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LIBERALISM:  
 
2.0.0. An Introduction to/Summary of Liberalism: 
While there are many variations of liberalism, the main continuous themes are that human beings can be 
improved, democracy is necessary for liberal improvement, and that ideas- not just material power- matter 

• Political ideology obtains three elements: critique of existing order, vision of future society, theory of 
political change  

• Within liberalist values lies a belief in progress, hence liberals reject the realist notion that war is the 
natural condition of world politics 

• Liberals perceive MNCs, individuals, transnational actors, and some international organisations as 
central actors on the world stage, and view individuals as self-rational maximisers 

• Liberals believe that the state is an aggregate of the individual and their societal preferences 

• An embodiment of the Enlightenment, liberals believe that conflict can be resolved through 
negotiation and debate 

• Liberals see national interest in more than just military terms, and stress the importance of economic, 
environmental and technological issues as well 

• Order in world politics emerges not from a balance of power but from interactions among many 
layers of governing arrangements, comprising laws, agreed norms, international regimes, and 
institutional rules, thus the interdependence between states is a critically important feature of world 
politics 

• The peak of liberal thinking in international relations was reached in the inter-war period in the work 
of idealists, who believed that warfare was an unnecessary and outmoded way of settling disputes 
among nations 

o Classical liberals believe that the free market means everyone can/should rise to the 
occasion, and emphasise the removal of external constraints 

o Liberalism endorses the benefits achieved through free trade, which came about when 
traditional Mercantilist values like isolationism and self-sufficiency caused issues which led to 
the need to rely on other states for resources (eventually gave way to the Bretton Woods 
Institutions)  

o Modern liberals recognise that equal opportunity is difficult to implement since you are a 
product of your environment, and that freedom is ironically enabled by the state 

• Embedded Liberalism: ‘Forcing’ or embedding liberalism into other cultures and societies through the 
Bretton Woods Institutions 

o Since America embedded liberalism into their economic practices and then loaned such 
money (with inherently liberal conditions attached) out to struggling countries post-war, 
these countries would then naturally become more liberal through their subsequent loan 
repayments, economic transactions, etc. (continuous cycle) 

• The current liberal world order: 
o One cannot believe in the absolute universality of human rights as well as the absolute 

certainty of state sovereignty; EG: you can’t support both the ability of states to abuse their 
populations due to their sovereignty and the ability for external powers to intervene in other 
sovereign countries in order to eliminate the abuse of peoples like ethnic purification  

o Competitive Liberalisation: States that are not inherently liberal will internationally adopt 
some liberal behaviours/global norms in order to function in the global market and to 
maintain their own hard and soft powers 

▪ Competitive liberalisation is a feature of the current liberal world order, as is seen 
through the recent regimes of China 

o Trump’s reconstruction of tariffs and quotas demonstrates a failure of liberal values in the 
modern market, and a reversion to an increasingly closed, nationalistic market despite the 
contrasting efforts of globalisation in recent decades 

 
2.0.1. Crucial Liberal Theorists: 
John Locke: 

• Locke was an English philosopher and politician who was widely regarded as one of the most 
influential Enlightenment thinkers and commonly recognised as the ‘Father of Liberalism’ 
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• Although he expressed opinions on numerous issues, some of Locke’s most pertinent concepts centre 
toleration, the separation of powers and dissolution of the government, property, the state of nature 
and individuals’ rights 

Stanley Hoffman: 

• Hoffman was a Harvard University professor who believed that international affairs are ‘inhospitable’ 
to liberalism 

G. John Ilkenberry: 

• One of the most prominent analysts of the influence of liberal ideas, creating the concepts of liberal 
internationalism 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0 

John Stuart Mill: 

• Governments should have a limited role and should be treated with suspicion 

• The government does not have jurisdiction in the private sphere, only the public one (this is critiqued 
by feminists who argue that domestic violence is of governmental concern yet occurs in the private 
sphere)  
 

2.0.2. The Three Versions of Liberal Internationalism: 
Liberalism 1.0: The first efforts to construct a liberal international order came in the aftermath of World War I 
with ideas famously advanced by Woodrow Wilson, and are recognised as ‘Liberalism 1.0’ 

• The Wilsonian vision was of an international order organized around a global collective security body 
in which sovereign states would act together to uphold a system of territorial peace 

• It was also underscored by the principles of open trade, national self-determination, and a belief in 
progressive global change  

