resorted to force in 1832-34. Oliveira Martins agreed with
Herculano: the liberal victory was a ‘revolution’ that had put an end to the
‘Old Portugal’. But Oliveira Martins added that, after the abolition of the old
institutions, the liberals had been incapable of organizing a viable society and
state. According to Oliveira Martins, the original liberal impetus would have
been continued through the free trade policy adopted by the Regeneration
movement after 1851, which had reduced the country to being a producer of
food and raw materials for the north of Europe and an exporter of emigrants
to Brazil. For this reason, Oliveira Martins was to propose ‘socialism’ as a way
of correcting the liberal revolution.

In his first approach to liberalism, Oliveira Martins treated it as a unified
doctrine, based on ethical individualism and free trade economics. However,
Portugal Contemporineo included a second approach, which took liberalism
as a much more complex phenomenon. Indeed, Oliveira Martins also drew
attention to the fact that liberalism was represented, at the same time or suc-
cessively, by public figures whose ideas diverged radically: according to him,
in 1826, the Duke of Palmela, an influential notable of the courts of Dom Jodo
VI and Dona Maria II, attempted to promote an ‘aristocratic’ liberalism, based
on a romantic admiration for the English constitutional monarchy’; in 1832,
J.X. Mouzinho da Silveira, a minister of the liberal government in the Azores
during the civil war, decreed major reforms based on utilitarian principles;
in 1836, Passos Manuel, the leader of the ‘September revolution’, imposed
a Jacobin, lay and democratic orientation on the country’s government; in
1842, A.B. da Costa Cabral, leader of the ‘Chartist restoration’, established
a form of government that was predominantly inspired by the religious and
antidemocratic French ‘doctrinairism’; and, finally, in 1851-52, the leaders
of the Regeneration, such as A.M. Fontes Pereira de Melo, espoused ‘Saint-
Simonist’ orientations and admitted some ‘socialist’ principles.

Now, as Oliveira Martins noted, all of these movements, despite their
differences, had tried to pass themselves off as liberal: ‘all of them, however
different they may be, were always liberal’. And he explained: “The very
nature of liberalism itself, with its lack of any criterion except for the word
liberty —a word and nothing more — was the cause of the multiplication of the
different ways in which it was expressed.’”
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But Oliveira Martins never reflected on the fact that in the midst of this
variety, it would be difficult to find currents of thought and movements that
subscribed entirely and exclusively to the first idea that he had given of lib-
eralism, as an individualistic doctrine of economic freedom. Perhaps a firmer
foundation for an historical definition of nineteenth-century Portuguese lib-
eralism could be found in a reappraisal of the civic project that underlined all
liberal efforts, either conservative or progressive, at different epochs from the
1820s: the restoration of the nation to its former glory through the foundation
of a ‘free State’. This did not simply consist of a legal structure, designed to
guarantee the rights and freedoms of each individual, who in this way would
be safe to lead an autonomous existence; rather, the ‘free State’ was the
community of ‘free men’ — in other words, of individuals who cultivated the
idea of an autonomous existence, to the extent of having transformed it into a
collective ideal. The ‘free man’ was a ‘citizen’, but in the old sense of a ‘gov-
ernor’: he did not exist in contrast to the state, but as someone who took part
in its management. The condition of being a citizen depended on personal
independence, defined by age, sex, income and education. The liberal citizen
was thus, in political terms, not an abstract category that could encompass
diverse individuals, but corresponded to a very concrete social type: the adult
man with the necessary income to be independent, with a school education,
and an interest in public affairs — in other words, the enlightened and patri-
otic gentleman-proprietor.* In this sense, it would be possible to argue that
liberalism in Portugal referred to the rejection of the political order embodied
by the traditional Catholic monarchy and to the projects of building a new
political order where this type of free citizen could predominate, in the form
of a constitutional monarchy.

Conclusion

In nineteenth-century Portugal, ‘liberalism’ referred first of all to the ‘rev-
olution’ that brought an end to the absolute monarchy and to the ‘ancient
society’ between 1820 and 1834. After 1834, liberalism became the hegemonic
reference of Portuguese political life, with the various parties that accepted
the constitutional monarchy, both on the right and on the left, claiming the
mantle of liberalism, despite all the differences that existed between them.
Perhaps for this reason, Portuguese liberalism was never established as a
defined and stable doctrine, associated with just one party or one political
movement, but instead tended to define the regime as a whole, while the
label of ‘liberals’ was used to identify all those who agreed to participate
in its legal political life, whether they were conservative or progressive,
supporters of free trade or protectionists, defenders of the free market or of
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state-sponsored intervention, monarchists or republicans. Thus, although
it is not easy to translate nineteenth-century Portuguese liberalism into the
language of our modern-day political life, it would be possible to describe
liberalism in a Portuguese context as identical with the culture of modern
state reform and nation-building shared by the ruling elites of the constitu-
tional monarchy.

In fact, the institutional reforms promoted throughout the nineteenth
century, as well as the administrative bodies and the elites associated with
them, had little to do with their objectives and social selection criteria with
those prevailing in the ancien régime. And until the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, alternatives to the regime were almost all conceived within
the bounds of the legacy of 1834. It was only then that the frustrations
with Portuguese realities began to be conceived as a global refusal of nine-
teenth-century Liberalism.
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Chapter 5

The Rise and Fall of
‘Liberalism’ in France

Helena Rosenblait

==

Recent scholarship has corrected the long-held misconception that France
lacked a liberal tradition. A plethora of works now testify to the contrary,
whether it be in the form of surveys of French political thought since the
Revolution or monographs on individual thinkers.! This chapter aims to
make a contribution to this growing body of scholarship on French liberalism.
It will do so by adopting a relatively new approach.? Most existing work on
the topic of liberalism starts with a preconceived notion of what ‘liberalism’
means and then proceeds to measure thinkers against that standard. In con-
trast, the aim here will be to comprehend what French thinkers themselves
meant when they used the terms ‘liberal’ or ‘liberalism’. Strong evidence now
suggests that ‘liberalism’ was invented not in England or in America, but in
France, and in reaction to the French Revolution. It was thereafter vigorously
debated, adapted and transformed over the course of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. By taking this approach, this chapter aims to correct
some persisting misunderstandings of what liberalism actually meant during
its so-called ‘classical’ period.

‘Liberal’ and ‘Liberality’ before ‘Liberalism’

‘Liberalism’ emerged as a self-conscious political movement only in the
nineteenth century, which is also when the word made its first appearances
in dictionaries. Before then, however, the word ‘liberal’ had been in use for
a long time. It stems from the Latin word /iber, meaning both ‘free’ and
‘generous’, or liberalis, meaning ‘befitting a free-born person’ as opposed to a
slave. Until the nineteenth century, the corresponding noun to the adjective
‘liberal” was not ‘liberalism’, which did not yet exist, but ‘liberality’. And
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‘liberality’ referred to an ethical ideal and mode of conduct rather than a set
of political principles.

Although the word ‘liberal’ did not point to any specific political policy or
programme, it did have political implications and associations. In antiquity,
the ‘liberal arts’ were meant to prepare free men for their freedom by teaching
them the necessary virtues. The Roman Stoic philosopher Seneca (4 BCE-65
CE) defined ‘liberal studies’ (studia liberalia) as those ‘worthy of a free-born
gentleman’. He made sure to specify that such studies were not about pre-
paring students for money-making or profit-bringing occupations; rather,
they were about preparing them for virtue, with making them lofty, brave
and great-souled.’ The concept of the liberal arts was translated into French
around 1210. There, as elsewhere, they were contrasted with the ‘servile’ or
‘mechanical’ arts, and thus dovetailed nicely with ideas about what it meant
to be noble. Charles Loyseau’s Treatise on Orders of 1610 explains that the:

mechanical arts ... are so named to distinguish them from the liberal arts. This
is so because the mechanical arts were formerly practiced by serfs and slaves,
and indeed we commonly call mechanical anything that is vile and abject.*

The word ‘liberal’ also became overlaid with Christian meanings suggestive
of charity and compassion. God, Christians were often told, was liberal in
his mercy, as was Jesus in his love. French dictionaries from the Middle
Ages on defined ‘liberal’ as ‘he who likes to give; he who gives with ease and
pleasure’.’ This is the meaning of liberal found in Jacques-Benigne Bossuet’s
(1627-1704) famous Funeral Orations, in which liberal actions are described
as charitable, generous and self-effacing ones, and ‘liberality’ is defined as
‘giving not only with joy but with elevation of soul’.®

Such meanings had unmistakably aristocratic overtones in early modern
France. The attribute ‘liberal’ indicated a generosity of spirit, a selflessness
and a devotion to service that was at least supposed to be a noble attribute. As
Jean-Baptiste Massillon (1663—1742) explained in one of his famous sermons,
those ‘born among the people’ are ‘less capable of liberality’, while ‘gener-
osity, elevated sentiments, sensitivity to the unfortunate and ... largesse’ are
the marks of nobility. What could be more ‘base’ or ‘common [peuple]’, he
asked, than being insensitive to human misery?” Indeed, a Treatise on Nobility
published by the genealogist and court historiographer Gilles-André de la
Rocque in 1678 identifies a number of different kinds of nobility, specifying
that the ‘liberal’ variety was the one accorded to individuals who, ‘moved
by a laudable zeal, spend their wealth in defence of the state and father-
land’.® The same definition was repeated word for word in Diderot’s and
D’Alembert’s Encyclopedia one hundred years later.” Thus, on the eve of the
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French Revolution, ‘liberal’ signified the high-minded, magnanimous and
patriotic ideals of a ruling class.

The Politicization of ‘Liberal’

The French Revolution changed all of that. Its overall effect was to inflect
the word ‘liberal’ in a decidedly political and populist direction. The word’s
connections with aristocratic values were loosened, while new connections
with ideas of constitutionalism and natural rights were formed. The word
‘liberalism’ was born. But these innovations happened gradually and incom-
pletely, and were contested every step of the way. Old notions of the word
‘liberal’ persisted alongside new ones. A French dictionary published as late
as 1818 still attributed ‘liberal habits’ to ‘persons of good birth’.!

Benjamin Constant (1767-1830) was one of the first in France to use the
word ‘liberal’ to describe a political stance. In his early pamphlets, writ-
ten during the Directory, he labelled his own politics ‘liberal’.!! ‘Liberal
opinions’, ‘liberal ideas’ and ‘liberal principles’ were those of ‘the friends of
liberty and enlightenment’, who defended the principal achievements of the
Revolution."”” To Constant, being liberal meant advocating civil equality and
representative, constitutional government. During the Directory, it meant
defending the Republic and the Constitution of 1795. Constant accused of
‘illiberality’ those who ‘preach[ed] resistance to the necessary improvements’,
the men of ‘retrograde’ and ‘narrow views’, who wished to return to ‘the triple
edifice of royalty, nobility and priesthood’.’* Constant’s ‘liberal’ posture was
one of self-conscious and deliberate centrism, moderation and pragmatism.
To one correspondent, he wrote that he was against ‘the extremes’, whether
they were right-wing ‘Royalists’ or left-wing ‘Terrorists’.'* He wished to
consolidate constitutional government and to prevent a return to either the
ancien régime or the Terror.

Using the word ‘liberal’ in this way was no doubt a bit of a rhetorical
ploy — and one that certainly annoyed Constant’s adversaries. Constant may
well have hoped that employing a word that conjured up aristocratic values
of largesse, Christian ideas of charity and compassion, and Roman notions
of virtue and citizenship would help garner support for his cause. But his
adversaries on the Right could not fail to notice the sleight of hand: he was in
fact turning their own concept against them. He was using a word associated
with aristocratic values against aristocratic privileges. Many of them felt that
he was attacking Christian principles too. No wonder, then, that Constant
was accused of being a liar and a hypocrite. To his enemies, his so-called
‘liberal principles’ were not liberal at all. What they stood for in reality was
a ‘revolutionary spirit’ that threatened society with dissolution and anarchy.
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Moreover, there was something foreign about these so-called ‘liberal ideas’
— something ominously ‘Protestant’. Indeed, the counterrevolutionary the-
orist Joseph de Maistre (1753—1821) would later call Constant’s principles
‘political protestantism’.'®

Such disagreements did not prevent others from continuing to link the
word ‘liberal’ with what they regarded as the more ‘generous’ aspects of the
Revolution. The word’s positive connotations, combined with its still some-
what amorphous and malleable meaning, led Napoleon Bonaparte to adopt it
for his own uses. In his famous proclamation of the 19th Brumaire (1799), in
which he tried to explain his seizure of power in a reassuring way, he claimed
to have acted in defence of ‘conservative, protective [and] liberal ideas’.’® A
few days later, the newspaper L’Ami des Lois noted that ‘from the mouth
of Bonaparte, liberal ideas have another meaning than from the mouth of
aristocrats’.!” By his use of the word, Bonaparte was of course suggesting that
he would safeguard the essential achievements of the Revolution. This is also
why Madame de Staél (1766—1817), around the same time, could refer to him
as ‘the best republican in France ... [and] the most liberal of Frenchmen’.!®
The idea that Napoleon was the ‘hero of liberal ideas’ thereafter became a
central part of his propaganda.

It was probably through Napoleonic propaganda that the notion of ‘liberal
ideas’ came to Spain. In the first known use of the word to designate a polit-
ical party and platform, a group of delegates to the Spanish Cortes, meeting
in Cadiz in 1812, adopted the term to designate a programme seeking to end
feudal privileges and monarchical absolutism, and supporting civil equality
and constitutional government instead. They called themselves ‘Liberales’
and their opponents ‘Serviles’.!” The Liberales supported principles such as
national sovereignty, equality before the law, representative and elective gov-
ernment, and a number of individual rights, such as freedom from arbitrary
arrest, freedom of the press and the protection of private property.?’ The
constitution they produced consecrated these principles and was approved
by the Cortes in 1812.

The connection of the word ‘liberal’ with constitutional government was
thereafter reinforced by none other than Louis XVIII, who, in his famous
declaration of Saint Ouen of 2 May 1814 issued upon his return from exile
after the defeat of Napoleon, promised to ‘give France a liberal constitu-
tion’.?! Like its Spanish predecessor, this ‘liberal constitution’, also called the
‘Constitutional Charter’, instituted an elective, representative system of gov-
ernment and recognized a number of civil liberties, such as equality before the
law, freedom of the press, freedom of religion and the inviolability of private
property. After its proclamation, the word ‘liberal’ was sometimes used as a
simple synonym for ‘constitutional’; or to designate supporters of the Charter.
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Running for election as a member of what he now occasionally referred to
as the ‘liberal party’, * Benjamin Constant promised to ‘demand the exact
execution of the Charter in its fullest scope’. He would protect ‘the peaceful
and gradual consolidation of our political institutions’, ‘strengthen our liberty’
and fight for ‘the rights and the happiness of all’.?> Somewhat contradictorily,
however, liberals like Constant also sometimes liked to claim that they were
not really a ‘party’, since they saw themselves as above self-interested motives
and as representing the best interests of the country as a whole. Liberals were
those who wanted ‘to be free under a truly representative government, in
other words, only to submit to laws conforming to the good of all’?* As one
journalist explained, a liberal was ‘a friend of the public good; he [was] not a
man of party’.? In fact, however, liberals were a party in the sense of being
a loose coalition of like-minded members in the Chamber of Deputies, who
voted in support of ‘liberal’ ideas and against reactionary ones.

Royalists and counterrevolutionaries objected to the new use of the word.
They protested that it was being twisted and misused for self-interested and
political reasons. As one of them complained: “Today’s political language is
not yet fixed and words have as many meanings as the party spirit can find.’*
Louis de Bonald (1754-1840), an important counterrevolutionary theorist
and spokesman, noted that in the old days ‘[1]iberal, in good French, meant
he who makes a noble use of his fortune’. Now people were using the word
differently, speaking of ‘liberal ideas’. This was to ‘distort’ the meaning in
order to ‘play a trick’ on the country.” In La Quotidienne, one of the first
reactionary newspapers of the Revolution that later returned during the
Restoration, the attack on ‘liberal ideas’ continued:

For some time there has been a lot of talk of liberal ideas. What is understood
by that word? The Academy has not approved it in its Dictionary; Diderot and
d’Alembert did not talk about it in the Encyclopedia. It is then evident that the
word is very modern and that it was born during the revolution. The era of its
origin must make it suspect.”

