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Lecture Guide & Readings I

1. A History of Classical Liberalism: A Study Guide:
<http://davidmhart.com/Guides/ClassicalLiberalism/
HistoryCL.html>

• A History of Classical Liberalism I: Key Concepts of 
Liberty

• A History of Classical Liberalism II: The Ideological 
Movements & Key Political Events which made The 
Classical Liberal Tradition possible

• Appendix: Quotations about Liberty & Power

Pierre Paul Prud'hon et Jacques Louis 
Copia, "Liberty overthrowing the 

Hydra of Tyranny" (1793)

http://davidmhart.com/Guides/ClassicalLiberalism/HistoryCL.html
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2. A Packet of Readings from the The Encyclopedia of 
Libertarianism (2008):
<http://davidmhart.com/Guides/ClassicalLiberalism/
readings.pdf>

• 80 pp. PDF with Steve Davies “Introduction” and 19 
articles

• Strongly recommended:
• Steve Davies' "General Introduction," pp. xxv-xxxvii.
• articles on 

• Natural Rights
• Private Property
• Free Market Economy
• Limited Government
• Free Trade
• Peace and Pacifism

W.D. Cooper, "America Trampling on 
Oppression" (1789)

Lecture Guide & Readings II
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Classical Liberalism

• advocates individual liberty, free markets, limited government, free trade, 

peace

•“classical” period 1815-1914 (peak 1840s-1880s)

• two schools of CL thought

• utilitarianism (English)

• natural rights (French)

• Liberal Party (Britain) formed 1859

• in opposition to royalism, mercantilism, conservatism, socialism

New Liberalism

• emerged late 19thC, advocated more extensive govt. intervention on 

utilitarian grounds

WHAT IS LIBERALISM? I



(American) Liberalism

• like British/Australian social democracy/labourism

(Australian) Liberalism

• Liberal Party formed 1943

•“liberal” in some respects but supported protectionism, subsidies to 

industry & farmers

Libertarianism

• emerged in last 1/4 or 1/3 of 20thC in USA

• more radical & consistent form of 19thC classical liberalism

WHAT IS LIBERALISM? II



Australian Liberalism’s “Wrong Turn” in the 20thC

• free trade liberals lost out at formation of Commonwealth 1901

• at Federation size of Australian state double or triple size of US

• trilogy of interventionist policies made Australia model “progressive” 

country:

• protectionism

• White Australia policy

• compulsory wage arbitration

RINOs and LINOs

• RINO = “Republican in Name Only”

• LINO = “Liberal in Name Only”

WHAT IS LIBERALISM? III



Spectrum of State Power

MINARCHIST STATE:
defence, police, limited 
number of other public 
goods (aspects of 
19thC UK, France)

LIBERTYPOWER

Voluntary “State”Minarchist StateMercantilismWelfare/Warfare StateFascismCommunism

ULTRA-MINARCHIST 
STATE:
defence, police, with 
considerable private 
activity in security 
services (?)

FULLY VOLUNTARIST  
“STATE”:
all state activities 
deregulated, 
privatised, or abolished 
(???)

WELFARE STATE:
state provision of 
health, welfare, 
education; significant 
regulation of economy 
(Western Europe)

WELFARE/WARFARE 
STATE:
significant state 
intervention in health, 
education, welfare; 
significant regulation of 
economy; Military-
Industrial Complex; 
war & empire (USA)

FASCISM/NAZISM
state directed private 
industry; adulation of 
leader; war & conquest 
(Italy. Germany 
1930s-40s

COMMUNISM:
fully planned economy; 
state controlled 
society; rule by single 
Party (Stalinism, Pol 
Pot, China)

MERCANTILISM:
protection & subsidies 
for domestic industry; 
controls on exports; 
colonies with 
monopoly access to 
metropole; navy & 
empire (France & UK 
18thC)



Functions of the Classical Liberal State

FULLY PRIVATISED  “STATE”:
private production of security

H. Spencer
Gustave de Molinari 1
Murray Rothbard

J.B. Say
Frédéric Bastiat
G. de Molinari 2

L. Mises,
A. Rand
R. Nozick

A. Smith
J.S. Mill
F.A. Hayek

MINARCHIST STATE:
defence, police, no 
other public goods

CLASSICAL LIBERAL STATE:
defence, police, public goods 
(broadly defined)

ULTR-MINARCHIST OR 
“NIGHT-WATCHMAN” STATE:
defence, police, with 
considerable private activity in 
security



Pincus, Total Govt Expenditure (State/Local & Federal) 1900-2000



Total US Govt Expenditure (State/Local & Federal) 1902-2014



Robert Higgs, The Ratchet Effect in the Growth of Government



Liberalism is a political ideology distinguishable from other ideologies by its assignment of a 

much greater political importance and value to human liberty, understood as a 

condition of being subject to as few constraints and restraints imposed by others as possible. 

All liberals agree that human beings will suffer deliberate constraint and restraint as each 

others’ hands if there is no system of law limiting their powers over each other. Accordingly , 

liberals regard laws that prohibit these constraints as being conducive to, rather than 

destructive of, liberty.

Liberalism only acquired its name in the early 19th century, well over a century after the 

ideology began to take shape. Classical liberalism is the original version of the 

ideology. It received its qualifying adjective only in relatively recent times from the felt need 

to distinguish the original version from later forms of liberalism that differ from it significantly.

Definition of “Classical Liberalism” in the 
Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008)

The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism, ed. Ronald Hamowy (Los 
Angeles: Sage, 2008. A Project of the Cato Institute), pp. 295-96.



1. the rediscovery of CL after WW2

2. the CL tradition of the 19thC

3. the French Revolution

4. the American Revolution

5. the 18thC Enlightenment

6. the English Revolution of 17thC

7. the Medieval Period - Magna Carta  

& the Free Cities

8. the Ancient Greek & Roman World

9. the “really ancient” World

HOW FAR BACK DOES THE ASPIRATION FOR 
INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY GO?

Code of Urukagina (2350 BC) - “Amagi”



Ridley Scott, Robin Hood (2010) - Robin demands that the King respect 
the ancient rights of Englishmen in a written Charter [2 mins 47]

“Rise and Rise again until Lambs become Lions” (Never give up).

