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Figure 1.1: Historical Map of American Liberalism  
 
Liberalism has many branches and is plastic: 
 

The term “liberal” is surely one of the most baffling in politics. It can mean 
almost anything, from a belief in rugged individualism to a belief in a welfare 
state. It can be used so as to take in almost everybody or so as to take in 
nobody but a few intellectuals. 

—Christopher Lasch, The American Liberals and the Russian Revolution, 1962: vii 
 

 
Historical Time Line of 
American Liberalism 

Contemporary Relevance 
 

Classical Liberalism 
Thomas Jefferson 
 

Free-market economics and limited 
government 
Dick Armey 
Ronald Reagan 

Populist Liberalism 
Andrew Jackson 
 

Class rhetoric and anticorporate 
politics 
Dick Gephardt 
Jesse Ventura 

Moral Liberalism 
Abraham Lincoln 
 

Minority rights and women’s rights 
Hillary Clinton 
Jimmy Carter 

New Deal Liberalism 
Franklin D. Roosevelt 
 

The basic welfare state, social 
security, and work schemes 
Robert Byrd 
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Cold War Liberalism 
Harry Truman 
John F. Kennedy 
 

Post–Cold War Democrat “Hawks” 
and The New Republic magazine 
John Edwards 

Social Liberalism: Great Society Liberalism 
Lyndon B. Johnson 
Hubert Humphrey and Walter 
Mondale (Prairie Liberals) 

Antipoverty and inequality reformers 
Edward Kennedy  
Paul Wellstone (A Prairie Liberal) 

New Politics Liberalism  
George McGovern 
Jerry Brown 
 

Social causes, antiwar, and the 
environment 
Ralph Nader 
Jesse Jackson 
Nancy Pelosi 

Neoliberalism 
Bill Clinton 
Paul Tsongas 
 

The death of liberalism: 
Triangulation and polling or the 
responsible Third Way? 
Evan Bayh 
Tom Carper 

 
From B. O’Connor, A Political History of the American Welfare System 
 
The New Left 
Norman O. Brown 
SDS 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 
 
History of Liberalism  

 
From the perspective of today it is difficult to remember that America 
was thought of as a radical experiment with democracy and that 
conservatism was seen as alien to the American creed. And that the 
radical idea at the heart of the experiment was: LIBERALISM 
 
American often described as a liberal nation.  
 
As being born liberal because of the Declaration of Independence and 
liberalism of founding fathers like Jefferson. Jefferson drew on the ideas 
of the famous liberal thinker John Locke.  
 
Liberal beliefs: liberty, democracy, capitalism and egalitarianism.  
 
Louis Hartz in his seminal book The Liberal Tradition in America goes as 
far as to argue liberalism is America’s only political tradition and 
conservatism is un-American because of America’s lack of a feudalist 
past. 
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No conservatism because no feudalism, no anti-democratic tradition, no 
anti-capitalist tradition, no anti-technological tradition, no anti-
egalitarian tradition??? (South?).  
 
Americans born equal – leads to liberal tradition – therefore no 
revolutionary tradition or in fact socialist tradition (exceptionalism? – 
Sombart: Why no socialism in America?) 
 
For Hartz all American beliefs systems are just one or other branch of 
liberalism. Reagan would be seen as turning America back to the values 
of classical or Manchester liberalism.  
 
Hartz worried about the lack of dissent in America; and that liberalism 
had a messianic side to it.  
 
Because there was just one American Way; it became hard for Americans 
to accept other systems such as socialism etc (that it could peacefully co-
exist with). REAGAN example 1981 speech of ideological contest vs 
Micky mouse system statement later in presidency (explain further in 
class). 
 
Hartz’s book is full of insights and often builds on arguments de 
Tocqueville made; however, he is wrong the there being no American 
conservatism. The reality is that American conservatism is different from 
European conservatism. 
 
Hartz argument is brilliantly rebuffed in Theodore Lowi’s The End of the 
Republican Era where he shows that America has had strong liberal and 
conservative tradition for some time. Southern conservatism often 
overlooked – seen as the losing side in the Civil War and US history in 
general. 
 
Liberalism: a focus on liberty, freedom, and legal and political 
equality. Historically liberalism a fairly radical position as it has strong 
anti-absolutist tendencies and emphasised the ability and rights of 
individuals to determine their own lives. However, in contrast twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries liberalism is generally seen as less radical. 
 
Early political liberalism however was underpinned by social 
conservative views regarding marriage, families, sexuality. This is often 
referred to as the classic liberal divide between the public and private 
spheres. Liberalism is radicalised again when this divide is 
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challenged in the mid twentieth century. Conservatism emerges when 
liberal public realm ideas divorce from conservative private realm ideas.  
 
 
DIAGRAM 
 
Time-line 
The rise and fall of twentieth century liberalism 
 
High points – New Deal and Great Society 
Became associated with government development and employment 
programs. 
Welfare. Johnson’s Great Society and War on poverty 
Civil Rights 
 
-Demise –  
1970s. Too radical?  McGovern 72! 
 
-Vietnam (anti-Americanism?),  DIONNE and BEINART 
 
HODGSON –  
-Vietnam – battle within liberalism 
-Economics – failure of Keynesianism? (Recession call for change led to 
Reaganomics),  
-Racial tension (led to Southern strategy and race politics in the urban 
strongholds of the Democratic party) 
-Limits of the presidency (change more difficult than imagined, 
expectations too high?) 
 
Lasch  - blames not sticking to New Deal politics 
-New Left focus on the self, identity, cultural of me/narcissism 
-Condescension.  
- (Busing and Affirmative Action)  - See Christopher LASCH, True and 
Only Heaven 
-Social issues (Abortion, family values, profanity, cultural wars) 
 
Joe KLEIN in Politics Lost blames CRIME and the liberal response….  
 
Reagan – Great Society failed? In the “War on Poverty, poverty won.” 
  
Social reforms in welfare and racial policy unsuccessful?  
 
Other major factor the rise of American conservatism. 
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Liberalism and Democrats 
 
Dukakis 88 
Clinton 1992 
 
Hillary Clinton and liberalism…. 
 
Obama renewal? 
 
 
The New Left and counter culture: US the greatest source of radical ideas 
in the twentieth century (Fred Halliday).  
 
Beats 
Counter-Culture - Sexual revolution - drugs 
Anti-War movement 
Feminism 
Environmentalism 
Animal Rights 
 
Strong American influence – poetry, music, film (“Rebel without a 
cause” “Easy rider”), art (Warhol and the factory), literature (“On the 
Road”, “The Group” “Fear of Flying” “Electric Kool aid acid test” “Trout 
fishing in America”  
 
Politics: 
Marcuse and Freudian influenced  
Neo-Marxist 
Concerned with technology, military-industrial state, ideology, historical 
discrimination and minority rights 
Feminist 
Identity politics on group belong rather than issue based (at times) 
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