A Dbarrage of articles and pamphlets lambasted the ‘friends of supposedly
liberal institutions’ and the ‘preachers of liberal ideas’. While claiming to
be ‘generous’, they were really propagating a ‘subtle poison’ as ‘dangerous’
as it was ‘seductive’. They had no sense of duty and respected no author-
ity whatsoever;” they favoured ‘the most absolute independence, the most
unregulated liberty’. Motivated by ‘vile egoism’, the ‘love of money’ and
‘insatiable ambition’, they were the ‘natural, and irreconcilable enemies of
monarchy’.** How could liberals claim to defend the Charter, asked Louis de
Bonald, when their principles were actually ‘democratic’??!
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In response, liberals produced campaigns and pamphlets of their own.
The newspaper La Minerve frangaise, to which Benjamin Constant con-
tributed articles, went to great lengths to differentiate ‘a constitutional and
liberal system’ from ‘despotism’ on the one hand and ‘anarchy’ on the
other.* As for the invectives hurled against them, liberals showed that they
could give as good as they got. They described ultraroyalism as ‘a demeaning
absurdity’, a system favouring ‘slavery’, ‘oligarchy’ and ‘despotism’.** But
they also continued to claim the high ground, calling themselves ‘the voice
of the nation’, fighting for ‘the interests of the great majority’ rather than
those of ‘a privileged caste’.** Reminding his readers of the Latin origins of
the word, one liberal pamphleteer explained that ‘a political idea is ‘liberal”
when it:

is directed toward the advantage of all, toward the public good and not toward
the particular good of an individual or a class; when it favours generous, ele-
vated, patriotic sentiments and not vanity, cupidity and weakness; when it is,
in a word, worthy not of a clever courtisan, a mercenary adulator or a weak
slave, but of a citizen of the State, an independent and active member of the
political family.*

Liberals also liked to claim that only constitutional principles were in accord-
ance with the forward march of history, while their adversaries were trying
to take the country backwards. A short-lived newspaper called The Liberal
declared that ‘the era of liberal ideas’ had finally arrived by ‘the necessary
course of things’.*® Only a ‘liberal regime’ conformed to the current ‘state
of [French] moeurs and the enlightenment of the century’. Ultraroyalists
responded that the so-called ‘liberal ideas’ would only bring destruction and

disorder.

The Birth of ‘Liberalism’

It was in this polarized context that the term ‘liberalism’ was coined. It seems
highly likely that it was first employed by French ultraroyalists intending to
discredit the ‘liberal principles’ of their adversaries. In one of the earliest uses
of the word found in print, a virulent critic promises to expose the ‘political
lies built with words’. ‘Liberalism’, he writes, ‘is supposed to signify all the
generous sentiments, highminded wishes, love of true liberty, independence
and nobility in the human heart.’ It is also supposed to designate a ‘profound
respect for ... the equality of rights’. However, in fact, self-titled ‘liberals’ are
‘the least liberal of all’. Their philosophy is nothing but ‘selfishness’, ‘ambi-
tiousness’ and ‘perfidy’. If liberals gained power in France, the inevitable

result would be ‘the most dreadful despotism’.*’
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Despite the insults being hurled back and forth, and the word games that
were played, it 75 in fact possible to arrive at a fairly clear picture of what ‘lib-
eralism’ meant during the Restoration. In the end, both sides agreed that it
referred to the belief in limited, representative and constitutional monarchy,
as well as civil equality and certain essential individual rights. And both sides
agreed that liberals viewed the basic transformations to society brought about
by the French Revolution as generally favourable ones, and wished to protect
them.

Liberal Disagreements

In truth, however, there was a good deal of variation, disagreement and
vagueness hidden behind the liberal label.*® The word covered everything
from old Jacobins and republicans to Bonapartists and constitutionalists of
various political stripes. And while all liberals supported the ‘principles of
1789’ and the Constitutional Charter, they could interpret these differently.
The Charter itself contained quite a few contradictions and ambiguities, and
therefore invited disagreement among liberals on fundamental issues.

Liberals themselves were of course aware that their party was not homo-
geneous. An 1818 pamphlet distinguished between ‘revolutionary’, ‘exagger-
ated’ and ‘royalist’ liberals. ‘Revolutionary’ liberals were supporters of the
more moderate principles of 1789, while ‘exaggerated’ liberals were support-
ers of the radical ideas of 1793, which included universal manhood suffrage.
‘Royalist’ liberals were recent converts to liberalism who supported consti-
tutional monarchy under the Charter.* Such differences invariably created
tensions over what reforms liberals should promote and how they should
promote them. The pamphlet, Advice to Liberals from a Liberal (1818), cen-
sored certain liberals for being excessively critical of the current government
and of royal power in general. Such a comportment risked turning the king
into an enemy of the liberal party. Liberals should ‘march with prudence and
even slowness’.* Other liberals clearly disagreed. Some joined secret societies
plotting to overthrow the government. One such secret society called itself
“The Liberal Union’.*!

Much of Constant’s work can be seen as an effort to educate and convince
the French public as to Ais meaning of ‘liberal principles’. The title of one of
his most substantial publications, published in 1818-20, speaks for itself: A
Complete Collection of Works Published on Representative Government and the
Present Constitution Constituting a Kind of Course in Constitutional Politics.
His reputation travelled as far as America, where, in 1820, the National
Gazette called Constant the ‘great leader’ of the French ‘liberals’.*? At the
same time, however, it should be known that Constant himself used the term
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‘liberal’ very rarely and ‘liberalism’ not at all. He appears to have preferred
to call himself an ‘independent’. Moreover, recent scholarship is proving that
Constant was quite a divisive figure, who never managed to coalesce a unified
party or even to generate a committed following, despite his ostensible pop-
ularity.® Late in life, Constant complained that no one was listening to him
and that he was sick of repeating himself.*

The truth is that prominent liberals disagreed on fairly substantive mat-
ters concerning principles, priorities and tactics. Constant and Francois
Guizot (1787-1874), for example, held very different views of the meaning
of representation, the legitimate location and extent of sovereignty, and the
role of the state. Liberals were also divided on the topic of religion, some
being atheist, others deist or Protestant, and some even being Catholic. Such
differences could and did translate into broad disagreements on religious and
educational policy. For example, there was no liberal consensus on the right
relationship between church and state.

Another area destined to become especially divisive among liberals was
that of political economy and, more specifically, the legacy of Adam Smith.
In late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century France, Smith was gener-
ally read as a deeply anti-aristocratic thinker very critical of the status quo.
During the Revolution, he was regarded as a friend of the poor and even a
closet republican, whose ideas justified radical constitutional change.* What
Smith was seen as advocating in The Wealth of Nations was the removal of
the economic prohibitions and restrictions that kept wealth and power in
the hands of the few at the expense of the many. In the nineteenth century,
several prominent French liberals were outspoken admirers of Smith’s ideas
and they disseminated his ideas. Smith’s ‘liberal” economic principles com-
plemented their liberal political principles: both aimed to put an end to the
unjust laws that propped up a regime based on special, inherited privileges.

Of course, Smith never called himself a ‘liberal’ or espoused anything
called ‘liberalism’, but he did use the word ‘liberal’ a handful of times in 7The
Wealth of Nations. Most tellingly, in Book IV, Chapter v on the Corn Laws,
he advocated a ‘liberal system of free exportation and free importation’,
which he contrasted with a ‘mercantile one’. And in Book IV, Chapter IX, he
favoured ‘allowing every man to pursue his own interest in his own way upon
the liberal plan of equality, liberty and justice’. Smith’s ‘liberal system’, it is
clear, was ‘in the interest of the public’, while the mercantile one favoured the
‘mean rapacity and monopolising spirit’ of merchants and manufacturers in
cahoots with the landowning aristocracy.

Most prominent among Smith’s early French disciples was Jean-Baptiste
Say (1767-1832), whose Treatise on Political Economy of 1803 clarified, sum-
marized and popularized Smith’s ideas. Like Smith, Say strongly criticized
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the tariffs and prohibitions that placed obstacles in the restraint of trade. In
so doing, he displeased the life Consul, Napoleon, who demanded that Say
make changes to his text or suffer censorship. When Say refused, he was
prevented from publishing for the remainder of Napoleon’s rule. Instead,
Napoleon encouraged the publication of books favourable to mercantilism,
such as Francois Ferrier’s On Government Considered in its Relationship with
Commerce of 1805. Ferrier (1777-1861) subsequently became Napoleon’s
Director of Customs. Defending the protectionist system of Colbert against
the liberal one of Smith and his French disciples, Ferrier’s book mocked their
‘liberal principles’, calling them the ‘reveries’ of ‘anti-government writers’
who fantasized about a ‘liberal revolution’ in commerce by which all nations
would suddenly become friends.* Their false and ‘absurd’ ideas of freedom
ran contrary to the lessons of history.

Immediately upon Napoleon’s fall from power, Say published a new
edition of his treatise on political economy, once again promoting ‘liberal
principles’ of trade. However, despite his efforts, the Restoration ended up
doing little to dismantle the established protectionist system. It seems that a
laissez-faire approach to trade was never a realistic option for a regime that
depended on the support of the very wealthy. Because of the regime’s narrow
basis of support, policy-makers could not avoid the prohibitions and tariffs
demanded by special interests and its customs regime remained almost as
restrictive as Napoleon’s Continental System.* Evidence shows that there
was also a good deal of support for prohibitions and protections among the
middle and even lower classes,” which helps to explain the unrelenting edu-
cative efforts of Say and his disciples, who published streams of books and
articles advocating the ‘liberal’ principles of trade.” Corrupt governments,
Say warned, used prohibitions and tariffs to raise the money they needed to
buy the votes required to stay in power.*’ Self-interested legislators colluded
with avaricious businessmen against the public interest. It was necessary to
educate the public directly, through articles, books and public lectures, about
its true interests and about the true principles of political economy, to expose
this ‘vicious system’ for what it was.

It is worth pointing out that Say’s ‘liberal’ system, like that of Adam
Smith, was not against all government intervention in the economy, although
this is what some of his detractors claimed. He recognized explicitly that
‘society is possessed of a natural right to regulate the exercise of any
class of industry’. What he wished to abolish were ‘arbitrary regulations’
imposed ‘under the pretext of the public good’. He argued that as a general
rule, an enlightened government should be ‘sparing’ in its interference.
But he also thought regulation ‘useful and proper’, when, for example, it
aimed ‘at the prevention of fraud or contrivance’. In matters of defence,
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the government clearly needed to play a major role. And public works
were necessary, ‘particularly roads, canals and harbours’. Say also believed
that government should support ‘academies, libraries, public schools and
museums’. Finally, he made sure to state clearly that: ‘Of all the means by
which a government can stimulate production there is none so powerful as
the perfect security of person and property, especially from the aggressions
of arbitrary power.””!

Political economists like Say and his allies and disciples were in fact fighting
a war on several fronts. They felt certain that liberal political institutions were
not enough to produce a free and prosperous nation; liberal economic poli-
cies were vitally necessary as well. However, just as liberal politicians could
disagree on basic principles and priorities, so could the liberal economists.
Charles Comte (1782-1837) and Charles Dunoyer (1786-1862), editors of
the journal Le Censeur européen, pushed government noninterventionism to
extremes not found in either Smith or Say. Over time, they became disen-
chanted with politics and argued that liberal economic policies should be
given priority, while further political reforms could wait. One recent scholar
has rightly called them ‘hard-core advocates of pure laissez-faire’.> But Jean-
Charles-Léonard Sismondi (1773-1842), a close friend and collaborator of
Constant, came to believe the opposite: in certain areas of the economy, the
government should intervene more rather than less. In 1803, Sismondi had
published De la richesse commerciale, in which he argued for the absolute free-
dom of commerce and industry. But in 1819, he published his New Principles
of Political Economy, in which he changed his mind, urging the need to
‘modify’, ‘complete’ and ‘develop’ some of Smith’s ideas in light of the new
and shocking facts emerging about the conditions of workers in an industri-
alizing economy.* It was time to focus not so much on wealth creation, but
also on its distribution. Yet, despite these quite serious differences between
the economists, they all remained within the ‘liberal’ camp, as defined at the
time.>* This becomes abundantly clear when we consider the tense years of
the Restoration.

The Counterrevolutionary Attack Triggers the Revolution
of 1830

In February of 1820, the ultraroyalist Duc de Berry, heir-presumptive to the
French throne, was assassinated by a man named Louvel, who appears to
have been mentally unwell. The murder triggered a wave of reaction across
the country. Enraged royalists blamed liberals for the murder. One writer
for the Journal des Débats declared: ‘I have seen Louvel’s dagger; it was a
liberal idea.” New election and press laws were now passed that made it
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more difficult for liberals to gain office, driving many of them underground,
while ultraroyalists took control of the Chamber of Deputies. Laws to restore
primogeniture, indemnify émigrés, limit press freedom further and make
‘sacrilege’ a crime punishable by death were proposed by the ultraroyalists,
and were fought every step of the way by liberals. Tellingly, trade prohibi-
tions were also imposed on the economy.

In July 1819, a French version of the British Corn Law of 1815 had been
implemented in response to a decline in wheat prices. Beginning in the spring
of 1821, the new ultraroyalist majority imposed an outright prohibition on
the importation of foreign grain below a certain price. The Prime Minister
and leader of the ultraroyalists in the Chamber, Joseph de Villele, defended
the measure on the grounds that it was necessary for the ‘protection of agri-
culture’. The following year, another restrictive customs law was passed.

Benjamin Constant was one of the most vocal liberal critics of the meas-
ures. From the tribune he denounced — in his characteristically provocative
and sarcastic manner — the ‘enthusiasm for [the] high price [of grain]’ among
deputies who just happened to be large landowners as well. He called the
proposed legislation ‘cruel’; ‘unjust’ and self-serving.*® Clearly, the already-
rich were using the government to enrich themselves further at the expense
of the labouring poor. More controversially still, given the ultraroyalist mood
of the Chamber, Constant defended the Revolution’s equal inheritance laws:
he said that the resulting division of property had been good for the country.
He then published a book called Commentary on the Work of Filangieri to alert
the public to the hoax being perpetrated on them. He blended economic and
political arguments to combat the ultraroyalists and to educate the liberals.
Beware of being hoodwinked, he said. Beware of governments who propose
supposedly ‘philanthropic projects’. Legislative improvements could not be
expected from a government of the super-rich. ‘Real progress’, he urged,
would only come from ‘the progress of reason in the masses and from a truly
representative government’, which clearly did not yet exist in France. He
urged liberals to keep their political spirit alive.”” Under the present circum-
stances, France’s government’s economic role should be ‘purely negative’.
It should ‘repress disorder, eliminate obstacles ... [and] let the good take
care of itself’. Given the state of France, the motto of its government should
be ‘Laissez faire et laissez passer’. It should be noted that despite his strong
advocacy of government noninterventionism in this text, Constant also
praised Sismondi’s New Principles as being ‘full of just and ingenious ideas
and philanthropic views’.®® And he insisted, in contrast to liberal political
economists like Dunoyer, that constitutional issues remained vital. Constant
knew very well that when it came to fighting the ultraroyalists, they were all
on the same side.
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Their adversaries responded angrily. Francois Ferrier’s book deriding the
‘liberal principles’ of so-called ‘anti-government writers’ was reissued several
times. Others used stronger language. Liberalism, they said, was ‘a doctrine
of hatred’ not just against kings but also against landlords and all ‘legitimate
authority’.” Liberals were Jacobins in disguise who wanted to relaunch the
Revolution. But as is now well known, the ultraroyalists in the Chamber
misjudged the mood of the country. Their counterrevolutionary policies
provoked a backlash across France and by 1827 the political pendulum had
swung back in favour of liberals. Ultraroyalists now reacted in panic, eventu-
ally triggering the July Revolution of 1830. They attacked liberals for being:

republican, anarchist and seditious gazeteers who, for more than twelve years,
have relentlessly attacked all that is true and good ... [and who] long ardently

for a new revolution, more complete than the first.®

In a certain sense, they were right: the expected Revolution came and was a
clear victory for ‘liberal principles’. The Charter was secured and absolut-
ism was defeated. The new king, Louis-Philippe, accepted the principle of
national sovereignty, replacing the white banner of the Bourbons with the
Tricolour as France’s national flag. But the celebrations would be short-lived.
In power, liberals soon splintered into disputing factions unable to agree on
fundamental issues. They argued over everything from the expansion of
the suffrage to the size of the bureaucracy, the value of centralization, the
advantages or disadvantages of associations, and on economic, foreign and
religious policy. The 1830 Revolution was, indeed, a ‘decisive moment for
> 81 as Pierre Rosanvallon has suggested, but it was not
because French liberals opted for a large-state solution (as he and others have
proposed), but because they could not agree on what they stood for.

French liberalism

‘Liberal Disagreements ... Again’

An immediate fissure was one between those, like Frangois Guizot and
Charles de Rémusat (1797—-1875), who saw the July Revolution as an essen-
tially defensive or conservative one, and those, like the Marquis de Lafayette
(1757-1834) and Odilon Barrot (1791-1873), who saw it as an opportunity
to undertake more progressive reforms. Eventually the conservatives won,
but not before major dissensions had arisen among those who wanted more
‘movement’ in the direction of democracy and those who stressed ‘resistance’
and ‘order’. The French electorate was doubled in April 1831 from about
94,000 to 200,000, but this still meant that only the very wealthiest Frenchmen
could vote and hold office. Some of those seeking movement merged with
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disgruntled republicans who also felt that the July Revolution had not gone
far enough. They called for a regime based on universal male suffrage. Odilon
Barrot argued that only ‘liberal and progressive’ reforms could guarantee the
future of constitutional government.®? The self-described ‘liberal and con-
servative’® regime responded with laws restricting the right of association
and freedom of the press. By a law of 29 November 1830, any journalist who
attacked the dignity and constitutional prerogatives of the king, the order
of succession to the throne, or the rights and authority of the legislative
chambers was subject to prosecution and, if found guilty, to substantial fines
and several months in prison. In 1835, it became illegal even to call oneself a
republican. The liberals in power were now accused of betraying their own
principles.