The Power of the “Myth” of the 
Traditional Rights of Englishmen I



Ridley Scott, Robin Hood (2010)



The 17th Century

• English Civil Wars - The Levellers, John Milton

• Glorious Revolution - John Locke, Whigs

The 18th Century

• The Scottish Enlightenment - Adam Smith, David Hume

• The French Enlightenment - Physiocracy, "Montesquieu, Voltaire

• American Revolution - Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson

• French Revolution - Lafayette, Condorcet, Destutt de Tracy

The Historical Evolution of the Classical 
Liberal Tradition I 



The 19th Century

• Classical Liberalism (the English School) - Philosophic Radicals, Utilitarianism, Classical 

Economics, John Stuart Mill

• Classical Liberalism (the French School) - Jean-Baptiste Say, Frédéric Bastiat, Gustave de 

Molinari

• Free Trade Movement -  Anti-Corn Law League, Richard Cobden

• Feminism and Women's Rights - Mary Wollstonecraft, J.S. Mill

• Abolition of Slavery -  William Wilberforce, William Lloyd Garrison, Lysander Spooner

• The Radical Individualists - Thomas Hodgskin, Herbert Spencer

• The Austrian School of Economics (1st generation) - Carl Menger, Eugen von Böhm-

Bawerk

The Historical Evolution of the Classical 
Liberal Tradition II 



20th Century

• The Austrian School (inter-war years) - Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich Hayek

• Post-World War 2 Renaissance

• Mont Pelerin Society - Milton Friedman

• Institute for Economic Affairs (IEA) - Anthony Fisher

• Foundation for Economic Education (FEE) - "Leonard Read

• Institute for Humane Studies - F.A. Harper

• The Austrian School of Economics (2nd generation) - Mises, Hayek, Murray N. Rothbard, 

Israel Kirzner

• Chicago School of Economics - Milton Friedman

• Objectivism - Ayn Rand

• Public Choice Economics - James Buchanan & Gordon Tullock

The Historical Evolution of the Classical 
Liberal Tradition III 



Richard Cobden’s Vision of  
the Liberal Society of the Future:

his “I have a Dream” speech (1846)

Richard Cobden (1804-1865)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/89>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/89
http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/89


But I have been accused of looking too much to material interests. Nevertheless I 

can say that I have taken as large and great a view of the effects of this mighty 

principle as ever did any man who dreamt over it in his own study. I believe that 

the physical gain will be the smallest gain to humanity from the success of this 

principle. I look farther; I see in the Free-trade principle that which shall act 

on the moral world as the principle of gravitation in the universe,—drawing men 

together, thrusting aside the antagonism of race, and creed, and language, and 

uniting us in the bonds of eternal peace. I have looked even farther. I have 

speculated, and probably dreamt, in the dim future—ay, a thousand years hence—I 

have speculated on what the effect of the triumph of this principle may be. I 

believe that the effect will be to change the face of the world, so as to introduce a 

system of government entirely distinct from that which now prevails.

Richard Cobden, Speech at Manchester, January 15, 1846
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/326>

Richard Cobden’s “I have a dream” speech (1846) I

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/326
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/326


I believe that the desire and the motive for large and mighty empires; for 

gigantic armies and great navies—for those materials which are used for the 

destruction of life and the desolation of the rewards of labour—will die away; I 

believe that such things will cease to be necessary, or to be used, when man 

becomes one family, and freely exchanges the fruits of his labour with his brother 

man. I believe that, if we could be allowed to reappear on this sublunary scene, we 

should see, at a far distant period, the governing system of this world revert to 

something like the municipal system; and I believe that the speculative 

philosopher of a thousand years hence will date the greatest revolution that 

ever happened in the world’s history from the triumph of the principle which 

we have met here to advocate.

Richard Cobden, Speech at Manchester, January 15, 1846
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/326>

Richard Cobden’s “I have a dream” speech (1846) II

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/326
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/326


WHAT CLASSICAL LIBERALS WERE
FOR  AND AGAINST



What Classical Liberals were AGAINST

1. arbitrary political power

2. arbitrary religious power

3. slavery & serfdom

4. war & conscription

5. taxation

6. national debt

7. tariffs & other trade protection

8. subsidies & monopolies to favoured industries

9. central bank & fiat money

10. empire & colonies

11. censorship

12. torture, arbitrary arrest & imprisonment, execution

Frontispiece to Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan (1651).
Motto: "Non est potestas Super Terram quae Comparetur ei"

(There is no power on earth to be compared to him).



What Classical Liberals were FOR 

Revolutionary Playing Card, “The Spirit 
of Peace (Prosperity)” (1793)

1. BASIC PRINCIPLES
1.a. Life
1.b. Liberty
1.c. Property

2. THE GROUNDS FOR LIBERTY
2.a. Natural Rights
2.b. Utility

3. PROCESSES FOR LIVING FREELY
3.a. Voluntarism
3.b. Trade
3.c. Spontaneous Orders

4. POLITICAL LIBERTY
4.a. Limited Government
4.b. Rule of Law
4.c. Freedom of Speech
4.d. Right of Exit



What Classical Liberals were FOR 

Revolutionary Playing Card, “Equality of 
Coloured People (Courage)” (1793)

5. ECONOMIC LIBERTY
5.a. Domestic Free Markets
5.b. Laissez-Faire
5.c. International Free Trade
5.d. Progress

6. SOCIAL LIBERTY
6.a. Equal Treatment of all under the Law
6.b. Toleration of Unpopular Ideas
6.c. Freedom for Consenting Acts between 

Adults
7. PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE WITH 

OTHER PEOPLE/STATES
7.a. Peace
7.b. Free Movement of People, Goods, Ideas 

across International Borders
7.c. International Arbitration



The Law (June 1850)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/956/35439/1409777>

Frédéric Bastiat on LIBERTY as the 
combinations of all freedoms (1850)

Frédéric Bastiat (1801-1850)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/25>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/956/35439/1409777
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/956/35439/1409777
http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/25
http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/25


And what is this Liberty, whose name alone has the power to stir all hearts and set 

the world to shaking, but the combination of all Liberties—freedom of 

conscience, of education, of association, of the press, of movement, of labor, 

of exchange; in other words, the freedom of everyone to use all his faculties 

in a peaceful way; in still other words, the destruction of all forms of despotism, 

even of legal despotism, and the restriction of the law to its sole rational function, that 

is, of regulating the right of the individual to legitimate self-defense and of repressing 

injustice?