• Features of this liberal system include a flat political hierarchy, narrow policy domain, and rules and 
norms enforced through moral suasion and global public opinion 

 
Liberalism 2.0: A “one world” system in which the major powers cooperate to enforce the peace 

• The United States takes the lead in creating the order, but the order is collectively run 
• Liberalism 2.0. features a western run security and economy system, and a modified Westphalian 

state influence where states compromise legal independence in order to maximise state capacity  

• This system obtains a hierarchical order, with American hegemonic provisioning of public goods, rule-
based and client-patron relations, and voice opportunities 

• Dense intergovernmental relations are also a feature, with the enforcement of rules and institutions 
occurring through reciprocity and bargaining 

• More expanded policy domains are present in comparison to liberalism 1.0., including economic 
regulation, human rights, etc.  

 
Liberalism 3.0: Liberal internationalism 2.0 is in crisis, which means that there are growing pressures and 
incentives for reform and reorganization 

• A reformed liberal international order will need to become more universal and less hierarchical—that 
is, the United States will need to cede authority and control to a wider set of states and give up some 
of its hegemonic rights and privileges 

• Liberalism 3.0 will need to find ways to reconcile more intrusive rules and institutions with legitimate 
international authority, since the human rights revolution makes the international community 
increasingly concerned with the internal workings of states 

• The new system would also see a further erosion of norms of Westphalian sovereignty and the 
continuing rise in the notion of a “responsibility to protect”  

• A further expansion of policy domains, expended rule-based system coupled with new realms of 
network-based cooperation, and post-hegemonic hierarchy in which various leading states and blocs 
occupy governing institutions would also be likely features  

 
2.0.3. The Liberal Democratic Peace Thesis: 
Originally elucidated by Immanuel Kant, this thesis has been more recently played upon by Michael Doyle: 

1. Republican Representation: 
a. Leaders are servants of the people 

2. Ideological Commitment to Fundamental Human Rights: 
a. Free speech and effective communication are essential in establishing mutual understanding 
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b. Commitment of leaders to preserving fundamental human rights through restricted 
government and other means 

3. Transnational interdependence 
a. Such interdependence can only be undermined by war or a failure of free trade due to an 

absence of relevant technologies 
b. A world of interconnected, freely trading states allows levels of wealth to be achieved by all 

states that would not otherwise be achievable  
 
2.1.0. A Summarised Timeline of Liberal Thought: 

• Early liberal thought on international relations took the view that the natural order had been 
corrupted by undemocratic state leaders and outdated policies such as the balance of power 

• Enlightenment liberals (17th and 18th centuries) believed that a latent cosmopolitan morality could be 
achieved through the exercise of reason and through the creation of constitutional states 

o In addition, they believed that the unfettered movement of people and goods could further 
facilitate more peaceful international relations  

• Although there are important continuities between Enlightenment liberal thought and 20th century 
ideas (such as the belief in the power of world public opination to restrict and realign state interests), 
liberal idealism during the inter-war period was more programmatic 

o For idealists, persuasion was more important than abstract moral reasoning  

• At the end of the 20th century, liberal thought became grounded in the social scientific theories of 
state behaviour 

o Cooperation among rational individualists was possible to achieve if it was properly 
coordinated by regimes and institutions  

• In the 21st century liberalism 2.0 has reached a crisis in which the American hegemony no longer 
appears to be an adequate framework to support a liberal international order, and could either be 
replaced by a return to 1.0 or the creation of liberalism 3.0 

 
2.2.0. The Challenges Confronting Liberalism: 
The Wilsonian vision of liberal order (liberalism 1.0) was coherent, yet did simply not fit the realities of time; 
and it appears the same disintegration is occurring with the post-1945 2.0 approach: 

• The ability of the US to steer world order is diminishing as rising powers want a greater share of 
decision-making authority, and new security challenges are opening up significant divisions among 
the major powers 

• It is not yet clear what will replace liberalism 2.0: If it collapses then the world is back to the inter-war 
period when the League of Nations could not live up to its promises 

o If 2.0 is reinvigorated, however, then global institutions will adapt to the challenge of new 
emerging powers without losing their distinctively liberal character  

• Another challenge of liberalism is that it has been triumphed during the post-1945 period and is 
vulnerable to the critique that the practices of trade, security and development have never delivered 
on their promise of prosperity, peace and justice 

o As a result, liberal international orders remain conveniently favourable to the most powerful 
states in the system  

 