Economic policies also splintered and weakened the liberals while dis-
crediting the regime in the eyes of the larger public. Barrot later recalled
that the July Monarchy showed the same ‘timidity, the same resistance to all
change’ in the economic realm as it had in the political realm.** Faced with a
severe economic crisis that it could not or would not understand — it is said
that Guizot would leave the room when the topic of conversation turned to
economics — and the social problems that the crisis spawned, widespread
unemployment and poverty, strikes, demonstrations and riots, compounded
by a devastating cholera epidemic, the leadership responded in ways that
were deemed callous, ineffective and even incoherent. Although, in gov-
ernment circles, economic liberalism dominated theoretically, in practice
it yielded to pragmatic considerations, such as concerns about order and
anxieties about the relatively slow pace of French economic modernization
in comparison to England.®® The government did very little to alleviate the
suffering of the poor, while it intervened in ways that favoured the rich.
It supported employers against workers, repeatedly sending out troops to
suppress strikes and demonstrations. It maintained a high tariff regime that
benefited wealthy producers over poor consumers and imposed taxes that hit
the poor disproportionately hard. It heavily subsidized the construction of
railroads and extended guaranteed loans to preferred industries. Continuing
what was in fact long-established practice, the government pursued incon-
sistent interventionism that benefited only a small segment of the population.

Political economists voiced their dissatisfaction. They accused the ‘so-called
liberal party’ of fatal ‘contradictions’ and tried to lobby the government to
change its policies. In 1841, they founded a Société d’économie politique
and launched the Journal des économistes.’” They demanded ‘rruly liberal leg-
islation’; in particular, a more ‘liberal system of commerce’, that they believed
would lower the cost of living.®® One of their most energetic and prolific
journalists was Frédéric Bastiat (1801-50). Inspired by the British Anti-Corn
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Law League, he tried to replicate its successes in France, but ultimately
failed. As a group, French liberal economists became increasingly frustrated
and doctrinaire. Dunoyer opposed governmental involvement in education,
public works, mail delivery and even in the case of factory legislation to
regulate child labour. The only legitimate role of the state, he insisted, was to
provide internal and external security. Bastiat was only slightly less extreme.
Early in 1831, he denounced the ‘monstrous centralisation’ of government
perpetrated by Napoleon and perpetuated by the Restoration. Government
had become a ‘vast machine ... indefinitely expanding its sphere of action’.?
Running for election fifteen years later, Bastiat explained what the word
‘liberal’ meant to him: it meant fighting to keep government within ‘the most
narrow limits’ of its functions.” But the truth is that the liberal leadership
was divided on the issue. While ‘liberalism’, to these political economists,
came progressively to mean strict government ‘noninterventionism’, not all
French ‘liberals’ were for it.

There continued to be liberals in the mould of Sismondi who wanted
the government to intervene more, not less. Saint-Simonian and socialist
movements emerged during the 1830s and 1840s, which defined themselves
in direct opposition to laissez-faire, economic ‘liberalism’. They decried it
as a ‘selfish’ doctrine that reflected the ‘political power of the bourgeoisie’.”!
Echoing arguments coming also from the right, socialists accused liberalism
of ‘fatalistic’ economic policies that only led to ‘pauperism’, a new word
increasingly used to refer the phenomenon of endemic urban poverty.
Liberalism was now denounced as a pernicious form of ‘individualism’ /ack-
ing in ‘generosity ... aim or scope, heart or feeling’.”” Liberals, it was said,
had served their purpose — they had helped bring down the ancien régime.
They were good at destroying, but did not know how to build, and offered no
solutions to the many new problems afflicting France. The socialist Francois
Vidal claimed that ‘the liberals of the old Restoration’, while avant garde for
their times, were now outmoded. Having once subscribed to liberal economic
principles himself, he now thought them ‘purely negative’ and thus quite
useless. Having made sense at a particular point in time, they now only served
the good of a very small minority and had to be revised.

On that principle, another prominent liberal agreed. Charles Dupont-
White (1807-78), friend and translator of John Stuart Mill, wrote in 1846
that ‘[t]he liberalism of the last fifteen years’ would be but a ‘vain theory’ if it
profited ‘only a minority, that is, those who are rich, strong and intelligent’.
The government needed to exercise its authority ‘for the good of the major-
ity’. It should protect the weak against the strong and ensure the working
class a minimum of wellbeing and security. Dupont-White argued that liberal
ideas about the government’s role had to adjust to the profound changes
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that had taken place in France’s economic, political and religious conditions.
Although he too favoured free trade and denied that he was for ‘an unjust and
chimerical equality’, Dupont-White insisted that ‘there is no liberty without
regulation’.”

A small but vocal group of Catholic liberals also became bitterly disap-
pointed by the supposedly ‘liberal’ regime. Despite the fact that the constitu-
tion officially guaranteed freedom of religion, the July Monarchy maintained
the state monopoly on teaching and state control of the Church. Many of its
leading figures, and liberals in general, continued to be deeply mistrustful of
Catholicism. Thus, the government decreased the amounts budgeted for the
upkeep of the Church every year until 1836, and expelled religious orders such
as the Carthusians, Trappists and Franciscans. Catholic liberals responded
by denouncing the ‘so-called liberal party’ for being insufficiently or falsely
liberal — in other words, for betraying ‘real liberalism’. “The intervention of
government in religious things is both absurd and illegal’, wrote L.amennais
in his new journal L’Avenir, which was launched less than three months after
the July Revolution. ‘What is a real liberal, a consistent liberal?” he asked. It
is a man who supports freedom of religion, freedom of teaching, freedom of
the press and of association. And yet the July Monarchy, beholden to a ‘false
liberalism’, was denying French Catholics all of these. Once in power, the
false liberals just wanted ‘to sit on the debris of the imperial throne’; they
insisted on maintaining the old and oppressive anti-Catholic legislation in
order to further their own ‘bourgeois’ interests. L’ Avenir also attacked the
doctrines of the liberal political economists as nothing more than a ‘theology
of material interests’ favouring the rich against the poor. It advocated a ‘new
liberalism’, which it also called a ‘young liberalism’ or a ‘true liberalism’, and
that would advocate all the essential freedoms denied by the ‘false’ liberals in
power, along with universal manhood suffrage.”

Perhaps most debilitating of all for the liberals in power were the accusa-
tions of corruption levied against them. Many of these charges came, once
again, from within the liberal camp. In 1838, Duvergier de la Hauranne
published On the Principles of Representative Government, in which he accused
the regime of making a sham of representative government. Contradicting
the very principles of the July Revolution, the king had acquired too much
power and was using it inappropriately. In 1846, he followed this up with
an even harder-hitting pamphlet entitled On Parliamentary and FElectoral
Reform, in which he denounced the widespread and growing corruption. He
went so far as to say that France no longer had a representative government,
but only an ‘administrative’ one. A major problem was the large number of
government officials who were simultaneously deputies, allowing the king
and his ministers to manipulate the legislature.”
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Faced with all this opposition and dissension within their ranks, it is no
wonder that leaders like Frangois Guizot and Adolphe Thiers increasingly
avoided the liberal label. By 1841, Tocqueville would write with sadness
that the ‘liberal ... party, which alone suits me, does not exist’”® — and he
announced that he would have to be a ‘new kind of liberal’. A Dictionnaire
politique of 1842 began its entry on ‘Liberalism’ with the words: “There are
few words harder to define.”” On the eve of the 1848 Revolution, Tocqueville
then delivered a speech in the Chamber that has since become famous. He
declared that more than parliamentary reform was necessary to cure the
‘disease’ afflicting France; the ‘very spirit of government’ had to change. He
added his name to the ever-growing list of liberals accusing France’s lead-
ers of ‘indifference’ and even ‘selfishness’ — a betrayal of ‘liberal principles’
indeed.” A few weeks later, the July Monarchy was overthrown, with the
meaning of ‘liberalism’ in considerable disarray.

The 1848 Revolution was a major setback for liberals, whose disagree-
ments had weakened and discredited them. Frightened by worker unrest and
the sudden eruption of socialism, they were led to compromise — some would
say abandon — their principles and accept the authoritarian rule of Napoleon
ITI. Some said that liberalism was now ‘over’. When the liberals eventually
recovered and began to press for reforms, they continued to debate the mean-
ing of ‘true liberalism’; in fact, they continue to do so today.” Some would
advocate laissez-faire. Others embraced ‘solidarism’ or what they also called
‘liberal socialism’. In retrospect, we can see that, in so doing, they in fact
conceded the label ‘liberal’ to free market advocates. If you meant something
more open to government intervention, you were obliged to add a qualifying
term like ‘progressive’ or ‘reforming’. This is likely why today ‘liberalism’ in
French colloquial parlance means ‘small government’, while in America it

means ‘big government’.®
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Notes

I expand further on some of the materials in this chapter in my book The Lost History

of Liberalism: From Ancient Rome to the Twenty-First Century, Princeton, 2018.
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Chapter 6

Nordic Liberalisms

Sweden and Denmark in Comparison

Fussi Kurunmdki and Jeppe Nevers

==

The Nordic countries are today viewed as inherently belonging to the
Western liberal political cultures, marked by liberal freedoms and liberal
political institutions. However, liberalism has not been a dominant concept
for describing the political cultures in the Nordic countries, and in the inter-
national literature on liberalism, the Nordic countries rarely make an entry.
Instead, the Nordic countries are known as the site of a long history of
peasant freedom as well as the welfare state, or the Nordic model. The alleged
legacy of freedom and the prospect of welfare policies were articulated in the
1930s as a particular Nordic brand of democracy.!

In this chapter, we shed light on the ways in which liberals and liberal ideas
have played important, yet quite different, roles in shaping political cultures
in two Nordic countries: Sweden and Denmark. We argue that it would be
impossible to describe and understand Nordic agrarian traditions, political
democratization or the emergence and contestation of welfare policies in the
Nordic countries without paying attention to the shifting roles of different
types of liberals. We also point out that the concept of liberalism came to be
linked with quite different positions in the respective countries by the early
twentieth century, with Swedish liberalism taking a centre-left progressive
position, not too unlike that of the ‘new liberalism’ in Britain, while Danish
liberalism came to oppose the welfare state and social democracy.’

Sweden: From the Shadow of the French Revolution to
Social Liberalism

The concept of liberalism entered into Swedish political language in the
early 1820s in a debate that at a principled level dealt with the foundations of
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political order and at a more practical level with the powers of the monarch
and the legitimacy of the government in Sweden. The debate was in many
ways typical of the post-Napoleonic Age, in which many new ‘ism’ con-
cepts were introduced to organize present political positions, visions of the
future and interpretations of the past.® It was initiated in 1821 when Johan
Johansson, the editor of the newly founded newspaper Argus, distinguished
between ‘liberalism’ and ‘ultraism’. The division referred to the antagonistic
situation in the French Chamber of Deputies, but its roots were located
deeper in the division between the theorists of social contract and those
advocating a historical and organic constitution, which even in Sweden was
discussed in terms of an ‘historical school’. As the main representatives of the
respective positions, Johansson identified such famous names as Rousseau,
Fichte, Sieyes and Paine, on the one hand, and Miiller, Savigny, Arndt and
Burke, on the other. Johansson maintained that an unconstrained liberalism
would lead to ‘republicanism’ and unconstrained ‘ultraism’ to ‘theocracy’. He
claimed a middle position, advocating a ‘constitutional monarchy’. Johansson
had, of course, the Swedish monarchy in mind. He defended its constitu-
tional nature and claimed that, in fact, Sweden had the oldest constitutional
tradition in Europe.*

The debate took off when Stockholms Courier, another new newspaper,
openly defended ‘liberalism’ and held that A4rgus was taking a stand in favour
of the ‘ultras’. According to the editor, Johan Peter Theorell, there was little
danger that liberalism would undermine monarchy and introduce a republic.
His point was to claim that the government would be under popular control
and that political representation would not be based on the estates.” The
conservative Svensk Litteratur-tidning joined in and claimed that the liberals
were advocating an artificial theory that was based on a system of control, i.e.
checks and balances, as well as on a contract between those who govern and
those who are governed. For the editor of the newspaper, Vilhelm Fredrik
Palmblad, the king and the people did indeed possess joint power, but he also
held that the king was ‘the living voice of God on earth’.®

As the debate went on, the most important arguments with respect to
the conceptual history of liberalism were, on the one hand, that the liberal
paper associated liberalism with constitutionalism, publicist activity, control
of civil servants, and the abolition of the estates and the guilds,” and on the
other hand that liberalism was attacked by making a distinction between
‘false’ and ‘true’ liberalism in a lengthy essay by the philosophy professor
Nils Fredrik Biberg, published in 1823.8 This distinction, which has been an
important aspect of how ‘isms’ have been established through contestation,’
remained a common rhetorical element in conservative argumentation in
nineteenth-century Sweden.!® Biberg did not add much to the repertoire of
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conservative arguments when he depicted ‘false liberalism’ as based on the
idea of artificial and ahistorical contract, but his attempt to argue against
liberalism in the name of ‘true liberalism’ is a clear indication that ‘liberalism’
had in a short time become a label that was difficult to ignore.

‘Liberalism’ was established as a key concept in Sweden early on and
with a surprisingly elaborate argumentation for and against. The debate in
the early 1820s shows that ‘liberalism’ was intimately part of the debate over
the French Revolution and its legacy in the Europe of the Holy Alliance.
Although Sweden had not experienced any violent revolution, the Age of
Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars had major consequences in the country.
In 1809, Sweden lost the eastern part of its kingdom, Finland, to the Russian
Empire; the king was deposed in a coup arranged by some leading officers and
members of the political elite; and a new constitution was enacted within a
couple of months. The loss of Finland sparked a wave of neoromantic (often
conservative) literature as well as (often radical) political pamphlets, which
claimed further reforms in the name of ‘public opinion’. It is therefore no
wonder that questions of constitutional tradition, the powers of the monarch
and the popular basis of government were felt to be crucial and discussed
with the help of the new concept that was spreading in Europe.

Further, when trying to explain why liberalism was so thoroughly debated
so early, we may note that ‘liberal’ as a concept of political faction was in
early use in Sweden as well. A group of men behind the 1809 Constitution
employed the word ‘liberal’ in a manner that combined older connotations
of being generous and the willingness to give away privileges in an enlight-
ened spirit."! One of the leading founding fathers of the 1809 Constitution
described it as being ‘liberal and just’ rather than ‘aristocratic’.!> Although
the Constitution did not abolish the four-estate system of representation, the
rhetoric of ‘more liberal principles’ was directed against the political privi-
leges based on the estates. After the enactment of the Constitution, these men
formed a club that defined itself as ‘the liberal side’, ‘the liberals’ and ‘the
liberal party’.”® Political standpoints also began to be described in relation to
the concept of ‘liberal’. In 1818, the historian Erik Gustaf Geijer, the intellec-
tual leader of the so-called historical school before his famous declared turn to
liberalism in 1838, presented a critical characterization of both the advocates
of ‘liberal ideas’ and the ‘serviles’. To him, both ideological positions were
counterproductive, the former causing anarchy and the latter despotism.!*

During the following decades, several newspapers and political clubs that
adhered to liberal ideas were founded. The period from the 1830s to the
1860s has been described as the era of association liberalism in Sweden,
during which ‘public opinion’, ‘the principle of persons’;, ‘middle class’,
‘progress’ and ‘reform of representation’ became political catchwords."”® The
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newspaper Aftonbladet, founded in 1830, became the flagship of liberalism
in the country. It argued against political and economic corporations, and
held that the social question was best answered by voluntary associations
and by enhancing workers’ self-help. Alongside theories, for example, of
Bentham and Constant as well as contemporary theories of market liberalism,
it brought ideas of Saint-Simon and other utopian socialists into Swedish
public discussion. It was also a forum of mid nineteenth-century Furopean
republican ideas.'

‘Liberalism’ became a concept of movement in the Koselleckian sense. Not
only was it used to describe visions of the future, but it was also identified as
the synonym to movement.'” However, such identification did not mean that
it was clear what liberalism meant or stood for. Several newspaper articles bear
witness to the need to define what liberalism meant in practice by explaining
how the general principle should be applied to concrete circumstances.'®
Moreover, ‘liberalism’ was constantly defined through associating or con-
trasting it with other ‘isms’, through pairing it with adjectives and through
hyphenations. ‘Liberalism’ was presented as the opposite of ‘absolutism’," it
could be identified with ‘republicanism’® or it was positioned amongst other
ideological concepts by distancing it from (in this order) radicalism, socialism
and communism.?! Moreover, ‘moderate liberalism’ was often distanced from
‘radicalism’.”