The Law (June 1850)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/956/35439/1409777>

Frédéric Bastiat on LIBERTY as the 
combinations of all freedoms (1850)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/956/35439/1409777
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/956/35439/1409777


1. BASIC PRINCIPLES - 1c “Private Property”

2. THE GROUNDS FOR LIBERTY - 2a “Natural Rights”

3. PROCESS FOR LIVING FREELY [not covered]

4. POLITICAL LIBERTY - 4a “Limited Government”

5. ECONOMIC LIBERTY - 5a “Free Market Economy” & 5c “Free 

Trade”

6. SOCIAL LIBERTY [not covered]

7. PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE WITH OTHER PEOPLE/

STATES - 7a “Peace & Pacifism”

What Classical Liberals were FOR
Key Concepts & the Required Reading

Key Text: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism, ed. Ronald Hamowy (Los Angeles: Sage, 2008. A 

Project of the Cato Institute).

• Steve Davies' "General Introduction," pp. xxv-xxxvii.



What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Equality of Duty (Security)” (1793)

I. BASIC PRINCIPLES
a. Life
b. Liberty
c. Property



What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Equality of Class (Strength)” (1793)

II. THE GROUNDS FOR LIBERTY
a. Natural Rights
b. Utility



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Basic Principles & Grounds for Liberty - 

Natural Rights & Private Property

• property rights are not created by government but exist anterior to it (i.e. they 

are “natural rights” not “artificial rights” (Hodgskin)

• the right of self-propriety or self-ownership (the Levellers & Locke) 

• the right to acquire unowned property (Locke) 

• the right to exchange property titles with others (private contracts)

• the right to enjoy one's property so long as no aggression is initiated against 

others (non-aggression axiom)

• property rights (in one’s person, home, possessions) create an individual, 

private sphere which must be protected from outside interference (by state, 

church, other individuals) (Humboldt & Mill)

• the Law of Equal Freedom (Spencer)

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Natural Rights,” pp. 434-36; “Equality,” pp. 154-56; “Private Property,” pp. 393-94

1c &2a



Two Treatises of Government  (1689)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/222>

John Locke on the State of Nature & 
Self-Ownership (1689)

John Locke (1632-1704)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/131>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/222
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/222
http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/131
http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/131


John Locke on Self-Ownership

John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (1689) 
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/222/16269/704358>

Of Property

§. 27. Though the earth, and all inferior creatures, be common to all men, yet every 

man has a property in his own person: this no body has any right to but himself. 

The labour of his body, and the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his. 

Whatsoever then he removes out of the state that nature hath provided, and 

left it in, he hath mixed his labour with, and joined to it something that is his 

own, and thereby makes it his property. It being by him removed from the 

common state nature hath placed it in, it hath by this labour something annexed to it, 

that excludes the common right of other men: for this labour being the 

unquestionable property of the labourer, no man but he can have a right to what that 

is once joined to, at least where there is enough, and as good, left in common for 

others. 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/222/16269/704358
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/222/16269/704358


John Locke on the State of Nature

John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (1689) 
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/317>

§. 6. …The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges every one: 

and reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, that being 

all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, 

liberty, or possessions...

 §. 7. And that all men may be restrained from invading others rights, and 

from doing hurt to one another, and the law of nature be observed, which willeth 

the peace and preservation of all mankind, the execution of the law of nature is, in 

that state, put into every man’s hands, whereby every one has a right to punish the 

transgressors of that law to such a degree, as may hinder its violation... And if any one 

in the state of nature may punish another for any evil he has done, every one may do 

so: for in that state of perfect equality, where naturally there is no superiority or 

jurisdiction of one over another, what any may do in prosecution of that law, 

every one must needs have a right to do. 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/317
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/317


Three Practical Applications of Natural Rights Theory:
The Virginia Bill of Rights (June 1776)

I. That all men are by nature equally 

free and independent, and have 

certain inherent rights, of which, 

when they enter into a state of society, 

they cannot by any compact, deprive or 

divest their posterity; namely, the 

enjoyment of life and liberty with the 

means of acquiring and possessing 

property, and pursuing and 

obtaining happiness and safety.

Virginia Bill of Rights (June 12, 1776)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/679/68388>

George Mason (1725-1792)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/679/68388
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/679/68388


The Declaration of Independence (1776)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/

679/68385/1659042>

We hold these truths  to be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal, that they are endowed 

by their Creator with certain unalienable 

Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty 

and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure 

these  rights, Governments are instituted among 

Men, deriving their just powers from the consent 

of the governed. That whenever any Form of 

Government becomes destructive of these ends, it 

is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, 

and to institute new Government, laying its 

foundation on such principles and organizing its 

powers in such form, as to them shall seem most 

likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

Three Practical Applications of Natural Rights Theory:
Declaration of Independence (July 1776)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/679/68385/1659042
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/679/68385/1659042
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/679/68385/1659042
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/679/68385/1659042


Declaration of the Rights of 
Man and of the Citizen (26 

August, 1789)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/

1176/104823>

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights... 

2. The aim of all political association is the preservation of 

the natural and imprescriptible rights of man. These 

rights are liberty, property, security, and resistance to 

oppression.

4. Liberty consists in the freedom to do everything 

which injures no one else; hence the exercise of the natural 

rights of each man has no limits except those which assure to 

the other members of the society the enjoyment of the same 

rights. These limits can only be determined by law.

17. Since property is an inviolable and sacred right, no 

one shall be deprived thereof except where public necessity, 

legally determined, shall clearly demand it, and then only on 

condition that the owner shall have been previously and 

equitably indemnified.

Three Practical Applications of Natural Rights Theory:
Declaration of Rights of Man & Citizen (August 1789)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1176/104823
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1176/104823
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1176/104823
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1176/104823


Herbert Spencer, Social Statics (1851)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273>

Herbert Spencer’s Law of Equal 
Freedom (1851)

Herbert Spencer (1820-1903)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/165>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273
http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/165
http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/165


Herbert Spencer’s Law of Equal Freedom

Herbert Spencer, Social Statics (1851) 
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273/6226/932885>

Thus are we brought by several routes to the same conclusion. Whether we reason 

our way from those fixed conditions under which only the Divine Idea—greatest 

happiness, can be realized—whether we draw our inferences from man’s constitution, 

considering him as a congeries of faculties—or whether we listen to the monitions of 

a certain mental agency, which seems to have the function of guiding us in this matter, 

we are alike taught as the law of right social relationships, that—Every man has 

freedom to do all that he wills, provided he infringes not the equal freedom 

of any other man. Though further qualifications of the liberty of action thus 

asserted may be necessary, yet we have seen (p. 89) that in the just regulation of a 

community no further qualifications of it can be recognised. Such further 

qualifications must ever remain for private and individual application. We must 

therefore adopt this law of equal freedom in its entirety, as the law on which 

a correct system of equity is to be based.