The most important conceptual distinction by the mid nineteenth century
was nevertheless that between ‘liberalism’ and ‘conservatism’. During the
first half of the century, it was more common to claim that one was ‘a true
liberal’ rather than ‘a conservative’,”® but the increased self-conscious use
of ‘liberalism’ invited a counterconcept that could reasonably be used as a
contrast. Aftonblader issued such an invitation in 1836 when it asked in the
headline of an article dealing with liberalism: ‘What is the Consequence of
Monarchical Conservatism?’* Continuous attempts to make a conservative
case by using ‘true liberalism’ in argumentation provoked the liberal paper
to announce that ‘true liberalism’ and ‘true conservatism’ were one and the
same thing.?® One conservative paper moved away from the attempt to speak
in the name of ‘true liberalism’ and held, instead, that ‘conservatism’ and
‘liberalism’ could mean the same thing when moderate — they were ‘elastic
concepts’.?

The language of liberalism in Swedish newspapers was predominantly
about a ‘political’ rather than an ‘economic’ liberalism, if we accept the some-
what misleading distinction between the two. Nevertheless, the opponents
of liberalism always described the liberals as adherents of atomistic indi-
vidualism and economic egoism. In the 1820s, they were accused of being
advocates of Adam Smith (which they often were)?”” and much of the liberals’
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argumentation dealt with the abolition of guilds and other economic hin-
drances. It has been rather common to view the mid nineteenth-century
Swedish liberals as advocating a laissez-faire doctrine in economic matters,
but it has also been argued that ideas of economic liberalism and freedom of
trade were blended with a positive view of active economic measures taken
by the state.”®

The prominent liberals of mid nineteenth-century Sweden saw them-
selves most often as ‘national liberals’, the concept of nation being a blend of
voluntary and primordial ideas. The Polish struggle for national liberation
in the early 1860s and the campaign for national unification in Italy were
not only supported but also taken as ‘national liberal’ arguments in favour
of pan-Scandinavian unification, as well as ushering in a reform of political
representation that would be based on ‘the nation’ instead of the estates. In
mid nineteenth-century European politics, the most important liberals were
not the advocates of Utilitarianism or the laissez-faire economy, but ‘national
liberals’ who struggled for political reforms in the name of the nation. In
the Swedish liberal reformists’ language, de Tocqueville and J.S. Mill were
often associated with Mazzini and Garibaldi. Unlike in Germany, where
‘national liberals’ came to be increasingly associated with ‘conservative liber-
als’; Swedish ‘national liberals’ were idealists, whose national enthusiasm was
often expressed in terms of the principles of popular sovereignty and the free-
dom of oppressed peoples. However, after the pan-Scandinavian momentum
was halted due to the Danish defeat in the war against Germany in 1864 and
after the parliamentary reform of 1866 led to a ‘national’ representation, the
language of ‘national liberalism’ became less significant.”

What followed was a distinction between ‘old liberals’ (gammalliberala)
and ‘new liberals’ (nyliberala), the point of departure of the pamphlet penned
by the leading late nineteenth-century liberal Adolf Hedin. In his distinction,
the decisive question was whether a liberal should be satisfied with the 1866
parliamentary reform, which had abolished the political estates and created
a bicameral Diet based on restricted voting rights, and with a liberalized
economic life, or whether one should demand further reforms of suffrage
and the ‘social question’. The pamphlet was also a programmatic declaration
for the first liberal party in Sweden. The New-Liberal Society (Nyliberala
sdllskaper) was founded in 1867, Hedin being one of the founders. However,
it never gained any of the characteristics of a political party and after four
years, its leaders joined the Farmers’ Party, the dominant party in the lower
chamber. In that pamphlet, Hedin presented himself as a ‘democrat’ and his
party as ‘the party of progress’. He advocated, for instance, universal (male)
suffrage and parliamentarism.* It is noteworthy that Hedin did not say any-
thing about ‘liberalism’ in the liberals’ programmatic text. Even more striking
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is the absence of any discussion on ‘liberalism’ in his collected writings and
speeches, which cover four decades, contain more than 1,200 pages and in
which issues such as universal suffrage, parliamentary government, interna-
tional law, nineteenth-century constitutions and the history of the French
Revolution were discussed.’! It seems that a leading advocate of people’s
rights and social and political reforms did not need ‘liberalism’ to make his
point.

The first liberal central organization in the country did not have the word
‘liberal’ in its name, but was called Reform Association (Reformfiorening)
(1879-85). The first workers’ associations took shape within this and other
smaller reform associations. One illuminating example of the merged intel-
lectual reformism and political radicalism of the 1880s was the student asso-
ciation Verdandi, an initial platform for the future leaders of the Liberals and
the Social Democrats, Karl Staaff and Hjalmar Branting, respectively. Terms
such as ‘reform’, ‘suffrage’, ‘labour’ and ‘the people’ were more important
than ‘liberalism’ for the reform-minded persons who we commonly iden-
tified as liberals. When they founded a party in 1895, it was called the
People’s Party (Folkpartiet). Even that attempt turned out to be short-lived.
‘Liberal’ appeared in the party name in 1900 when the Liberal Coalition
Party (Liberala samlingspartiet) was founded (as a party in parliament). It
was followed two years later by a nationwide party, the Free-Minded Land
Union (Frisinnade landsforeninen). It has been suggested that ‘free-minded’
was thought more suitable than ‘liberal’ because by the end of the nineteenth
century, the latter had begun to mark a political position that was sometimes
characterized as ‘grey’.’? Nevertheless, it is difficult to pin down any general
positioning of political radicalism between ‘liberal’ and ‘free-minded’. Early
party programmes and electoral manifestos did not identify any difference
between those words.* However, ‘free-minded’ was more rurally bounded
and came to be closely linked with the temperance movement that exerted a
great influence on Swedish political life in the late nineteenth century and the
early twentieth century. In 1923, the question of prohibition broke the unity
of the party.**

The first edition of a major Swedish lexicon in 1885 did not include an
entry for ‘liberalism’, but like ‘conservative’, ‘liberal’ was described as ‘a
highly stretchable concept’. The lexicon pointed out that the most common
counterconcepts for ‘liberal’ were ‘the Right’, ‘conservative’, ‘radical’, ‘reac-
tionary’ and ‘the Left’.* However, although the distinction between ‘liberal’
and ‘the Left’ may have been drawn in some cases, it is not possible to
view them as in opposition to each other. It was far more common in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth-century political language to view ‘the
Left’ as a coalition of the Liberals and the Social Democrats. Despite their
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divergent preferences regarding the role of parliamentary politics and the
future political and economic organization of the society, the Liberals and
the Social Democrats had common cause in their struggle for parliamentary
democratization. Those parties had grown from a shared landscape of reform
associations.

The terminological picture painted above, as well as the strategic coop-
eration between the Liberals and the Social Democrats, does not mean that
there was no rhetorical battle over ‘liberalism’. On the contrary, it is possible
to maintain that the political mobilization of the socialist labour movement
re-actualized liberalism from the late 1880s onwards, as it was attacked by the-
oretically conscious socialist debaters. Moreover, a protectionist wave among
the Farmers’ Party and many conservative intellectuals in the 1880s made the
difference between liberalism and conservatism sharper than it had been after
the 1866 Parliamentary Reform, when the ‘old liberalism’ and the ‘old right
wing’ were sometimes associated.*® While the relationship between liberalism
and conservatism had been discussed and thus acknowledged them as the
main rival ideologies,” the increased prominence of ‘socialism’ rendered ‘lib-
eralism’ challenged from two directions, and often quite fiercely. On the one
hand, the socialists attacked liberalism — depicted as their main contender — as
a well-meaning ideology, but inherently and fatally flawed.*® In their view,
the future was about the struggle between socialism and liberalism.* On the
other hand, the conservatives saw liberalism as belonging to the same camp as
socialism. It was held that liberalism had nurtured socialism,* was under the
influence of the latter,*! and was based on radicalism and agitation.*

However, the Social Democrats and the Liberals needed each other in the
struggle for parliamentary democratization. Due to the restricted suffrage,
social democratic candidates rarely had any chance to get elected without
being listed among the liberal candidates before universal male suffrage came
in effect in 1909. The principle of universal male suffrage regarding elections
to the lower chamber was accepted in principle even among the conservatives
(i.e. the Right) in the early years of the new century, but they maintained that
any significant reform of the upper chamber would jeopardize the constitu-
tional government in the country, undermining the power of the monarch,
as the government rested on a conservative majority in the upper chamber.
Although universal suffrage that would include women was the first-order
demand in electoral manifestos, the Left opted for universal male suffrage
in the elections for the lower chamber through majoritarian elections, which
would then enable — or so the argument went — the parliamentarization of
the government.® The principle of parliamentarism was finally accepted in
1917 when the king promised not to intervene in the workings of the cabinet
formed by the Liberals and the Social Democrats. A reform of suffrage that
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also included women and democratized even the upper chamber was passed
in 1918.

Given the strategic collaboration between the Liberals and the Social
Democrats, it is understandable that ideological differences were downplayed.
However, it is still quite remarkable that the Liberals’ electoral manifestos did
not contain any direct attack on the socialists or socialism before 1920. Their
main political opponents were ‘the Right’, ‘conservatives’ and ‘reaction’.*
Besides ‘liberal’ and ‘free-minded’, their own position was identified with
the terms ‘progressive’ and ‘democratic’.® The Social Democrats struck a
balance between the explicit mention of the common cause with the Liberals
and explanations that pointed out the instrumental nature of that cooperation.
To that end, liberalism was criticized, although it was also held that liberalism
was not as bad as the Right. According to the Social Democrats’ electoral
manifesto in 1911, liberalism (presented as an active subject) liked to see itself
as representing political goals that were neutral and above class interests.
The manifesto explained that the liberals did not have any clear economic
programme.* The Liberals, in turn, pointed out the virtues of individualism
and private ownership, and questioned the Social Democrats’ nature as a class
party. The antiparliamentarian and syndicalist factions within the party in
particular provoked the Liberals’ criticism.? Nevertheless, the rift between
the Liberals and the Social Democrats, when seen from the Liberals’ angle,
became clearly visible first in the 1920 electoral manifesto, when it was held
that ‘according to the free-minded, class politics and class interests must not
get power in society’. The party also launched its own preferable version of
democracy, ‘enlightened democracy’, which was based on ‘citizenry skills

and the sense of responsibility’.*® This was clearly a response to the Social

Democrats’ increased demands for ‘industrial democracy’ and ‘socialization’. ¥

The Liberals forfeited their position as the leading party to the Social
Democrats in the 1920s, but they were still able to exert considerable influ-
ence as a party that could forge minority governmental coalitions, despite the
fact that the party split in 1923.% It took eleven years before the two liberal
parties, the Free-Minded People’s Party (Frisinnade folkpartiet) and the
Liberal Party of Sweden (Sveriges liberala parti), were united again under the
name the People’s Party (Folkpartiet). The concept of the people had been
one of the key concepts of Swedish liberals since the early nineteenth century,
but it was not a particularly liberal concept, being the foremost positively
laden political concept in Swedish politics in general. It is therefore possible
to ask whether ‘the people’ was a label that could give the liberal party a
profile of its own, especially when the Social Democrats were quite successful
in their attempt to transform their class-based rhetoric to one increasingly
built on the concept of the people.”
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The liberals of the interwar years took two separate directions: the so-called
city liberals, who were leaning to the right, and a younger generation of
intellectuals, who drew on the heritage from the struggle for democratization,
advocated social reforms, but were against the Social Democrats’ demands
for socialization.’? Even those liberal intellectuals, who supported expansive
social welfare policies and balancing economic measures of the state, made
it clear that social democracy would lead to socialism. According to Bertil
Ohlin, the professor of economics who collaborated with the leading social
democratic experts on issues concerning the economy, socialism was mistak-
enly based on ‘a theory of catastrophe’, which ruled out any other solutions
than state-socialism.> Drawing on Keynes, he described the older doctrine of
liberalism as having been based on a laissez-faire noninterventionist theory,
against which a new socially conscious mixed economy and progressive
system of taxation should be created.” The British ‘new liberalism’ with
its emphasis on ‘social liberalism’ had gained ground among the Swedish
liberals in the 1910s, which partly explains the ideological ground on which
Ohlin built. For example, Hobhouse’s Liberalism was translated into Swedish
in 1913, and the liberal newspapers had reported on the policies that were
pursued by Lloyd George and others in Britain.*

On many social political and economic questions, Ohlin was close to the
leading social democratic economist Ernst Wigforss, who in the 1920s on
several occasions sought to build a bridge between socialism and liberalism. It
was an attempt to link Swedish social democracy to the British new liberalism
and elaborate on guild socialism or cooperative socialism. He held, for exam-
ple, that Hobhouse had more followers in socialist parties than in the liberal
ones. This was, obviously, also a critical remark directed against the Swedish
Liberals, who, according to Wigforss, were still too partial to ‘Manchester
liberalism’.%

Together with Karl Staaff, Ohlin was the most influential twentieth-
century liberal in Sweden. He became the leader of the People’s Party after
the Second World War and stayed in office until 1968, exerting an influence
on the liberal agenda during half a century. As a young academic, he was in
many ways closer to the Social Democrats than to his own party, admitting
several times that many of the social policy measures taken by the cabinets
led by the Social Democrats after 1932 were more or less correct. However,
he disagreed over the ideological foundations of these policies, pointing out
that the Social Democrats were advocating a ‘state socialism’ that would lead
to economic inefficiency, labour-market corporatism and, eventually, to a
deficit of freedom and democracy. In particular after the Second World War,
he became openly critical of the Social Democrats’ ideas of planned economy,
being influenced by Hayek, as many other liberals were at the time. Ohlin
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had described his view of liberalism as ‘social liberalism’ in the 1930s, but it
has been noted that the specific characterization did not surface in the party
programme, where the term ‘liberalism’ was used instead. Although there
were some attempts to form a bourgeois bloc against the Social Democrats
in the 1950s, it is noteworthy that Ohlin did not want to identify his party’s
position as belonging to the ‘Right’ and that he was reluctant to see his posi-
tion as ‘bourgeois’. In that matter, he remained faithful to the late nineteenth-
century and early twentieth-century image of the nonsocialist left.”

‘Liberalism’ continued to be the organizing ideological concept for the
party after the Second World War. The 1962 programme was built on ‘lib-
eralism’ to the extent that the concept functioned as an acting subject rather
than the party itself. The party claimed to strive for individual freedom and
justice in contrast to a commando discipline, which had, as it was held, two
faces in the form of socialism and conservatism, as these ideologies either
concentrated the power in the hands of the state or the capital.®® The next
programme in 1972 displayed a general left-wing orientation in Swedish (and
Western European) politics, and ‘liberalism’ was mentioned only once when a
difference was noted between the state and society,” but the 1982 programme
drew again on ‘liberalism’ at the same time as it was distinguished from
‘socialism’, ‘conservatism’ and ‘egoistic capitalism’. It is also noteworthy that
the programme presented a historical account of the victorious liberal ideas
and reforms in Sweden, harking back to the press freedom in the eighteenth
century.®

A victorious tone was further emphasized in 1990 when the programme
presented ‘“The Foundations of Liberalism’, an account of a general history
of liberalism beginning in seventeenth-century England, and an account
that argued for an open society, individual rights and the rule of law. Not
quite dissimilar to Fukuyama’s idea of ‘the end of history’, the programme
held that socialism and conservatism were no longer the main contender
ideologies to liberalism. However, a new ideological threat was identified in
‘populism’ and ‘neo-Nazism’.%! The following party programmes from 1997
and 1999 had the same character of a winners’ history. No opponent ‘isms’
were pointed out.®

To have a liberal party claiming a victory of liberalism at the end of the
Cold War does not in itself say much about the political situation in Sweden.
The People’s Party, which changed its name to Liberalerna in 2015, had
during the second half of the twentieth century become a minor party in
Swedish politics. Parliamentary elections show a decline from almost a quar-
ter of the total vote in the 1950s to a level of around 10 per cent during the
last couple of decades. One way of assessing the political status of liberalism
is to see how the other parties have regarded liberalism in their programmes.

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Nordic Liberalisms 195

It turns out that no other party claimed the ownership of ‘liberalism’. More
tellingly, there is no critical mention of ‘liberalism’ in the other parties’
programmes. Although the Social Democrats, who have dominated Swedish
politics since the 1930s, have recognized the Liberals as their collaborators in
the struggle for parliamentary democracy,® there has not been any discussion
on ‘liberalism’ in their programmes. The ideological self-identification has
been ‘democratic socialism’ in the subsequent programmes from 1960 to
2001. Neither did the communist party throw out ‘liberalism’, but targeted
‘democratic socialism’,** ‘capitalism’ and ‘imperialism’ alongside the Social
Democrats.® The conservative party, in turn, referred to ‘conservative
ideology combined with liberal ideas’ in the 1978/1984 programme, thus
modifying the party’s previous adherence to a ‘conservative tradition of
ideas’. However, this move did not contain any discussion on liberalism.%
The Centre Party (the former agrarian party), which today has a vocal liberal
faction in the party organization, had ‘equality’ as the key concept in the 1970
programme,* and in 1990 the programme employed ‘ecological humanism’
as the concept around which the party was to be gathered. The latter pro-
gramme held that ‘the traditional ideologies — conservatism, liberalism, and
socialism — are merely economic orientations’ and that they belonged to the
age of industrialization.®

While the lack of ‘liberalism’ in other than the Liberals’ party programmes
does not prove by itself the irrelevance of that concept in Swedish postwar
political discourses, inasmuch as party programmes do not reflect the daily
common use of any concept, it nevertheless gives an indication of how the
major collective actors in parliamentary democracy have viewed their ideo-
logical position. In that picture, liberalism appears by the turn of the twen-
tieth century as a rather noncontroversial ‘ism’, cherished by the somewhat
weak liberal party.®

Denmark: From Bourgeois to Agrarian Liberalism

From 1660 to 1849, Denmark was an absolute monarchy. In spite of the
many reforms in the late eighteenth century, most notably the reforms of the
agricultural system and the rural education programmes that were central to
empowering the Danish peasantry in the nineteenth century, the monarchy
came under increasing pressure in the age of revolutions. This was, to put
it briefly, the context for the emergence of ‘liberals’ and ‘liberalism’ in the
Danish language of politics in the 1820s and 1830s. Before that period, ‘lib-
eral’ was only used as an adjective and being ‘liberal’ meant, as in so many
other European cultures, being open-minded and generous. The connota-
tions could vary from one context to another, but being ‘liberal’ was always a
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moral quality, something that had to do with the character of an educated and
(therefore) open-minded person.

However, in the 1820s and the 1830s, this field of moral semantics was
supplemented by distinctly political references. In a dictionary of foreign
words from 1827, one finds not only the adjective and the older moral seman-
tics; now, ‘liberal’ was also a noun — it was nothing less than a ‘friend of a
free form of government’.”” And in a dictionary from 1837, ‘liberalism’ was
defined as ‘free-mindedness, love of free constitutions’.”! That same year,
another dictionary of foreign words defined liberalism as a ‘striving for a free
form of government, for free development of mankind’s spiritual abilities and
for free exercise of inborn rights; free-mindedness (opposite of Servilismus)’.”
Seven years later, a second edition of the same dictionary now also defined
a ‘liberalist’; ‘a new word by which someone has wanted to define believers
in a misconceived and too radical liberalism’.” As indicated in these random
examples, the politicization of the term ‘liberal’ did not extinguish the older
field of moral semantics. Indeed, for many liberals, there was a connection
between the self-understanding as an educated and free-minded citizen and
support for the liberal case, most notably the struggle for a so-called ‘free
constitution’. But in public discourse, the political connotation was now
dominant. In another dictionary of foreign words from 1849, the ‘liberals’
were simply defined as ‘the political party that wants a free constitution” and
liberalism as a ‘striving for civic and political freedom’.™

The liberals of the 1830s and the 1840s, mostly educated men of the
Copenhagen bourgeoisie, often self-identified as ‘liberals’; but in Danish
historiography they are not primarily known as liberals. Their struggle for
a free constitution that culminated in a nonviolent transition to a consti-
tutional monarchy in 1848—49 has been studied by generations of Danish
historians, but as a rule of thumb, liberals since that time have been labelled
‘national liberals’,” although they did not use that self-identification until
the 1860s.

Although the ‘national liberals’ of the mid nineteenth century were central
to the demolition of the absolute monarchy, it is a striking trait in modern
Danish history that this nineteenth-century liberalism disintegrated before
it became an actual tradition. Across the whole of Europe, of course, liberals
and liberalism came under fire in the second half of the nineteenth century,
but in Denmark the crisis was so profound that by 1900, only a few claimed
to be liberals, and the term ‘liberalism’, if used at all, was a term of the past.
But why was that so? We will point to three main reasons that all contributed
to the fall of this more or less classical bourgeois liberalism and thus paved the
way for the rise of a peculiar thing in a European context: an agrarian-based
liberalism.
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First, we must recall that throughout Europe, liberals and liberalism were
attacked for having no response to what was called ‘the social question’.
Early socialists saw liberalism as closely connected to capitalist society, the
theoretical foundation for bourgeois capitalism, but Christian conservatives
too launched harsh criticisms. In Denmark, H.L.. Martensen, the Bishop
of Copenhagen, published his critique in 1878.7° For Martensen, liberalism
was simply the root of all evil in modern society. At its heart, liberalism was
an ideology of individualism that completely neglected the importance of
society and of the common good. In his view, liberalism was the philosophical
foundation for a society of ‘free competition’, ‘laissez-faire’ and the struggle
of all against all. Thus, he had more understanding for socialism as a response
to the calamities of liberalism, although he was sceptical towards its advocacy
of the abolition of private property, which he called ‘revolutionary socialism’.
His own position was that of a Christian socialist. D.G. Monrad, another
bishop and one of the founding fathers from 1849 and a leading liberal voice
of that time, who responded to Martensen, defending liberalism: ‘It is true
that it has destroyed many shackles and limitations that hindered the free
movement of individuals, but it has not forgotten society.””” Instead, he listed
anumber of areas in which liberals had worked for society and for the common
good, for instance, education, postal services, railroads, the implementation
of telegraph technology, etc. He also mentioned that if Martensen could find
good solutions to the social problems of the time, then he would ‘find warm
and loyal support in the camp of liberalism’.” When Martensen criticized the
liberals for not seeking the common good, he simply did not understand what
liberalism was all about. According to Monrad, it was precisely the essence
of liberalism that the state should provide for the common good, and only for
the common good, and thus never take sides: “This is the reason why the state
so often holds back and lets the forces in civil society fight for themselves.
The fear is that interference will do more harm than good.””

This type of answer to the social question led to a remarkable victory for
the critics’ definition of liberalism as free competition and the survival of the
fittest. Before the 1860s and the 1870s, liberalism was only occasionally iden-
tified with ‘laissez-faire’ and noninterference in the economy. Undoubtedly,
many liberals in the 1840s and 1850s subscribed to the demolition of the old
guild system as their primary motivation (and they succeeded in 1857), but
they never defined the free market as the essence of liberalism, and only rarely
was the ‘ism’ used in the heated debate on free competition. However, after
liberalism came under increasing fire in the 1870s, a liberal such as Monrad
chose to defend what he called ‘the great, economic law’ that is ‘by God built
into human society’.** This negative ‘economization’ of the term ‘liberalism’
was an important factor in its demise in the early industrial society.
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A second reason for the fall of bourgeois liberalism can be seen in the
fact that many Danish liberals moved to the right in the political struggles
over the question of democracy in the late nineteenth century. In Danish
historiography, the last decades of the nineteenth century are known as the
age of the constitutional battle, a parliamentary battle over the relationship
between the government and the democratic forces in the parliament. On
the one side of the parliament, ‘the Right’ (in Danish Hojre), argued that
the government, according to the Constitution, should be appointed solely
by the king, while the growing section on ‘the Left’ (in Danish Venstre)
argued that the government should not be able to appoint a government
and govern against a majority in the lower chamber. In 1901, after three
decades of struggle and various attempts to remain in power, the Right
finally gave in.

The democratic alliance, which self-identified as ‘the democracy’, con-
sisted of two major groups (and a number of subgroups): members of par-
liament elected as social democrats and members of parliament elected as
members of the Venstre party. This party, the oldest still-existing party in
Danish politics, was established in 1870 and consisted from the outset first
and foremost of farmers and other representatives of the rural population.
Since the agricultural reforms of the late eighteenth century, farmers and
their representatives had risen to become an important political faction that
was already active on the democratic left in the late 1840s, but throughout the
nineteenth century, this political group did not proclaim liberalism to be its
ideology. In nineteenth-century Denmark, ‘the liberals’ were the urban aca-
demics of Monrad’s type. Even Niels Neergaard, a leading voice in Venstre,
and an academic who had published books on British liberal politicians such
as William Gladstone and Richard Cobden, did not self-identify as a liberal.
In 1865, Frede Bojsen, another Venstre politician, talked in a private letter
of the ‘illiberality’ of the liberal party, but he did not want to bear the name
himself.%!

The important point is that many older liberals wound up on the losing
side in the constitutional battle. Monrad himself continuously pursued a
Hegelian balance-oriented strategy and, towards the end of his life, moved
towards Venstre, but many of the older liberals chose to side with the con-
servatives against the democrats. This surely also contributed to the discred-
iting both of liberalism as an ideology and of ‘liberal’ as a label. Although
the British-style dichotomy of liberals vs. conservatives was sometimes used
in the constitutional struggle, the term ‘liberalism’ was never connected to
the strong mobilization of the rural population in the second half of the
nineteenth century. On the contrary, leaders of Venstre, often inspired by the
romantic writer N.F.S. Grundtvig, identified themselves against the urban

printed on 2/12/2023 9:21 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Nordic Liberalisms 199

environments, including the liberal academic elite of the mid nineteenth
century.

Third, the ‘national liberals’ were also the driving force behind the foreign
policy that led to the catastrophic defeat by Prussia in 1864. Here we must
recall that the Danish monarchy was a conglomerate state, stretching from
the Arctic Circle in the north to Hamburg in the south. Norway was ceded
over to Swedish Crown after the Napoleonic Wars and, as regards the south-
ern border, the national liberals such as Monrad wanted and tried to build
a nation-state that included the duchy of Schleswig, with many German-
speaking inhabitants, and that led to war and subsequently defeat by Prussia
in 1864. That defeat was a national tragedy and contributed significantly to
the unpopularity of the liberals. For a few years, Monrad even emigrated to
New Zealand. He later returned to Denmark and resumed his political activ-
ities, for instance, defending liberalism against Bishop Martensen in 1878,
but after the loss to Prussia in 1864, celebrating the liberals or liberalism was
no easy feat. Instead, there are many examples demonstrating that the label
‘national liberals’, still the term most frequently used in scholarly literature
with regard to the bourgeois liberals of the nineteenth century, came to
possess negative connotations.®

Thus, around the turn of the twentieth century, the term ‘liberalism’
was not seriously claimed by anyone. As in other European countries, there
was an urban environment of liberal academics who, towards the end of the
nineteenth century, sought to develop an ideology of social reform on the
basis of central elements of the liberal state, but, as in France, this ideology of
social reform was not developed as a ‘new liberalism’ (as it was in England or
Sweden).% Politically, this group of academics supported Venstre and inside
that party they were known as ‘the European Venstre’ (because of their inter-
national orientation) and ‘the radical left’. Politically, they gathered in the
‘Copenhagen Liberal Voters Union’ (Kebenhavns Liberale Valgerforening)
with ties to the older generation of liberals, but it is noteworthy that this
generation of academics never associated themselves with liberalism (though
occasionally with ‘liberal’ as a moral quality and, as already mentioned, as
a very general political label in opposition to the conservatives). Hence, in
1905, when this group broke with Venstre and formed ‘The Radical Left’
(Det radikale Venstre), the guiding concepts were not ‘liberalism’ or even
‘liberals’, but ‘radicals’ and ‘radicalism’. In Denmark, the proponents of the
new liberalism were simply ‘the Radicals’. Only much later, in the mid twen-
tieth century, did this party claim ‘social liberalism’ as its ideology.®* Thus,
in Danish political discourse, the term ‘radical’ has since served as a label for
a member of the social liberal party and in the big picture a slightly left-of-
centre party, parallel to the liberal People’s Party in Sweden.
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After the radicals left Venstre and formed their own party, Venstre
became ever more closely tied to the farmers and their political and economic
interests. In seeking to understand the semantics of liberalism in twentieth-
century Denmark, this connection cannot be overemphasized, since it was
the remaining faction of Venstre that eventually appropriated the concept
of liberalism. Many historians have argued that Venstre was a liberal party
from the outset: its members were democrats and also strong proponents
of free trade. Thus, it is not difficult to reconstruct a liberal ideology in the
early programmes of Venstre. Nonetheless, Venstre did not claim the term
‘liberalism’ in the late nineteenth century. This happened only after the
First World War, and if we want to understand this peculiar link between
peasantry and liberalism, it is important to realize that from the early days of
Venstre, Danish farmers were strong proponents of free trade because they
exported a large quantity of agricultural goods.

Economic interests were also central to Venstre’s ideological arsenal
during and after the First World War and the party’s subsequent embrace
of the term ‘liberalism’. At the outbreak of the war, the Danish government
was led by the Radicals (supported by the fast-growing social democratic
group), facing the difficult task of remaining neutral while trading with both
sides in the European conflict. This called for a significant regulation of all
Danish production and trade, especially of the large agricultural production
and its export to the British Isles. In other words, the unregulated market of
the late nineteenth century was put on hold, and those who lost income were
first and foremost the farmers. In this very tense situation, certain leaders in
Venstre, especially Thomas Madsen-Mygdal, later a prime minister and for
many historians the iconic Danish liberal of the twentieth century, launched a
harsh rhetoric against the politics of regulation put forth by the government.
During the war, this clash of interests was also given an ideological ele-
ment: the radical minister of the interior, who was in charge of the regulated
economy, expressed fascination with the possibilities that such regulation
provided, and this brought his party, Det radikale Venstre, closer to the social
democratic vision of the state. This situation became an important factor in
the construction of a political coalition of huge importance for Danish politics
in the twentieth century: the coalition of the Det radikale Venstre and the
Social Democratic Party.

For Venstre, this was a coalition of ‘radicalism’ and ‘socialism’, and they
argued that it would usher in a new age of tyranny. In the highly polarized
climate of the years following the First World War, Venstre developed an
antisocialist agenda, and from the early 1920s onwards some began to speak
of liberalism as an ideology in opposition to the politics of regulation, and
hence to the socialism of the Radical-Social Democratic government.®* The
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youth organization of Venstre was the first to take action. As early as 1917,
an article on ‘Dansk Liberalism’ in the journal of Venstre’s Ungdom (Youth
of Venstre) identified ‘state absolutism’ as the new enemy of liberalism.* In
Venstre, this rhetorical move seems to have happened a little later, but in
1925 it was stated in official party literature that ‘the dividing line in politics
runs between Liberalism (Venstre) and Socialism (Social Democracy)’.%” One
of the first important figures to use liberalism as a key concept in Venstre
was J.V. Christensen, a newspaper editor and from 1924 a member of the
Landstinget (the upper house). In 1930, he published a book on Danish
liberalism, Liberalismen i Danmark, making Venstre the inheritor of a liberal
tradition stretching back to the Enlightenment and the Constitution of 1849.%
Christensen was one of many Venstre leaders to stress that the coalition of
Radicals and Social Democrats was the heir to the absolute monarchy and the
old guild system, in opposition to political and economic freedom. He made
references to the contributions of disparate theoreticians such as Ludwig von
Mises and L..T. Hobhouse. A similar line of argument, alongside Venstre’s
increasing orientation toward liberalism, also found expression in another
book entitled Liberalismen i Danmark from 1935. This book was published
by Erik Eriksen (former chairman of the youth organization and later Prime
Minister after the Second World War) and Harald Nielsen, and it contained
a preface written by Madsen-Mygdal. Here liberalism was defined as an
ideology that sought the limits of individual freedom to be as wide as possible
and that viewed the state as an organization created to defend that individual
liberty.® In other words, the rebirth of liberalism was agrarian because it
was born out of agrarian interests and connected to the agrarian party as its
ideology, but in theory it was a rather ‘classical’ form of liberalism, about
individual freedom and clear limits to the powers of the state and, at its
centre, the limits to economic regulation.

This period was also in broader terms one of ideological reorientation
and the construction of new political alliances, resulting in two parties on
the right that opposed state regulation, Venstre, and the new Conservative
People’s Party founded on the ruins of the old party on the right, as well as
two left-leaning parties who favoured increased state regulation, Det radikale
Venstre and the Social Democratic Party. These four parties still exist, and in
public debate they are often referred to as the four old parties. Moreover, they
still form the backbones of the two blocs in Danish politics, the ‘blue bloc’
(liberals and conservatives) and the ‘red bloc’ (radicals and social democrats).
Thus, throughout the twentieth century, the semantics of liberalism were
often (though of course not in all cases) developed in opposition to the welfare
state and social democracy® — in short, in opposition to state regulation. And
Venstre, literally ‘left’ in Danish, wound up as a right-of-centre party.
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What is perhaps most fascinating is that this was never a winning strategy.
From the 1930s to 2005, not a single prime minister of Venstre was re-elected
and thus from time to time forces in Venstre tried to move away from too
narrow a definition of liberalism as antiregulation. Such attempts at redefini-
tion had already occurred in the 1930s when liberalism was seen by many as
the cause of the Great Depression. Consequently, the party’s programme of
1938 stated that: ‘Modern economic liberalism is not, as it is falsely accused,
a perception of society that puts the single individual in opposition to society
and its common interests; on the contrary it is a profoundly social perception
of society.” Such ideas re-emerged at various points (not least in the 1960s)
and are an important part of Venstre’s ideological history. But this does not
change the fact that the concept of liberalism from the 1920s and the 1930s
onwards was, above all, connected to Venstre and was often seen as an ideol-
ogy of antiregulation, politically influenced by the farmers’ opposition to the
politics of regulation in the 1910s.