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273/6226/932885
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273/6226/932885


What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Spirit of the Arts (Taste)” (1793)

IV. POLITICAL LIBERTY
a. Limited Government
b. Rule of Law
c. Freedom of Speech
d. Right of Exit



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Political Liberty - Limited Government

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Limited Government,” pp. 303-305; “Anarchism”, pp. 10-13; “Anarcho-Capitalism”, pp. 13-14

4a

• strictly defined powers limited by constitution or bill of rights (Jefferson, Madison)

• right to choose one’s rulers/representatives (elections) (Philosophic Radicals - Mill)

• checks & balances to limit power of branches of government (Montesquieu, US 

Constitution)

• decentralization of power (federalism, states rights, municipal govt.)

• the problem of defining the limits of govt. power (classical Smithian view, 

nightwatchman state, anarcho-capitalism)

• the problem of keeping government limited (anarcho-capitalism)



Spectrum of State Power

MINARCHIST STATE:
defence, police, limited 
number of other public 
goods (aspects of 
19thC UK, France)

LIBERTYPOWER

Voluntary “State”Minarchist StateMercantilismWelfare/Warfare StateFascismCommunism

ULTRA-MINARCHIST 
STATE:
defence, police, with 
considerable private 
activity in security 
services (?)

FULLY VOLUNTARIST  
“STATE”:
all state activities 
deregulated, 
privatised, or abolished 
(???)

WELFARE STATE:
state provision of 
health, welfare, 
education; significant 
regulation of economy 
(Western Europe)

WELFARE/WARFARE 
STATE:
significant state 
intervention in health, 
education, welfare; 
significant regulation of 
economy; Military-
Industrial Complex; 
war & empire (USA)

FASCISM/NAZISM
state directed private 
industry; adulation of 
leader; war & conquest 
(Italy. Germany 
1930s-40s

COMMUNISM:
fully planned economy; 
state controlled 
society; rule by single 
Party (Stalinism, Pol 
Pot, China)

MERCANTILISM:
protection & subsidies 
for domestic industry; 
controls on exports; 
colonies with 
monopoly access to 
metropole; navy & 
empire (France & UK 
18thC)



Functions of the Classical Liberal State

FULLY PRIVATISED  “STATE”:
private production of security

H. Spencer
Gustave de Molinari 1
Murray Rothbard

J.B. Say
Frédéric Bastiat
G. de Molinari 2

L. Mises,
A. Rand
R. Nozick

A. Smith
J.S. Mill
F.A. Hayek

MINARCHIST STATE:
defence, police, no 
other public goods

CLASSICAL LIBERAL STATE:
defence, police, public goods 
(broadly defined)

ULTR-MINARCHIST OR 
“NIGHT-WATCHMAN” STATE:
defence, police, with 
considerable private activity in 
security



Federalist Paper no. 51 
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/788/108659>

James Madison on the need for the “separation of 
powers” because “men are not angels” (1788)

James Madison (1751-1836)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/3861>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/788/108659
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But the great security against a gradual concentration of the several powers in the same 

department, consists in giving to those who administer each department, the necessary 

constitutional means, and personal motives, to resist encroachments of the others. The 

provision for defence must in this, as in all other cases, be made commensurate to the danger 

of attack. Ambition must be made to counteract ambition. The interest of the man, must be 

connected with the constitutional rights of the place. It may be a reflection on human nature, 

that such devices should be necessary to control the abuses of government. But what is 

government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were 

angels, no government would be necessary. If angels  were to govern men, neither 

external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a 

government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you 

must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to 

control itself. A dependence on the people is, no doubt, the primary control on the 

government; but experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions.

Federalist Paper no. 51 
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/788/108659>

James Madison on the need for the “separation of 
powers” because “men are not angels” (1788)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/788/108659
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/788/108659


Bruce Smith, Liberty and Liberalism (1888)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/296>

The Australian radical liberal Bruce Smith lays 
down some very strict rules which should govern the 

actions of any legislator (1888)

Bruce Smith (1851–1937)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/189>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/296
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/296
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The broad principles, then, which I should venture to lay down as guides for 

any one assuming the responsible position of a legislator are three in number.

1. The state should not impose taxes, or use the public revenue for any purpose 

other than that of securing equal freedom to all citizens.

2. The state should not interfere with the legally acquired property of any 

section of its citizens for any other purpose than that of securing equal 

freedom to all citizens; and in the event of any such justifiable interference 

amounting to appropriation; then, only conditional upon the lawful owner 

being fully compensated.

3. The state should not in any way restrict the personal liberty of citizens for 

any other purpose than that of securing equal freedom to all citizens.

Bruce Smith, Liberty and Liberalism (1888)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/65>

The Australian radical liberal Bruce Smith lays down 
strict rules which should govern the actions of any 

legislator (1888)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/65
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/65


<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/2254/212809/3436335>

Lord Acton on “power tends to corrupt and absolute 
power corrupts absolutely” (1887)

Lord Acton (1834 – 1902)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/9>
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I cannot accept your canon that we are to judge Pope and King unlike other men, with a 

favourable presumption that they did no wrong. If there is any presumption it is the 

other way against holders of power, increasing as the power increases. Historic 

responsibility has to make up for the want of legal responsibility. Power tends to corrupt 

and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men, even 

when they exercise influence and not authority: still more when you superadd the tendency 

or the certainty of corruption by authority. There is no worse heresy than that the office 

sanctifies the holder of it. 

Lord Acton, Acton-Creighton Correspondence (1887) 
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/214>

Lord Acton on “power tends to corrupt and absolute 
power corrupts absolutely” (1887) I

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/214
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/214


That is the point at which the negation of Catholicism and the negation of Liberalism meet 

and keep high festival, and the end learns to justify the means. You would hang a man of no 

position, like Ravaillac; but if what one hears is true, then Elizabeth asked the gaoler to 

murder Mary, and William III ordered his Scots minister to extirpate a clan. Here are the 

greater names coupled with the greater crimes. You would spare these criminals, 

for some mysterious reason. I would hang them, higher than Haman, for reasons 

of quite obvious justice; still more, still higher, for the sake of historical science.