This disintegration of the urban liberalism of the nineteenth century and
the rise of an agrarian liberalism defined explicitly in opposition to state
regulation in the early twentieth century is an important development for at
least two reasons. First, it gave liberalism a firm position in Danish political
language as a counterconcept to far-reaching regulation. Second, it paved
the way for a rather strong liberal tradition in modern Denmark. On the
one hand, liberalism was not a winning concept in the age of the social
democratic welfare state between the 1930s and the 1970s; it was unrelated
to the construction of the Danish variant of the Nordic model. On the other
hand, liberalism was the ideology of the main opposition party and — through
the base of this party — liberalism and ‘being liberal’ were transmitted as a
political identity to groups and classes in the rural population, in some cases
providing the semantics of liberalism with a layer of anti-elitism. In 1963,
when Venstre was officially renamed ‘Venstre: Denmark’s Liberal Party’,
some even preferred it to be called ‘Denmark’s Liberal People’s Party’.??

Throughout the last half-century, Venstre has increasingly intensified this
orientation as the liberal party in Danish politics. Many supporters of Det
radikale venstre still identify as ‘social liberals’, but that party has never really
tried to claim liberalism as its ideology, a concept that step by step has been
appropriated by Venstre.

Since the 1980s, this pattern has definitely re-emerged. The 1970s saw
only little activity around the concepts of ‘liberal’ or ‘liberalism’, but in the
early 1980s, younger voices in Venstre introduced neoliberal theory, most
notably the thought of Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, and combined
this market-oriented liberalism with the history of Venstre. A key publication
was Ny-liberalismen — og dens rodder (New-Liberalism — and its Roots), written
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by Bertel Haarder, Erik Nilsson and Hanne Severinsen.” Although the
authors expressed some discontent with the ‘ism’ (liberalism), they accepted
it and used it to bring together the intellectual and political legacy of Venstre
with new theories of market regulation. Thus, an important feature of the
more recent history of Danish liberal thought and politics is the sparseness of
voices in Venstre that have been critical of neoliberalism. Instead, the history
of Venstre and the agrarian tradition stretching back to the early nineteenth
century, and not least the writings of Grundtvig, were intertwined with a
more general European or international history of liberal thought, containing
a political as well as an economic free-market dimension.

Another significant change in the more recent history of Danish liberalism
has been Venstre’s ability to modify its voting base. Already in the 1980s,
Venstre was definitely an agrarian-based party — it was the Conservative Party
that grew in size. But since the early 1990s, the Conservative Party has been
in continuous decline. Venstre on the other hand has grown to be not only the
leading ‘bourgeois’ (borgerlig) party (borgerlig continues to be the primary label
for a Danish nonsocialist or the centre-right), but between 2001 and 2015, it was
the largest party in the Danish Parliament. It is definitely an important back-
drop for this development that, since the late 1990s, Venstre has increasingly
embraced the welfare state, formerly a concept almost owned by the social dem-
ocrats. Just one example will suffice: in 1993, the Vice-Chairman of Venstre,
Anders Fogh Rasmussen, published a book entitled From the Social State to the
Minimal State: A Liberal Strategy.** Only a few years later, Rasmussen, now
as Chairman of Venstre, became Prime Minister on the basis of a much more
welfare-friendly rhetoric, now emphasizing ‘free choice’ in the public sector.

Against this background, Venstre gained significant political ground, and
in 2001 it became the biggest party in the Danish Parliament. The early
twenty-first century also saw the coming of a new liberal party, the Liberal
Alliance, a party that was framed as more ‘liberal’ than Venstre. So, if ‘liber-
alism’ was a word of the past in the early twentieth century, it was for many a
concept of the future in the early twenty-first century. The agrarian influence
had weakened, antiregulation had turned into free choice in the public sector
and a strong critique of the state had made way for liberal visions of the
welfare state, but the shift from a more or less classical bourgeois liberalism
in the nineteenth century to an agrarian-based liberalism in the twentieth
century still resonated in Danish politics.

Comparative Remarks

Despite many similarities between the Swedish and Danish histories of
the language of liberalism, our analysis does not support any singular
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pan-Nordic or pan-Scandinavian liberalism. On the contrary, it seems
to suggest the necessity of recognizing a high degree of particularity in
national varieties of European political discourse, even in countries that
are geographically close and, in many ways, have followed similar historical
paths. In this final section of the chapter, we will point out some obvious
commonalities and will discuss the most important differences between the
two cases.

As elsewhere in Europe in general, most Swedish and Danish liberals in
the early nineteenth century can be characterized as constitutionalists. Being
a liberal constitutionalist could, of course, mean quite different things and
carry various degrees of radicalism with it, but it was common for them to
be against absolutism or absolutist tendencies as well as estate-based political
and economic privileges. In Sweden, the early breakthrough of liberal lan-
guage around 1810 was linked with the attempts to demarcate monarchical
power, and the language of liberalism was associated with demands for rudi-
mentary parliamentary control of the government from the 1820s onwards.
The Danish liberals may not have preceded the Swedish ones, but their
case for a ‘free constitution’ was certainly more urgent, as Denmark was an
absolute monarchy until 1848. In both countries, the mid nineteenth-century
liberals were mostly ‘national liberals’. They had many personal contacts,
not least due to their pan-Scandinavian ambitions, but while for the Swedish
national liberals the termination of the pan-Scandinavian project, due to the
Danish loss against Prussia in 1864, was a matter of lost prestige that could
be compensated through the reform of parliament in 1866, the Danish failure
was a blow against the liberals as such.

In both countries, liberal ideas on political and social reforms were pro-
moted under a number of labels other than liberalism. In both countries some
liberals organized themselves under the label ‘the Left’. However, there was
a crucial difference. The Swedish liberals were leftish in their willingness
to cooperate with the Social Democrats and their ability to combine urban
progressive ideas with some degree of agrarian reformism. In Denmark,
where there was a similar call for political and social reforms as in Sweden,
liberalism seemed to be a concept of the nineteenth century and the urban
intellectuals around 1900 preferred a French-inspired language of radicalism,
whereas neither agrarians nor social democrats took the liberal language on
board. Later, in the 1920s and 1930s, there was a renaissance of liberalism
in Denmark, as agrarians in the Venstre party embraced the concept and
constructed an ideology of antiregulation in opposition to social democracy
and the politics of regulation. This placed liberalism at the margins in the age
of the social democratic welfare state. However, since the crisis of the welfare
state in the 1970s and 1980s, the connection between the main opposition
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party and the concept ‘liberalism’ has been crucial for its reintroduction into
the Danish language of politics.

In Sweden, on the other hand, the history of liberalism co-joined with the
formation of the welfare state, even if the 1920s saw the liberals distancing
themselves from social democracy and profiling themselves with the concept
of liberalism. In fact, it has been held that the liberals should be acknowl-
edged, as in the United Kingdom, as the forerunners of the welfare state due
to their leading role in late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century
parliamentary democratization and social policy reformism.”” However, in
the longer run, it seems to be the case that the Swedish liberals were more or
less marginalized, being as they were so close to the welfare state project that
became identified with social democracy. Being a middle-ground party with
no clear socially bounded interest anchorage, despite their resonance with the
lower middle classes and civil servants, and being a party identified with
‘the Left’ has been too narrow a position for the Liberals in a country where
the Social Democrats have been exceptionally successful.

In Denmark, a comparable tradition of progressive liberalism developed
out of the radical tradition and, especially from the mid twentieth century,
was identified as ‘social liberalism’. Thus, in Denmark, the identification as
‘liberal’ today points to a right-of-centre position, not least to the Venstre
party, whereas ‘social liberal’ points to a centre-left position comparable to
Swedish liberalism. An explanation of these different trajectories since the
mid nineteenth century would have to include many factors, not least the dif-
ferent developments of agrarianism and social democracy, and their under-
lying social structures in the two countries. In Denmark, the breakdown of
bourgeois liberalism in the 1860s led to a political landscape in which agrarian
mobilization in the late nineteenth century came to form a social force of
its own, in opposition to bourgeois culture and later to social democracy,
whereas in Sweden, agrarian mobilization merged to a higher degree with
the social democratic movement. In this respect, it is a crucial and telling
difference that Swedish social democrats enjoyed early and strong support in
rural areas. This never happened in Denmark, where the agrarian movement,
and its Venstre party, became the opposition to the social democrats, and the
term ‘liberalism’ became the ideological label for this opposition.

The Social Democrats have not picked up ‘liberalism’ in either Sweden
or Denmark as a guiding ideological label, although they have continuously
claimed the concept of freedom and occasionally made references to aspects of
the liberal heritage. In this vein, they have typically seen themselves as being
able to combine liberal and socialist ideas, as Gunnar Myrdal put it in the
early 1930s.% Whether or not this has been the case would demand an exten-
sive study of its own, but it is at least possible to maintain that, in Sweden, the
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language of liberalism that the People’s Party has cultivated, together with a
strong liberal media in the country, has kept the Social Democrats aware of
a progressive nonsocialist alternative that has been articulated in the terms of
liberalism.
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Chapter 7

‘Liberalism’ and ‘Liberality’
The Liberal Tradition in the Netherlands

Henk te Velde

==

It could be argued that the Netherlands has always been a ‘liberal’ country. At
any rate, the word ‘liberal’ has always been there. As in France or Britain, the
word ‘liberal’ was already used in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but
in the meaning of generous.! The word was not used for political purposes,
and the accompanying noun was not ‘liberalisme’; but ‘liberaliteit’, liberality.
Both words were derived from the French language, but ‘liberaliteit’ can
be traced back to Cicero and the Latin words ‘liberalitas’ and ‘liberalisme’
arrived much later, in the nineteenth century. In that sense, the concept
‘liberal’ has two roots, which have remained visible almost to this day: on
the one hand, the obvious meaning of holding principled liberal political
views and, on the other, ‘generous’ — at first mainly in the sense of generous
with money, but later also broad-minded, tolerant of diverging opinions and
advocating pluralism.? In this chapter I will trace the vicissitudes of the two
concepts, in particular the tension between them from the beginning of the
nineteenth century until the Second World War.

The regime of the federal Dutch Republic from the sixteenth until the
eighteenth centuries could be characterized as liberal in the sense of moderate,
respecting certain rights, and tacitly (but often not openly) tolerating diver-
gent views on political and religious matters. Meanwhile, the word ‘liberal’
was not employed in a political sense, not even at the end of the eighteenth
century, when the Batavian Republic was founded in 1795 as a satellite of
the French revolutionary republic in the wake of the French Revolution. Its
revolutionary beginnings were celebrated by planting trees of liberty and,
inspired by French revolutionary thought, its freedom was to be guaranteed
by popular sovereignty. There have been some theoretical discussions among
historians as to whether the political thought of the Batavian Republic was
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still republican or already proto- or early liberal,® but the word ‘liberalism’
did not exist, and no recognizable liberal current emerged. After much tur-
moil, the Netherlands became part of the French Empire in 1810; when the
country regained its independence in 1813, the memory of the revolutionary
episode was one of temporary madness or silliness, imported from France.

‘Liberality’ and the Emergence of ‘Liberalism’

When the word ‘liberalism’ first appeared in the Dutch language in the 1820s,
it was criticized as ‘the new name’ that was given to ‘Jacobinismus’.* The
term was used to underline the difference between Dutch moderate traditions
and French theoretical and ultraradical projects. One member of the Dutch
lower house said in 1832: ‘We do not want to have anything to do with foreign
ideas, we do not want absolutism nor liberalism; liberalism is the unlimited
liberty to interfere with another person’s affairs, absolutism is the prohibition
to mind one’s own business; we want neither.”> A year later, a colleague of
his added: ‘Our fatherland has nothing in common with the propaganda for
either liberalism or légitimisme. Here, we do not hold on to one theory or
another, but to experience.’® A newspaper that would later become one of the
mainstays of liberalism still believed that ‘liberalismus’ equalled lawlessness,
moral decay and unbridled licentiousness (‘teugelloosheid’) and ‘an eternal
revolt against everything that exists, against all law, order and government’.”
Even though the journal said so in response to someone who argued that
there was also a ‘good’ liberalism that defended (moderate) ‘true freedom’,
the word ‘liberalism’ was in greater use by its opponents than by its adher-
ents. The opponents based themselves on the widespread rejection of abstract
reasoning and radicalism of every kind in Dutch intellectual and political
circles. To be Dutch meant to be modest and practical.

Today, as in the examples I have just given, the Dutch word for liberal-
ism is liberalisme, which is clearly derived from the French libéralisme. The
famous Dutch historian Johan Huizinga was obviously wrong when he wrote
that the Dutch and European history of the political meaning of the concept
‘liberal’ was determined by British developments.® During the heyday of
Dutch liberalism in the second half of the nineteenth century, Britain was
the great example, but the concept of liberalism was imported from France
and Germany. As well as liberalisme, the word liberalismus was also used.
It seems to be a Latin loanword, but it was probably borrowed from the
German Liberalismus. Liberalisme and Liberalismus could be employed almost
interchangeably to refer to the spirit of the dangerous French Revolution
or to describe political movements or a spirit of enlightened rationalism.
Gradually, the word /liberalismus would disappear, though it was still in use
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until the Second World War, but then mainly as a term used by liberalism’s
opponents. When /liberalismus became uncommon, it could be utilized to
suggest the distance between the author and the untouchable thing he or she
was describing.

The first mention of the word ‘liberalismus’ in a Dutch newspaper was a
reference in 1815 to Spain, where some people were ‘accused’ of ‘liberalis-
mus’.” And one of the first defences of a political ‘liberal’ spirit in the Dutch
language was also partly based on the Spanish case, which was made use
of to argue that a freedom-loving liberal spirit had emerged in the struggle
against Napoleonic despotism.!® The first book in the Dutch language about
liberalism was a translation of the German history of liberalism by Wilhelm
Traugott Krug in 1823." This book did not have a great impact on the history
of Dutch liberalism, but its attempt at positioning liberalism as a middle
force between revolution and reaction, or between despotism and anarchy,
foreshadowed strategies that would later be used by Dutch liberals. Only a
year later, another newspaper that would later vigorously advocate quite a
radical liberalism defended ‘liberaliteit’ as a constructive form of politics that
was not necessarily confined to opposition, let alone aiming to ‘overthrow’ the
government.'? A review of Krug even tried to argue that although ‘liberalis-
mus’ was indeed a new word, it was, in fact, just another word for ‘liberaliteit’,
that is to say, that it meant being broad-minded, generous and tolerant.”
Early attempts at defending liberalism as a sensible response of financially
and intellectually independent men to the necessary pluralism of (modern)
politics — who refrained from inciting the common people — also used the
word ‘liberaliteit’.'* In that way, they attempted to use the positive conno-
tations of the old word, and their use of it demonstrated that the meaning of
liberalism was still undefined, although many liberals would continue to claim
that their way of thinking was characterized by all those marvellous qualities.

Whatever the case may be, in the 1830s the word ‘liberalism’ still alarmed
people, as the author of a small Dutch book entitled Liberalismus explained.
The author was a pupil of the Leiden professor of constitutional law Johan
Rudolf Thorbecke, who would only a few years later, in 1848, definitely
become the leader of the liberal party. At that time, however, he still rejected
this radical defence of liberalism."” In around 1848, other members of parlia-
ment still argued that liberality (/iberaliteit) was fine, but that it ran the risk
of turning into an extreme ‘liberalismus’ or ‘jacobinismus’. Liberal meant
being generous and broad-minded, but forcing people to become liberal was
despotism.'

The adjective /iberaal retained at least part of its original meaning, although
the party-political meaning of the word increasingly prevailed during the
second half of the nineteenth century. But even then, the adjective remained
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less definite and more flexible than the noun. Interestingly, liberalisme and libe-
ralismus were not used that much by liberals themselves, not even when they
later became the dominant party in politics. When Johan Rudolf Thorbecke —
Prime Minister and the most important nineteenth-century political and
intellectual liberal leader — wrote his political testament in 1870, he set out
to define the core of his political views. He called his Cabinet a ‘liberal’
Cabinet, in inverted commas. He explained that liberal did not signify the
name of a political party; rather, it was the mark of a politics that stimulated
the development of creative force in society, and a politics that concerned
the law and only the law. He did not mention liberalism or a liberal party,
which did not exist in a formal sense at that time.'” There was liberal politics
and there were liberals, but the ‘ism’ ‘liberalism’ sounded perhaps too much
like an ideological system to become instantly popular in the Netherlands.
Thorbecke and other liberals used the word ‘liberalism’, but not abundantly,
and probably only after a while. At the end of his life, Thorbecke was still
using ‘liberaal’ in a very broad sense too, when he described a contemporary
as ‘a liberal man’, ‘in the true, lofty sense of the word’, which meant that he
was politically and religiously tolerant.!