Lord Acton, Acton-Creighton Correspondence (1887) 
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/214>

Lord Acton on “power tends to corrupt and absolute 
power corrupts absolutely” (1887) II

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/214
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/214


The State as a “Tax Eater” & Plunderer

Honoré Daumier, “Gargantua” (1831)



What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Spirit of the Arts (Taste)” (1793)

IV. POLITICAL LIBERTY
a. Limited Government
b. Rule of Law
c. Freedom of Speech
d. Right of Exit



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Political Liberty - Rule of Law4b

•“the rule of laws not of men”

• the law applies equally to all (including agents of the state)

• independent courts

• common law, trial by jury, right to habeas corpus

• abolition of “cruel & unusual punishment” (torture, death penalty)

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Limited Government,” pp. 303-305; “Constitutionalism”, pp. 100-103; “Rule of 

Law”, pp. 445-447.



Sir Edward Coke, Petition of Right (1628)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/913/62278>

Sir William Blackstone argues that no man may be 
deprived of his just property except by the lawful 

judgment of his peers (1628)

Sir Edward Coke (1552 – 1634)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/3894>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/913/62278
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And where also by the statute called the Great Charter of the Liberties of 

England, it is declared and enacted that no free man may be taken or 

imprisoned, or be disseized of his freehold or liberties, or his free 

customs, or be outlawed or exiled, or in any manner destroyed, but by 

the lawful judgment of his peers, or by the law of the land;  and in the 

28th year of the reign of King Edward the Third it was declared and enacted by 

authority of parliament that no man, of what state or condition that he be, 

shall be put out of his lands or tenements, nor taken, nor imprisoned, nor 

disinherited, nor put to death without being brought to answer by due process 

of law.

Sir William Blackstone argues that no man may be 
deprived of his just property except by the lawful 

judgment of his peers (1628)

Sir Edward Coke, Petition of Right (1628)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/203>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/203
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/203


Rob Sitch, The Castle (1997) - [5 mins 49]

Section 51(xxxi) creates a right to compensation 
"on just terms" for "acquisition of property" by the 
Commonwealth from any state or person

<http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/general/
constitution/>

The Protection of One’s Property under the Constitution

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/general/constitution/
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/general/constitution/
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/general/constitution/
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/general/constitution/


Rob Sitch, The Castle (1997)



What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Spirit of the Arts (Taste)” (1793)

IV. POLITICAL LIBERTY
a. Limited Government
b. Rule of Law
c. Freedom of Speech
d. Right of Exit



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Political Liberty - Freedom of Speech4c

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Freedom of Speech”, pp. 182-185; “Freedom of Thought”, pp. 185-187.

• liberty of religious belief and practice (“religious toleration”, no established 

religion) (Reformation, English Revolution)

• liberty of political belief and practice (18th & 19thC, JS Mill)

• toleration of all unorthodox thought (even non-religious) and (non 

injurious) behaviour

• freedom of the press

• right of assembly, right to engage in peaceful protest



Benjamin Constant, Principles of Politics Applicable to a all Governments (1815)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/861>

Benjamin Constant and the 
Freedom of the Press (1815)

Benjamin Constant (1767 – 1830)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/3890>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/861
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If you once grant the need to repress the expression of opinion, either the State will have to 

act judicially or the government will have to arrogate to itself police powers which free it from 

recourse to judicial means. In the first case the laws will be eluded. Nothing is easier than 

presenting an opinion in such variegated guises that a precisely defined law cannot touch it. In 

the second case, by authorizing the government to deal ruthlessly with whatever 

opinions there may be, you are giving it the right to interpret thought, to make 

inductions, in a nutshell to reason and to put its reasoning in the place of the facts 

which ought to be the sole basis for government counteraction. This is to establish 

despotism with a free hand. Which opinion cannot draw down a punishment on its 

author? You give the government a free hand for evildoing, provided that it is careful to engage 

in evil thinking. You will never escape from this circle. The men to whom you entrust the 

right to judge opinions are quite as susceptible as others to being misled or 

corrupted, and the arbitrary power which you will have invested in them can be used against 

the most necessary truths as well as the most fatal errors.

Benjamin Constant, Principles of Politics Applicable to a all Governments (1815)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/861/108939>

Benjamin Constant and the Freedom of the Press (1815)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/861/108939
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/861/108939


Anon. "Les Journaux en mai 1815" (Newspapers in May 1815)



Eugène Delacroix, "Le Déménagement de la censure", Le Miroir, (11 February , 1822)
(The Censors Moving House, or the Censors sent packing) 



John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (1859)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/233/16552>

J.S. Mill -  “over himself, over his own body 
and mind, the individual is sovereign” (1859)

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/21>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/233/16552
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The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled to govern 

absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of compulsion and 

control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal penalties, or 

the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is, that the sole end for which 

mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of 

action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for 

which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized 

community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, 

either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. 

J.S. Mill -  “over himself, over his own body and 
mind, the individual is sovereign” (1859) I

John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (1859)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/233/16552/799748>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/233/16552/799748
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/233/16552/799748


He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for him to do 

so, because it will make him happier, because, in the opinions of others, to do so would 

be wise, or even right These are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning 

with him, or persuading him or entreating him, but not for compelling him, or visiting 

him with any evil, in case he do other wise. To justify that, the conduct from which it is 

desired to deter him must be calculated to produce evil to some one else. The only part 

of the conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that which 

concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his independence 

is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual 

is sovereign.

J.S. Mill -  “over himself, over his own body and 
mind, the individual is sovereign” (1859) II

John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (1859)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/233/16552/799748>
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What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Spirit of the Arts (Taste)” (1793)

IV. POLITICAL LIBERTY
a. Limited Government
b. Rule of Law
c. Freedom of Speech
d. Right of Exit



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Political Liberty - Right of Exit4d

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Right of Revolution”, pp. 431-33.

• internal (personal) - right to free movement within the state (no slavery, being 

tied to the land (serfs), internal passports & controls)

• external (personal) - right to emigrate/immigrate, right to cross political borders 

• internal (govt)

• right to change one’s government (“throw the bastards out” in free elections)

• problem of “serial bastardry”

• right of rebellion against unjust state, resistance to tyranny

• the right to secede

• the right to ignore the state (Spencer)



Herbert Spencer, Social Statics (1851)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273>

Herbert Spencer on the Right to 
Ignore the State (1851)

Herbert Spencer (1820-1903)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/165>

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/273
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§ 1. As a corollary to the proposition that all institutions must be subordinated to 

the law of equal freedom, we cannot choose but admit the right of the citizen 

to adopt a condition of voluntary outlawry. If every man has freedom to do 

all that he wills, provided he infringes not the equal freedom of any other man, 

then he is free to drop connection with the state—to relinquish its 

protection, and to refuse paying towards its support. It is self-evident that in so 

behaving he in no way trenches upon the liberty of others; for his position 

is a passive one; and whilst passive he cannot become an aggressor. It is equally 

selfevident that he cannot be compelled to continue one of a political corporation, 

without a breach of the moral law, seeing that citizenship involves payment of 

taxes; and the taking away of a man’s property against his will, is an infringement 

of his rights.