Liberal Breakthrough and Dominance

Between the 1830s and the 1870s, liberalism became the dominant force in
Dutch politics. It took off with the revision of the Constitution in 1848. This
was the moment Thorbecke really entered the political scene. The former
professor of constitutional law now became a politician for the remainder
of his life (after an earlier abortive attempt at changing the Constitution
in 1844). He led the process of constitutional revision in 1848 and became
the leader of a new Cabinet shortly after that, in 1849. The revision of 1848
defined the nature of Dutch liberalism unquestionably as in essence consti-
tutionalism. This was not exactly a new idea, as it had already been called
‘constitutionalism’ previously, but until then liberalism could also be defined
as almost anything ranging from conservative humanism to revolutionary
Jacobinism: ‘for sure no word exists, that at present is understood in more
diverse ways, and that leads to more diverse feelings and judgments, than
Liberalism’ (1828)." According to a publication from the 1830s, ‘the words
liberal and liberal institutions are used and understood in so many different
ways, that it would be impossible to give a fair description of liberalism’.?
The words could be used in a pejorative sense or even as terms of abuse, and
also to describe not only political but also diverse, and sometimes unrelated,
forms of economic, religious and cultural liberalism. The political events of
1848 would decide the debate about the concept for a long time. As with their
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German counterparts, the Dutch liberals were also called the ‘constitutional
party’.?! They appeared to be the true advocates of ministerial responsibility
in particular. That was the issue for which the constitutional revision of 1848
has remained famous in the Netherlands. “The King is inviolable; the minis-
ters are responsible’ is the formula that was introduced into the Constitution.
Moreover, direct elections for the lower house of parliament and elements of
the rule of law such as freedom of assembly and association were introduced,
and further steps were taken in separating church and state.

The liberals were very successful in picturing themselves as champions
of the Constitution and their more conservative opponents as reactionaries.
Curiously, though, there was hardly any debate about ministerial respon-
sibility as such. Almost all parliamentarians agreed that ministerial respon-
sibility should be introduced; they only differed in their views about what
this meant in practice.?? This shows that no real conservative party existed in
the Netherlands; in addition, the most conservative elements left parliament
when the new Constitution was introduced. Parliament now consisted of
almost only liberal members of one shade or another. Often only the adher-
ents of Thorbecke were called liberals, while most other members rejected
the descriptor ‘conservatives’, and a number of them contested the monop-
olization of the liberal label by Thorbecke. To a large extent, the discussion
about liberalism became one between liberals of different stripes. This was
partly the heritage of the Dutch past. There existed a kind of patronizing,
complacent and rather conservative ‘liberaliteit’, which in other countries
would probably have shaded into a form of aristocratic conservatism.” In
the Netherlands, no clear aristocratic identity existed, and a variant of mod-
erate economic and constitutional liberalism was quite popular among the
bourgeois, intellectual and commercial elites.

Meanwhile, the real debate of 1848 revolved around the other important
change: the introduction of direct instead of indirect elections of the mem-
bers of the Second Chamber, the Dutch House of Commons. The opponents
of this change feared that it would bring demagogues into the parliament,
although it turned out that Dutch politics remained rather quiet. Moreover,
they argued that this democratization of the lower house would disturb the
balance between the monarchical, aristocratic and democratic elements of
the Constitution. They looked to England not as an example of ‘liberalism’,
but as an example of the mixed constitution, which had preserved a pristine
balance in politics and society. England was the cradle, the home, of ‘well-
ordered liberty’.** What makes this particularly interesting is that the idea of
a balance was also a component of liberal discourse, though in another sense.

Thorbecke wrote that liberalism meant keeping within bounds (maar) and
that its adversaries did not know how to do that.”® One could even argue that
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Thorbecke gave his own version of the mixed constitution. He was in favour
of a strong, self-confident Cabinet and constitutional monarchy, as well as
a strong parliament that should be directly elected by the constituency. He
did not favour aristocracy in the ordinary meaning of the word, but he did
famously talk about the ‘aristocracy of the intellect’. Perhaps, after all, the
constitutional liberalism of the middle of the nineteenth century was — in
the Netherlands and elsewhere — a form of translating the older idea of the
mixed constitution into written or positive law. Or, arguably, liberalism
was the bridge from the early nineteenth-century mixed constitution to the
separation of powers and to twentieth-century liberal democracy. In this
volume, Michael Freeden quotes a letter from John Stuart Mill to Alexis de
Tocqueville, which shows that Mill thought liberalism could be used as a way
to find a balance between aristocracy and democracy.

However, constitutional liberalism was not an attempt to restore the old
mixed constitution. The idea of the mixed constitution had been used in the
Netherlands and elsewhere as a balance that would keep things as they were,
as a negative check on the elements of the Constitution. Liberals wanted
to use a balanced form of politics in a positive way to change society and to
stimulate the development of a free society. They were appalled that so many
Dutch intellectuals thought that the average should be praised as ‘the golden
mean’ in society, rather than being rejected as a dull mediocrity. They wanted
to open windows, take risks, change politics and cultural habits. This was
indeed radical, and Thorbecke claimed that being ‘moderately liberal’ was
just as undesirable as being moderately honest or moderately just.?

Moreover, in particular in the Dutch case, this new balanced politics was
defined in constitutional, that is to say legal, terms. Thorbecke’s liberalism
resembled FEuropean doctrinaire liberalism, in particular its French and
German variants.”” He was partly educated in Germany and was intrigued by
German liberalism, and later also by what happened in France. Commentators
from other countries recognized the international family resemblance of the
doctrinaires: the famous historian Leopold von Ranke called Thorbecke
‘strenger Doktrinar’ and others saw in him ‘le Royer-Collard de la Hollande’
(Royer-Collard being the leader of the French doctrinaires during the
Restoration).? Just like his foreign counterparts, Thorbecke was opposed to
democracy, revolution and popular sovereignty, and defended a systematic,
constitutional and rather detached politics. The doctrinaire brand of liberal-
ism was first and foremost preoccupied with changing the state; if the rule of
law and the Constitution functioned as they should, society would develop
and grow in a natural way — Thorbecke and other romantic liberals resorted
to many organic metaphors. This continental form of liberalism devoted most
of its energy to the legal organization of the state. Its goal was a free society,
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but liberals believed that a free society could only prosper when supported
and guaranteed by the appropriate rules. In fact, Thorbecke wrote, the state
was, or ought to be, nothing more than a juridical community.” Yet, for his
Calvinist or less doctrinaire opponents, his brand of liberalism destroyed
freedom because it was overly centralist, overly homogenizing and overly
directive, and ‘un-Dutch’.¥

Francois Guizot and his brand of doctrinarism were toppled by the rev-
olution of 1848, and German liberalism was also severely damaged by the
outcome of that revolutionary year. In contrast to developments in France
and Germany, 1848 saw the beginning of the victory of Dutch doctrinaire
liberalism. It was less conservative than the French doctrinarism that was
used to contain the revolution, whereas its opponent was a Dutch conserv-
atism that dared not speak its name. Thorbecke had set out with rather
conservative views, but his constitutional approach served as a means to
break into the closed shop of the Dutch elite, and his opponents thought
that he was a radical or, even worse, a republican. His rigid and seemingly
legalistic form of liberal politics proved to be a weapon of emancipation
for middle-class newcomers on the sociocultural and political scene in the
Netherlands. In order to be acceptable as a party of government, liberals had
to demonstrate that they were not radicals, let alone revolutionaries. This
conformed to their natural tendency to keep aloof from popular politics and
stick to the parliament.
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Figure 7.1 Use of the terms ‘Liberaal’, ‘Liberale’ and ‘Liberalen’ in the
Dutch lower house. Source: Staten — Generaal Digitaal, http://www.
statengeneraaldigitaal.nl.
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Figure 7.2 Use of the terms ‘Liberaal’; ‘Liberale’ and ‘Liberalen’ in Dutch
newspapers, 1800-1939. Source: Delpher, https://www.delpher.nl/.

Perhaps the 1860s were the real pinnacle of liberal power and influence in
the Netherlands. It was certainly the decade that the word ‘liberalism’ was
the most used in the Dutch Parliament, relatively speaking (i.e. in proportion
to the number of pages of the Dutch Hansard). This was partly caused by
extensive debates about the meaning of the concept. Were only adherents of
Thorbecke authorized to use the label or had the term become so vague that
it now included almost everyone? And was liberalism a rising force or was it
already on the decline? For Thorbeckean liberals, Britain was yet again the
great example, but now due to its liberalism: the liberalism of Cobden, Bright
and later Gladstone. John Stuart Mill was the most admired intellectual hero,
in particular because of his On Liberty, which seemed to be their guidebook
or ‘vademecum’.’! Tt is difficult to tell whether a real cultural transfer was
taking place. Dutch intellectuals read British, French and German texts, and
in their constitutional debates in parliament, MPs constantly quoted foreign
experts, but it is not easy to distinguish between real transfer and the use of
foreign examples as a way of boosting the fortune of one’s own movement in
the Netherlands. For instance, both Dutch liberals and orthodox Protestants
claimed Gladstone as their example, because he was such a successful and
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well-known political leader. It is clear, though, that liberalism was to a large
extent an international movement.

‘Vrijzinnigheid’ and Liberalism in the Late Nineteenth
Century

Liberalism was now such a strong brand that even principled opponents tried
to appropriate it. The emerging orthodox Protestant party operated under the
banner of ‘Christian liberalism’ for a short while, before it started to use the
expression Christian democracy.’ The party used this label in order to argue
that politics should free religion from all constitutional impediments and to
promote the strength of the neo-Calvinists in civil society. The orthodox
attempt to capture the word ‘liberal’ did not last very long, partly because the
label was now quickly losing its attraction for newcomers, but probably also
because Christian liberalism had already existed with a different meaning.

The Dutch language contains a synonym of ‘liberal’ that is close to the
German word ‘freisinnig’, vrijzinnig. This word could denote ‘liberal’ in its
political or social senses, but during the nineteenth century, its predominant
meaning became liberal in a religious sense, as opposed to orthodox. Most
liberals were Protestants, but liberal Protestants. This could sometimes mean
that they were dissenters: Thorbecke was a Lutheran, whereas the main
Protestant church was Calvinist. But usually they belonged to the national
church, which, while not formally a state church, was the dominant church,
thus enjoying some privileges. Their form of liberal Protestantism was rather
dry, intellectual and elitist, and not at all evangelical. Just like political lib-
eralism, liberal Protestantism attained dominance in the third quarter of the
nineteenth century and then lost this position again to the emerging orthodox
Protestant group, which attracted more lower-class Protestants. But the reli-
gious and cultural connotation of the word vrijzinnig remained, and because
it had seldom been used for political purposes, it was still available at the end
of the century for liberals who wished to find new paths in politics without
really abandoning liberal premises.

By the end of the nineteenth century, all new parties — orthodox
Protestants, Catholics and socialists — claimed to fight for freedom in one
way or another, but liberalism was declining as a political force. In the 1860s,
liberalism as a political movement had first begun to show signs of discord.
The agenda of constitutional liberalism was almost completed and the ques-
tion arose as to what to do next. The Thorbeckean liberals had now become
the political and social establishment, and they showed some signs of the
same conservative complacency that Thorbecke had fought when he started
out as a politician.® On the other hand, a new generation of ‘young liberals’
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were no longer satisfied with mere constitutional liberalism. They wanted
to use liberal power to bring about a liberal society, and their main strategy
was reforming the school system in order to spread liberal values through the
national system of primary schools. After the death of Thorbecke, the young
liberal Jan Kappeyne van de Coppello became their new leader, but only
for a short period of time. In 1879, he introduced a new education bill that
served as a rallying point for liberals of different persuasion, but also for their
religious opponents, both Catholics and orthodox Protestants, who exploited
the bill to mobilize religious opposition against liberalism. The nature of
primary education was the main issue of political polarization in that period.
For some years, Dutch liberalism seemed predominantly to become a party of
anticlericalism, as was happening in some countries with a dominant Catholic
party. However, this proved to be merely a passing episode. Its main political
effect was that it helped their religious opponents to form a coalition of
Catholics and orthodox Protestants.

In the 1890s, however, liberalism regained some of its energy, first by con-
centrating on broadening the suffrage and then on social legislation. Whereas
the young liberals had concentrated on education, the new social liberals
thought these relatively new issues were the most pressing political questions.
At first, this new brand of liberals remained within the old, rather loose,
liberal party, which only established its first formal national organization, the
Liberal Union, in 1885. By the 1890s, the party had broken up over the issue
of general suffrage. This resulted in a couple of separate parties, whose names
also illustrate some of the linguistic problems liberalism had to face.

The conservative liberals were now using the rather pleonastic name of
Free Liberals, as if liberalism itself had lost much of its original meaning,
which was not altogether untrue. The progressive liberals thought the word
‘liberalism’ had been contaminated by laissez-faire economics and conserv-
atism.** In the days of Thorbecke, laissez-faire had been a less important
ingredient of liberalism than constitutionalism. Nonetheless, it had been
important as a progressive weapon against the paternalist and interfering
economic politics of the king and in around 1850, Thorbecke’s first Cabinet
had been the occasion for a considerable amount of discussion about a free
economy.*® Meanwhile, however, laissez-faire had become another term for
an unfeeling kind of conservative liberalism. This was one of the reasons
why progressives no longer favoured the term ‘liberal’ and instead chose the
combination vrijzinnig-democratisch. In 1901, a vrijzinnig-democratische party
was founded. There is a debate among historians as to whether they should
still be counted as members of the liberal family. At the time, conservative
liberals argued that they had forsaken their membership of the liberal family
and had joined the family of social democrats instead.’® The historian of the
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Free Liberals also wants to exclude them from the liberal universe, partly
because they themselves had freely chosen a different name.”’” Moreover,
the historian of the vrijzinnig-democraten argues that they formed part of a
separate, internationally recognizable group of democratic parties.® That
is probably true, as the Dutch vrijzinnig-democraten were certainly looking
abroad for inspiration to German Kathedersozialisten or British new liberals.

However, the vrijzinnig-democraten were so close to liberalism, and in
particular to its culture and social circles, that it would be an unwarranted
reduction of liberalism to exclude them, not least because they exhibited a
clear family resemblance to British new liberalism. The change from classic
liberalism to vrijzinnig-democratisch in the Netherlands clearly resembled the
change from classic to new liberalism in Britain.* The fact that Dutch new
liberals were not so keen on claiming the name ‘liberal’ as were their British
counterparts* is also due to the nature of Dutch classical liberalism. This
doctrinaire, professorial type of liberalism had consciously kept the common
people at bay or, more precisely, they did not like rhetorical display, mass
meetings or most of the popular aspects of politics. Thorbecke had looked
down on politicians such as Gladstone or Palmerston, who according to him
came close to opportunistically pandering to the common people instead of
maintaining a strict legal, constitutional line.*!

Even though they were also rather intellectual and sometimes even elitist,
the democratic Dutch new liberals wanted to underline the distance that
separated them from such attitudes, so they chose another name. In general,
however, twentieth-century liberalism tried to steer a middle course between
conservatism on the one hand and social democracy on the other, and there
was always the risk of drifting off in one of those directions. At first, the new
liberalism occasionally seemed to want to join forces with social democracy,
but its proponents always underlined the differences. In addition, it was often
rather hard to perceive the Free Liberals still as a liberal, instead of a purely
conservative party. They may have claimed the name ‘liberal’, but that was
also because no one in the Netherlands dared to claim the label ‘conservative’.
In contrast to the British use of the word, the Dutch term ‘liberal’ was already
beginning to sound rather conservative by around 1900 and it was very diffi-
cult to imagine an alliance between social -democrats and ‘liberals’ — such an
alliance would only happen at the very end of the twentieth century. If one
wanted to keep the door open to social democrats, one had to offer another
word. In the interwar years, the vrijzinnig-democraten were the most dedi-
cated champions of the rule of law, a classic liberal theme, and their record
in this respect was certainly better than that of the liberal party, which was
in that period more of a party of law and order. Many of their adherents also
belonged to vrijzinnig (liberal) Protestantism.
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The Dutch new liberals advocated general male and female suffrage, some
social legislation, and comprehensive education of the people. They were
more moralistic than previous generations of liberals and believed that the
state should, to a certain extent, act as the keeper or guardian of every cit-
izen. As in Britain, the main difference between classic and new liberalism
lay in their conception of citizenship and freedom. Thorbecke’s adherents
had assumed that only independent men could become citizens bearing full
political rights. Citizenship presupposed (material and intellectual) freedom
and independence. The new liberals reversed the sequence: because every-
body had the right to become a citizen, it was crucial to support and educate
the people in order to realize their freedom. Initially they had hoped that
voluntary societies would take care of the necessary support and education,
but they quickly recognized that only the state had the wherewithal for the
required effort. They now even quoted Rousseau: ‘il n’y a que la force de
Pétat qui fasse la liberté de ses membres’ (‘the strength of the state can alone
secure the liberty of its members’).#

Decline

The new party was officially founded in 1901 and it would cooperate during
the national elections with the other liberal forces under the name of vrij-
zinnige concentratie. All liberals considered themselves to be vrijzinnig, but
not all vrijzinnigen wanted to be called liberals. Eventually, three vrijzinnige
parties existed: the old Liberal Union, which tried to keep all liberal forces
united, the conservative Free Liberals and the Vrijzinnig-Democraten (or
Lib Dems). This was a sign not of liberal strength, but of dwindling forces.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, it had become difficult to explain
what liberalism was, and the liberal parties also began to lose elections.
Already by around 1900, bourgeois liberalism appeared a spent force to many
people. A conservative liberal was writing in his diary that ‘liberalism was
taken to its grave’ and that ‘for the moment, liberalism has lost everything in
the Netherlands’.® “The liberals are crushed between the extremes’, one of
his political friends observed.*

This was voiced after the liberal parties had lost the national elections of
1901. During the First World War, a liberal government and a last liberal
prime minister were still in power, but in fact he led a minority govern-
ment. When this ended in 1918, the liberals suffered a crushing defeat at the
elections — the first elections with male general suffrage; full general suffrage
would be introduced one year later. A liberal newspaper predicted the ‘end of
the liberal era’ for the foreseeable future.* This was no sudden strange death
of Dutch liberalism, but rather a crucial episode in the course of a prolonged
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agony. Ultimately, liberalism would rise again from the grave, but this revival
was to take a very long time. The prediction proved to be quite accurate:
throughout the entire twentieth century, the Netherlands would not have a
liberal prime minister again.