Herbert Spencer, Social Statics (1851)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/154>

Herbert Spencer on the Right to 
Ignore the State (1851) I

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/154
http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/154


Government being simply an agent employed in common by a number of individuals to 

secure to them certain advantages, the very nature of the connection implies that it is 

for each to say whether he will employ such an agent or not. If any one of them 

determines to ignore this mutual-safety confederation, nothing can be said except that 

he loses all claim to its good offices, and exposes himself to the danger of maltreatment

—a thing he is quite at liberty to do if he likes. He cannot be coerced into political 

combination without a breach of the law of equal freedom; he can withdraw 

from it without committing any such breach; and he has therefore a right so to 

withdraw.

Herbert Spencer, Social Statics (1851)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/154>

Herbert Spencer on the Right to 
Ignore the State (1851) II

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/154
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What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Spirit of Commerce (Wealth)” (1793)

V. ECONOMIC LIBERTY
a. Domestic Free Markets
b. Laissez-Faire
c. International Free Trade
d. Progress



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Economic Liberty - The Free Market Economy

• domestic free markets and international free trade (A. Smith, F. Bastiat, L. von Mises)

• voluntary exchanges are mutually beneficial (ex ante)

• freely set market prices (information about supply & demand - Hayek)

• private ownership of economic assets - private contracts for exchange of property

• decentralized decision-making - “I, Pencil” - Hayek’s “problem of knowledge”

• no regulation outside of legal protection of property rights

• complete freedom of movement of people and goods (laissez-faire, laissez-passer)

• minimal/no taxes, balanced government budgets

• no subsidies or protection for favoured individuals or groups

• the incentive of profit and the disincentive of losses

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Free Market Economy”“Economic Development”; “Progress”

5a



Friedrich August von Hayek, “The Use of Knowledge in Society” (1945)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/92>

Friedrich Hayek on the 
“economy of knowledge” (1945)

Friedrich Hayek (1899-1992)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/52>
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Friedrich August von Hayek, “The Use of Knowledge in Society” (1945)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/92/3071/689375>

We must look at the price system as such a mechanism for communicating 

information if we want to understand its real function—a function which, of course, it 

fulfils less perfectly as prices grow more rigid. (Even when quoted prices have become quite 

rigid, however, the forces which would operate through changes in price still operate to a 

considerable extent through changes in the other terms of the contract.) The most significant 

fact about this system is the economy of knowledge with which it operates, or how little 

the individual participants need to know in order to be able to take the right action. In 

abbreviated form, by a kind of symbol, only the most essential information is passed on and 

passed on only to those concerned. It is more than a metaphor to describe the price system as 

a kind of machinery for registering change, or a system of telecommunications which enables 

individual producers to watch merely the movement of a few pointers, as an engineer might 

watch the hands of a few dials, in order to adjust their activities to changes of which they may 

never know more than is reflected in the price movement.

Friedrich Hayek on the 
“economy of knowledge” (1945)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/92/3071/689375
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Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (1949)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1893>

Ludwig von Mises on the division of 
labor and human cooperation (1949)

Ludwig von Mises (1881 – 1973)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/195>
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Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (1949)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/129>

The fundamental social phenomenon is the division of labor and its counterpart 

human cooperation.

Experience teaches man that cooperative action is more efficient and productive than isolated 

action of self-sufficient individuals. The natural conditions determining man’s life and effort are 

such that the division of labor increases output per unit of labor expended. These natural facts 

are:

First: the innate inequality of men with regard to their ability to perform various kinds of 

labor. Second: the unequal distribution of the nature-given, nonhuman opportunities 

of production on the surface of the earth. One may as well consider these two facts as one 

and the same fact, namely, the manifoldness of nature which makes the universe a complex of 

infinite varieties. If the earth’s surface were such that the physical conditions of production 

were the same at every point and if one man were as equal to all other men as is a circle to 

another with the same diameter in Euclidian geometry, men would not have embarked upon the 

division of labor.

Ludwig von Mises on the division of 
labor and human cooperation (1949) I

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/129
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Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (1949)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/129>

There is still a third fact, viz., that there are undertakings whose 

accomplishment exceeds the forces of a single man and requires the joint 

effort of several. Some of them require an expenditure of labor which no single 

man can perform because his capacity to work is not great enough. Others again 

could be accomplished by individuals; but the time which they would have to 

devote to the work would be so long that the result would only be attained late and 

would not compensate for the labor expended. In both cases only joint effort 

makes it possible to attain the end sought.

Ludwig von Mises on the division of 
labor and human cooperation (1949) II

http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/129
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What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Spirit of Commerce (Wealth)” (1793)

V. ECONOMIC LIBERTY
a. Domestic Free Markets
b. Laissez-Faire
c. International Free Trade
d. Progress



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Economic Liberty - Free Trade

• domestic free markets and international free trade (A. Smith, F. Bastiat, L. von Mises)

• complete freedom of movement of people and goods (laissez-faire, laissez-passer)

• foreign trade another example of mutually beneficial trade between individuals

• benefits of division of labour, comparative advantage (David Ricardo) exist between 

households, cities, regions, and “nation states”

• no subsidies or protection for favoured individuals or groups

• breakthrough text was A. Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776) in struggle against mercantilism

• breakthrough policy was abolition of the British “Corn Laws” (1846 - R. Cobden)

• F. Bastiat brilliantly & wittily exposed the absurdities & self-interested motives of the 

protectionists in Economic Sophisms (1846, 1848)

• policy of unilateral free trade is beneficial to consumers

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Free Trade”; “Natural Harmony of Interests”

5c



Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/220/217458>

Adam Smith on the international 
division of labor (1776)

Adam Smith (1723-1790)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/44>
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To give the monopoly of the home–market to the produce of domestick industry, in 

any particular art or manufacture, is in some measure to direct private people in 

what manner they ought to employ their capitals, and must, in almost all cases, be 

either a useless or a hurtful regulation. If the produce of domestick can be brought there 

as cheap as that of foreign industry, the regulation is evidently useless. If it cannot, it must 

generally be hurtful. It is the maxim of every prudent master of a family, never to attempt to 

make at home what it will cost him more to make than to buy. The taylor does not attempt to 

make his own shoes, but buys them of the shoemaker. The shoemaker does not attempt to make 

his own cloaths, but employs a taylor. The farmer attempts to make neither the one nor the 

other, but employs those different artificers. All of them find it for their interest to 

employ their whole industry in a way in which they have some advantage over their 

neighbours, and to purchase with a part of its produce, or what is the same thing, 

with the price of a part of it, whatever else they have occasion for.

Adam Smith on the international division of labor (1776)

Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/220/217458>
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Frédéric Bastiat , “A Petition of the Candlemakers” (1846)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/276/23342>

Frédéric Bastiat on “A Petition from the 
Manufacturers of Candles” (1846)

Frédéric Bastiat (1801-1850)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/25>
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We are suffering from the ruinous competition of a foreign rival who apparently works 

under conditions so far superior to our own for the production of light that he is flooding the 

domestic market  with it at an incredibly low price; for the moment he appears, our 

sales cease, all the consumers turn to him, and a branch of French industry whose 

ramifications are innumerable is all at once reduced to complete stagnation. This rival, which is 

none other than the sun, is waging war on us so mercilessly that we suspect he is being stirred 

up against us by perfidious Albion (excellent diplomacy nowadays!), particularly because he has 

for that haughty island a respect that he does not show for us.

We ask you to be so good as to pass a law requiring the closing of all windows, dormers, 

skylights, inside and outside shutters, curtains, casements, bull's-eyes, deadlights, and blinds—in 

short, all openings, holes, chinks, and fissures through which the light of the sun is wont to 

enter houses, to the detriment of the fair industries with which, we are proud to say, we have 

endowed the country, a country that cannot, without betraying ingratitude, abandon us today to 

so unequal a combat.

Frédéric Bastiat on “A Petition from the 
Manufacturers of Candles” (1846)

Frédéric Bastiat , “A Petition of the Candlemakers” (1846)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/276/23342>
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Harriet Martineau, Autobiography (1877)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/2012>

Harriet Martineau condemns tariffs as a 
“vicious aristocratic principle” (1861)

Harriet Martineau (1802 – 1876)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/4183>
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I perceive you ground your disapprobation of the protective system on the 

injustice and unkindness to foreign peoples. This is a very strong and quite 

indisputable ground, but it is not the one I have at all had in view at this time, or 

wished to bring forward in discussing the matter in the “Standard” or elsewhere. 

I protest against the vicious aristocratic principle, and the rank 

oppression exercised over the American people at large, for the selfish 

interest of certain classes. It is true your shippers and merchants are 

concerned in and injured by every injury inflicted on foreign commerce; but it is 

a graver consideration to my mind that every workingman in the country is 

injured for the illicit benefit of wealthier classes. Popular ignorance alone 

can have permitted it thus long. 

Harriet Martineau condemns tariffs as a 
“vicious aristocratic principle” (1861) I

Harriet Martineau, Autobiography (1877)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/137>
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It is true the disposition to tyranny and greed, which is conspicuous wherever a 

democracy exists, has made protectionists of all or most democratic 

associations, such as the most stringent trades-unions, and other socialistic 

organizations; but still, it is inconceivable that, in a country full of workingmen like 

yours, a handful of monopolists will be permitted to saddle and bridle the 

industrial majority, as at present. When the case is understood, it is inconceivable that 

the majority will put up with it. I wish some Member of Congress, or other man who 

would be listened to, would propose, as a matter of economy, a handsome direct 

appropriation to the iron-masters and mill-owners, instead of preserving the tariff. It 

would be a vast, incalculable saving to pension them in a thoroughly handsome way and 

throw trade open. The proposal would open people’s eyes to the aggression they are 

submitting to.

Harriet Martineau condemns tariffs as a 
“vicious aristocratic principle” (1861) II

Harriet Martineau, Autobiography (1877)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/137>
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What Classical Liberals were FOR 

“The Liberty of Professions 
(Industry)” (1793)

VII. PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE 
WITH OTHER PEOPLE/STATES
a. Peace
b. Free Movement of People, Goods, Ideas 

across International Borders
c. International Arbitration



What Classical Liberals were FOR:
Peaceful Coexistence with Others - Peace & Pacifism

• CLs arose in opposition to dynastic, imperial, mercantilist wars in 17th & 18thC

• opposed taxation, conscription, national debt to fund “standing army” & fight wars

• favoured local, volunteer militias (US Bill of Rights) - irregular, guerrilla war (Am. Rev)

• CLs oppose modern war

•“war is the health of the state” (R. Bourne) & Robert Higgs’ “ratchet effect”

• before post-WW2 welfare state, war was the major cause of growth of state power

• modern military is anti-individualistic, command economy (Mises), socialist institution

• CLs favour

• non-interference in the affairs of other nations (Washington, Cobden)

• international arbitration to solve disputes

• international free trade

• free and open immigration/emigration

Readings: The Encyclopedia of Libertarianism (2008).

•“Peace and Pacifism”; “Free Trade”; “Natural Harmony of Interests”
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The Crushing Burden of War, Taxes, and Debt

James Gillray, “The British Atlas, or John Bull supporting the Peace Establishment” (1816)



The Military is a “Command Society”

Honoré Daumier, “The Army Hierarchy” (1860s)





George Washington, "Farewell Address" (1796)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/848/102077>

George Washington on Commercial and 
Political Relations with other Countries (1796)

George Washington (1732 – 1799)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/3872>
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Observe good faith and justice towards all Nations. Cultivate peace and harmony 

with all. Religion and morality enjoin this conduct; and can it be that good policy does not 

equally enjoin it? It will be worthy of a free, enlightened, and, at no distant period, a great 

Nation, to give to mankind the magnanimous and too novel example of a People always 

guided by an exalted justice and benevolence…In the execution of such a plan nothing is 

more essential than that permanent, inveterate antipathies against particular 

Nations and passionate attachments for others should be excluded; and that in 

place of them just and amicable feelings towards all should be cultivated. The Nation, which 

indulges towards another an habitual hatred, or an habitual fondness, is in some degree a 

slave…

George Washington on Commercial and Political 
Relations with other Countries (1796) I

George Washington, "Farewell Address" (1796)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/848/102077>
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So likewise, a passionate attachment of one Nation for another produces a variety of evils. 

Sympathy for the favourite nation, facilitating the illusion of an imaginary common 

interest, in cases where no real common interest exists, and infusing into one the enmities 

of the other, betrays the former into a participation in the quarrels and Wars of the latter, 

without adequate inducement or justification… The Great rule of conduct for us, in 

regard to foreign Nations is in extending our commercial relations to have with 

them as little political connection as possible. So far as we have already formed 

engagements let them be fulfilled, with perfect good faith. Here let us stop.