An increasing amount of people, including many liberals, even wanted
to avoid the term ‘liberal’. When a number of small parties, which were
more or less liberal in their orientation, merged in 1921, some partners were
‘repelled’ by the word ‘liberal’; which conjured up images of neglect of social
questions. They agreed to use the noncommittal name ‘Freedom League’
(Vrijheidsbond) instead.* Some politicians and voters still wanted to hold on
to the old label, and the Freedom League was also called ‘Liberal State Party’
(Liberale Staatspartij), but for most people, the label had lost its attraction
and the liberal current in the strict sense of the word would be almost dead by
the end of the interwar years. In the meantime, it had become very difficult
to make out what the term ‘liberal’ meant in political terms. At the end
of the 1930s, the Liberal State Party/Freedom League had dwindled to a
mere four seats — alongside six vrijzinnig-democratische seats—in a parliament
consisting of a hundred members, and all its original issues had disappeared.
Constitutionalism was no longer a forte of the liberals as opposed to the
vrijzinnig-democraten. They had even abandoned laissez-faire and free trade
in the face of the economic crisis of the 1930s, and they were no longer the
principal opponents of the confessional or denominational parties. One of
their leaders argued that liberalism needed a thoroughly religious basis and he
curiously believed that Voltaire supported him in this respect.’

The word ‘liberal’ now sounded like an echo of a nineteenth century
that had been too materialistic, too rationalist and too individualist, or so
the public opinion of the 1930s assumed. From the religious parties to the
social democrats, almost everyone agreed that society needed a more socially
oriented and moral form of politics. It was in this intellectual and politi-
cal climate that Johan Huizinga tried to rehabilitate the word ‘liberal’, and
reverse the history of the decline and fall of liberal values. This was part of
an attempt to restore confidence in Western culture in the face of the crisis of
fascism and the threat of Nazi Germany. Huizinga wanted to save the con-
cepts of democracy and humanism as well, but for the present purposes, his
comments on the word ‘liberal’ are particularly relevant. Already by around
1900, he maintained, the words ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ were so seriously
contaminated by their association with the bourgeoisie that many people
were no longer prepared to use them. Paradoxically, this seemed to offer the
opportunity to liberate the word from its narrow party-political meaning and
restore its old meaning of befitting a free-born person, mild, generous and
civilized, which Huizinga excavated from the Latin and from early modern
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texts in an essay he wrote during the German occupation in the Second
World War.® The old and rather conservative historian disliked politics, and
when he wrote about the Dutch national character, he referred to the social
concept of ‘burger’; a Dutch word that could mean the burgher of an early
modern town, the citizen of a modern state, or bourgeois and petty-bourgeois
in the sense of belonging to the middle classes.* But when he described the
values connected with ‘burgerlijke’ culture, he employed words that could
have been used in connection with liberal in its nonpolitical sense: moderate,
nonmilitaristic, commercial. Wasn’t he arguing that the Netherlands had
always been and should remain a ‘liberal’ country? He was echoing that other
European intellectual, Thomas Mann, who had written in his very political
tract Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen that if he were liberal, it could only be
in the sense of national and ‘unpolitical’ Liberalitii.>

Huizinga’s pupil, the Marxist historian Jan Romein seemed to draw a
comparable conclusion during the first year of the German occupation.
According to him, the Dutch tradition of freedom and tolerance had not
only inspired Dutch liberals, but had further instilled a liberal spirit into all
great Dutch politicians, be they socialist, Calvinist or Catholic.’! He used
the word ‘liberalism’, but in effect he was referring to what was still called
‘liberaliteit’ in the early nineteenth century. Then, as in the 1940s, liberaliteir
was considered to be a feature of Dutch national identity. History seemed to
have come full circle. Before liberalism there was already liberaliteit, and now
liberalism was endowed with that meaning. Dutch political liberalism was at
the lowest point in its history, yet a Marxist historian was suggesting that all
major Dutch politicians had been imbued by a sense of liberalism!

Epilogue

Romein wrote under the spell of the German occupation and he used the
concept of liberalism as a way to unite all Dutch currents as well as a weapon
against Nazi ideology. He would not have been able to do so had liberalism
still been a powerful political label. But if the Netherlands was a liberal
country, this remained rather well hidden in politics. During a large part of
the twentieth century, Dutch politics were dominated by religious parties
and social democrats. A narrow definition of liberal and liberalism prevailed
in politics. For instance, no one has ever called liberal democracy ‘liberal’
in the Netherlands. The Dutch expression was ‘parliamentary democracy’;
liberal would have sounded too much like a narrow party label. In the early
postwar years, the former vrijzinnig-democraten first joined the new formed
Dutch Labour Party (which also united social democrats and progressive
Protestants), but their leader and a substantial following later decided to quit
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the party and found a new liberal party, together with the rump of the liber-
als. The new party was called ‘People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy’
(VVD, 1948), but it remained rather small. In the 1960s, a new left-liberal
party was founded and chose the name Democrats ’66. D66 has sometimes
employed the social-liberal label, and in certain respects it resembles the
vryjzinnig-democraten.

Over the past few decades, the liberal parties have been the most constant
factor in the Dutch coalition governments and, since 2010, the VVD has
been the strongest party. At the time of writing, the Netherlands has a liberal
prime minister again, the first since the First World War: Mark Rutte, a
member of the rather neoliberal VVD, but possessing a democratic attitude
akin to the Democrats. However, initially, Rutte ruled with the support of
the Party for Freedom, which, notwithstanding its name, is the party of the
right-wing populist Geert Wilders. Wilders launched his political party as a
member of parliament for the VVD, but his party has developed into the very
opposite of liberalism as well as liberality.

However, Wilders’ party is to a certain extent reminiscent of the
‘Jacobinism’ that nineteenth-century commentators were so afraid of: aggres-
sively favouring unity over diversity, fiercely anticlerical and antireligious
(against Islam), and expecting the state to enforce ‘national’ morals. This is
only a minority movement, but it is clear that the times when all important
political currents were instilled by a liberal spirit are over. This is a strange
conclusion at a time when more Dutch political parties then ever claim a
part of the liberal heritage and the Netherlands has a liberal Prime Minister.
Perhaps Dutch citizens are so convinced that freedom is a precious gift that
even its opponents now have to dress up as its defenders.
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Chapter 8

A Conceptual Scheme of
Polish Liberalism

Six Pillars

Maciej Janowski

C@@@D

Is it possible to reconstruct a conceptual scheme of Polish liberalism through-
out its history? Or to offer a short list of ‘keywords’, similar to those that are
usually given at the beginning of any research article? In other words, can
one treat the whole corpus of Polish liberal thought, from the late eighteenth
to the early twenty-first centuries, as a single ‘research article’? A conceptual
scheme is of course something more than just a list of keywords; it should
use them as a building block to construct a fabric, a three-dimensional model
that would represent relations and tensions among all its elements.! The
task is even more complicated by the fact that there exists no ‘corpus’ of
liberal thinkers or liberal texts. The Polish nineteenth century witnessed so
many political twists and turns that the institutional continuity of political
groupings and intellectual threads was often broken. Deeper intellectual con-
tinuity existed, to be sure, but the identification of various threads and their
classification as ‘liberal’, ‘conservative’, etc. is a matter of interpretation — and
the content of the ‘corpus’ changes accordingly. An even greater theoretical
problem arises when we realize an obvious thing — liberalism at the European
periphery is something different from liberalism in the European core. Again,
the effect depends on what we are seeking: whether we look for ideas and
people that possibly closely remind us of English ‘core’ liberalism or try to
trace modifications in liberal ideas at the periphery.

I have tried elsewhere to outline the contours of Polish nineteenth-
century liberalism and I do not wish to repeat the exercise. Rather, I prefer
to show certain structural lines — pillars of construction if one prefers that
metaphor — which, in my opinion, support the edifice of nineteenth and
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early twentieth-century (until 1939) Polish liberal thought. Needless to say,
another historian could imagine a different edifice, with other pillars to sup-
port it; the source material is so rich that it allows for various, very different
interpretations.

Let us start with some historical background. In 1795, the old Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth ceased to exist, partitioned between Russia,
Austria and Prussia. In Polish culture, it was a period of a still triumphant
Enlightenment. In 1831, a great anti-Russian insurrection (the ‘November
uprising’) failed and gave rise to more repressive politics by the partitioning
powers. This moment is conveniently accepted as the start of the triumph
of Polish romanticism. Romanticism, with its idea of Polish messianism,
favoured radical solutions (democratic or conservative) and was hardly a place
for liberal thought. The defeat of next great uprising (the ‘January uprising’
in 1863) triggered a new wave of repression and another cultural transfor-
mation, this time a decline of Romanticism and the victory of Positivism. It
was precisely at the time of severest Russification, in the 1870s, that liberal
thought in the Russian partition achieved its intellectually most interesting
results. It was a truncated liberalism, with no possibility of expressing politi-
cal opinions; even the term ‘liberalism’ was suspect and the term ‘Positivism’
was used instead. Nevertheless, in its social and economic ideas, Warsaw
positivism was a genuine liberalism. The early twentieth century witnessed
the growth of mass political parties in the Polish territories and with it, like
elsewhere in Europe, a crisis of liberalism. Intellectually it was still interest-
ing, but politically more and more marginalized.

The independent Polish state re-emerged in 1918. A short revival of liberal
ideas (in the wake of the triumph of liberal Western powers over autocratic
Germany) soon gave way, as everywhere, to more and more authoritarian
ideas and politics. Cultural liberalism retained a certain position in intellec-
tual circles, whereas mainstream Polish economists, whatever their political
opinions, supported economic liberalism. The German assault in 1939 began
the Second World War and created radically new conditions for everything —
including the development of political thought.

With all this in mind, I propose a scheme of Polish liberal thought in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries in which the following ideas play a central
role, organizing the hierarchy of all other issues. I will start, unsurprisingly,
with the concept of liberty. Second comes ‘normality’, i.e. a normative image
of Western FEurope; third, the problem of economic backwardness and mod-
ernization; fourth, the modern state; fifth, nation-building; and, finally, a
universalist ethics as an axiological fundament. I will attempt to show how
the vocabulary and, with it, the imagery — which expresses itself by means of
conceptualization — changed.
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Liberty: Enlightenment and Romanticism

Let us begin with liberty. An excellent book by Anna Grzeskowiak-Krwawicz
has greatly augmented our understanding of the multiple uses of the concept
of liberty in Polish political discourses up to the mid eighteenth century.? It
demonstrated how the concept of liberty was a republican one, highlighting
political participation rather than individual freedom as a core value. This
‘old’ republican trend in the second half of the eighteenth century could
assume various versions and various ideological costumes. It could form the
central concept of the ‘old-noble’ opposition to enlightenment reforms; it
could become a basis for some new political ideas, as when the Confederates
of Bar turned to Jean-Jacques Rousseau to outline for them a sketch of
a Polish constitution. The Bar Confederation (1768-72) was a somehow
Janus-faced movement, on the one hand opposing the Enlightenment
reforms, especially religious tolerance, while on the other hand attempting
to resist Russian intervention and the partition. Turning to Rousseau, the
confederates initiated the creation of the Considérations sur le gouwvernement
de Pologne.

It may be seen as a feature of Polish liberal thought — and perhaps that
of other countries in the European periphery as well — that liberty does not
figure as a central category in liberal parlance. The Enlightenment reformers,
mainly gathered around King Stanislaus Augustus (who ruled from 1764
to 1795) and opposing the old republicanism, could not succeed in winning
over the concept of liberty for themselves — it was almost monopolized by the
traditional defenders of noble privilege. Therefore, this concept was often
employed by enlightened reformers in an ironic or an outwardly critical
sense. ‘Look for [the cause of] your misfortune in your own liberty’ — thus
Adam Naruszewicz, one of the leading Enlightenment intellectuals around
King Stanislaus Augustus, addressed the ‘misguided nation’ in one of his
poems, meaning obviously the political nation, i.e. the nobility. In a more
sober mood, Wawrzyniec Surowiecki, an economist close to the German
tradition of cameralism, complained in 1812 about the ‘misunderstood liberty
of disposing of one’s private property’, which he saw as one of the reasons
for Poland’s deforestation. The above sentence was uttered in a lecture he
delivered to Warsaw law students, who were to become state officials in the
Napoleonic Duchy of Warsaw. No wonder that he expressed the hope for
enlightened governmental activity to repair the damage.’

Some other reflections appear closer to what we perhaps could classify as
a liberal tradition. In 1790, Hugo Kollataj, a leader of radical reformers (who
were to be called the Polish ‘Jacobins’ in 1794), attempted to distinguish
between various meanings of liberty:
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The liberty of a nation should be treated in the same way as the liberty of an
[individual] man. What is permitted to a [single] man, is permitted to men, to
a nation, and the only difference between the liberty of a man and the liberty
of a nation is the difference between the needs and relations of man with man,
or the [needs and relations] of people with a government. From this follows a
double liberty, or its double consequences: Civil liberty is related to the needs
and security of [individual] man, political liberty — to persons and needs of
society.*

This is a difficult and ambiguous fragment, even in Polish. It looks as if
Koltataj was struggling with the language to express the ideas that did not yet
have a proper conceptual apparatus in Polish. The general meaning seems to
be as follows: there exists something like individual liberty, and the liberty of
a nation is simply a ‘multiplication’ of a great number of individual liberties,
although with one important difference — in national liberty, there is an
added dimension of relations between individuals and government (whereas
individual liberty deals only with relations of individuals among themselves).
The sphere of relations among individuals is civil liberty, while the sphere of
relations between individuals and society (or state) is political liberty. The
sentence that follows after the above quotation is clear: ‘Political liberty stems
from civil liberty; indeed, political liberty is bad and harmful if it does not
safeguard civil liberty.’

Kollataj’s thoughts are interesting for numerous reasons, among others
because he attempted to take some of the traditional tenets of the political
culture of the gentry and transform the old estate liberty of the nobility
into the modern ‘liberal’ idea of liberty. That is the context of the analysed
fragment too.

In the same period, we witness a process analysed in depth by Reinhart
Koselleck with regard to Prussian political language — ‘singularization’,
as he called it, of political concepts. ‘Liberties’ were frequently employed
in the plural — as privileges, often in the phrase ‘rights and liberties’.
Sometimes liberty in the singular also meant a privilege, an individual
exemption in a feudal system where privilege was a most typical instru-
ment of socioeconomic policy. The final collapse of the state in 1795
brought about a certain diversification. Staunch ‘enlighteners’ kept a cer-
tain distance from the idea of liberty and extolled the merits of developed
state structures. At the same time, liberty began — more and more — to
mean political independence, and that would be a central meaning in Polish
political parlance until 1918.

The Polish Romanticism that developed especially in exile in France in the
1830s and 1840s contributed to the ‘national’ and ‘universalist’ (and certainly
not individualist) understanding of the concept of liberty. The great thinkers
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and poets, especially Adam Mickiewicz, were disappointed with the mun-
dane and prosaic reality of the French July Monarchy. They had their own
idea of liberty that united the individual with the national, and the national
with the universal, and that contemptuously rejected liberal constitutional
institutions, because liberty had to be rooted in the souls of the people, not in
dry legal formulae. Commenting on one of numerous failed attempts of the
Polish émigrés at stirring a revolution in Europe, Mickiewicz wrote:

The expedition of our brethren is exactly a fragment of this outspoken defence
of liberty that was started by the [Polish] revolution [of 1830] and whose
result will still have to be awaited for generations. Whatever its effect ... it has
demonstrated not through words but through a brave deed, how the Poles feel
the brotherhood of peoples, how they are ready everywhere to spill their blood
for liberty. They have put into practice one of the paragraphs of the future
European law: Mutual help in the fight for liberry .’

Elsewhere, Mickiewicz wrote about the envisaged gathering of the Polish
Diet in exile (which eventually did not happen). The Diet should:

proclaim that, if any nation gains its liberty, the Polish Diet would invite its
representatives for a common debate on the case of liberty ... The idea that
we are knights of universal liberty, would rouse everyone in his own eyes, and
the great idea is indispensable for the awakening of the spirit of great sacrifice.®

A comment is required: Romanticism (Mickiewicz, obviously one 