George Washington on Commercial and Political 
Relations with other Countries (1796) II

George Washington, "Farewell Address" (1796)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/848/102077>
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Ludwig von Mises, Liberalism: The Classical Tradition (1962)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1463/67387/1652174>

Ludwig von Mises and the liberal 
critique of war (1962)

Ludwig von Mises (1881 – 1973)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/195>
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The liberal critique of the argument in favor of war is fundamentally different from 

that of the humanitarians. It starts from the premise that not war, but peace, is 

the father of all things. What alone enables mankind to advance and distinguishes 

man from the animals is social cooperation. It is labor alone that is productive: it 

creates wealth and therewith lays the outward foundations for the inward flowering of 

man. War only destroys; it cannot create. War, carnage, destruction, and 

devastation we have in common with the predatory beasts of the jungle; constructive 

labor is our distinctively human characteristic. The liberal abhors war, not, like the 

humanitarian, in spite of the fact that it has beneficial consequences, but because it 

has only harmful ones.

Ludwig von Mises and the liberal 
critique of war (1962) I

Ludwig von Mises, Liberalism: The Classical Tradition (1962)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1463/67387/1652174>
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The peace-loving humanitarian approaches the mighty potentate and addresses him thus: 

“Do not make war, even though you have the prospect of furthering your own welfare by a 

victory. Be noble and magnanimous and renounce the tempting victory even if it means a 

sacrifice for you and the loss of an advantage.” The liberal thinks otherwise. He is 

convinced that victorious war is an evil even for the victor, that peace is always 

better than war. He demands no sacrifice from the stronger, but only that he should 

come to realize where his true interests lie and should learn to understand that peace is 

for him, the stronger, just as advantageous as it is for the weaker.

Ludwig von Mises and the liberal 
critique of war (1962) II

Ludwig von Mises, Liberalism: The Classical Tradition (1962)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1463/67387/1652174>
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Richard Cobden, "Speech in the House of Commons on the 
Russian War" (December 22, 1854)

<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/931/104898>

Richard Cobden on the British Empire 
righting the world’s wrongs (1854)

Richard Cobden (1804-1865)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/89>
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But what are the grounds on which we are to continue this war, when the Germans have 

acquiesced in the proposals of peace which have been made? Is it that war is a luxury? Is 

it that we are fighting—to use a cant phrase of Mr. Pitt’s time—to secure indemnity for 

the past, and security for the future? Are we to be the Don Quixotes of Europe, to 

go about fighting for every cause where we find that some one has been 

wronged? In most quarrels there is generally a little wrong on both sides; and, 

if we make up our minds always to interfere when any one is being wronged, I 

do not see always how we are to choose between the two sides. It will not do 

always to assume that the weaker party is in the right, for little States, like 

little individuals, are often very quarrelsome, presuming on their weakness, 

and not unfrequently abusing the forbearance which their weakness procures 

them.

Richard Cobden on the British Empire 
righting the world’s wrongs (1854)

Richard Cobden, "Speech in the House of Commons on the 
Russian War" (December 22, 1854)

<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/322>
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William Graham Sumner, "The Conquest of the United States by Spain" (1898)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/345/225551>

William Graham Sumner thought America’s 
war against Spain would result in an 

American Empire (1898)

William Graham Sumner (1840 – 1910)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/person/236>
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The American people believe that they have a free country, and we are treated to 

grandiloquent speeches about our flag and our reputation for freedom and enlightenment. 

The common opinion is that we have these things because we have chosen and adopted 

them, because they are in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. We 

suppose, therefore, that we are sure to keep them and that the follies of other people are 

things which we can hear about with complacency. People say that this country is like 

no other; that its prosperity proves its exceptionality, and so on. These are 

popular errors which in time will meet with harsh correction...

Now what will hasten the day when our present advantages will wear out and when we shall 

come down to the conditions of the older and densely populated nations? The answer is: 

war, debt, taxation, diplomacy, a grand governmental system, pomp, glory, a big 

army and navy, lavish expenditures, political jobbery - in a word, imperialism…

William Graham Sumner, "The Conquest of the United States by Spain" (1898)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/56>

William Graham Sumner thought America’s war against 
Spain would result in an American Empire (1898) I
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The great foe of democracy now and in the near future is plutocracy. Every year that passes 

brings out this antagonism more distinctly. It is to be the social war of the twentieth 

century. In that war militarism, expansion and imperialism will all favor plutocracy. 

In the first place, war and expansion will favor jobbery, both in the dependencies and at 

home. In the second place, they will take away the attention of the people from what the 

plutocrats are doing. In the third place, they will cause large expenditures of the people’s 

money, the return for which will not go into the treasury, but into the hands of a few 

schemers. In the fourth place, they will call for a large public debt and taxes, and these 

things especially tend to make men unequal, because any social burdens bear more heavily on 

the weak than on the strong, and so make the weak weaker and the strong stronger. Therefore 

expansion and imperialism are a grand onslaught on democracy. 

William Graham Sumner, "The Conquest of the United States by Spain" (1898)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/56>

William Graham Sumner thought America’s war against 
Spain would result in an American Empire (1898) II
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The point which I have tried to make in this lecture is that expansion and 

imperialism are at war with the best traditions, principles, and 

interests of the American people, and that they will plunge us into a 

network of difficult problems and political perils, which we might have 

avoided, while they offer us no corresponding advantage in return.

William Graham Sumner, "The Conquest of the United States by Spain" (1898)
<http://oll.libertyfund.org/quote/56>

William Graham Sumner thought America’s war against 
Spain would result in an American Empire (1898) III
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Opposition to War & Empire

"Expansion: The Water-Cure method of extorting from Uncle Sam the 
confession that an Empire is better than a Republic" (January 31, 1902)

[The Anti-Imperialism League]



FOR:

1. Natural Law & Natural Rights

2. Private Property

3. Individual Liberty

4. Idea of Spontaneous Order

5. Free Markets

6. Limited Government

7. Rule of Law

8. Freedom of Speech & Religion

9. Free Trade

10.Peace

11. Progress

12.Right of Exit

Summary: What Classical Liberals were 
FOR  & AGAINST

AGAINST:

1. arbitrary political power

2. arbitrary religious power

3. slavery & serfdom

4. war & conscription

5. taxation

6. national debt

7. tariffs & other trade protection

8. subsidies & monopolies to favoured industries

9. central bank & fiat money

10. empire & colonies

11. censorship

12. torture, arbitrary arrest & imprisonment, execution




