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The Liberal Mutation: How a Political Word Crossed the Atlantic and Changed Sides

In 1932, during the depths of the Great Depression, two American political leaders waged a war not merely over economic policy but over a single word. Herbert Hoover, the sitting president, argued that he was the true inheritor of the liberal tradition—the “rugged individualism” and “American system” that rested on individual responsibility and limited government. Franklin D. Roosevelt, his Democratic challenger, declared that his party was “the bearer of liberalism” and used that label to describe aggressive government intervention in the economy through public works, regulation, and welfare expansion. Both men understood that “liberal” carried prestige and moral weight. Both wanted to claim it. Only one succeeded. That electoral moment in 1932 crystallized a transformation that had been building for decades and would result in one of the most consequential semantic reversals in political history. Today, a European liberal and an American liberal would find themselves disagreeing on almost everything, despite bearing the same name.

The original meaning of “liberal” was unambiguous. The word derives from the Latin liber—free—and emerged in early modern political discourse as a description of those seeking emancipation from hereditary, clerical, and monarchical constraint. By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, thinkers like John Locke articulated a coherent program: individual rights as foundational, limited government as necessity, private property as the basis of independence, and the rule of law as the mechanism that protected all of these from arbitrary power. This was not a recipe for chaos or anarchy but for a specific institutional arrangement: a state stripped to its essential functions—protection from invasion, maintenance of courts, enforcement of contracts—while leaving the vast realm of commerce, religion, family, and civil society to private decision-making. Classical liberals like Adam Smith elaborated this vision in the late eighteenth century, stressing how market competition and voluntary exchange generated prosperity better than mercantilist monopolies or state direction. The word “liberal” carried prestige throughout the nineteenth century because it represented progress against feudalism, arbitrary rule, and poverty.

The first formal political party to adopt the liberal label appeared in Spain in the 1820s, as reformers opposing both Napoleonic occupation and the restoration of absolute monarchy sought to distinguish themselves through a name signifying constitutional limits and individual rights. From Spain the label migrated to Britain, where it became the banner of the rising industrial bourgeoisie challenging the landed aristocracy. By the mid-nineteenth century, the Manchester School—figures like Richard Cobden and John Bright—had consolidated classical liberalism into a coherent program of free trade, free movement of labor, opposition to imperialism, and skepticism of state power. The great Liberal parties of nineteenth-century Europe, particularly in Britain, fought for this agenda: lower tariffs, stronger property rights, expanded suffrage, and limited government. The term maintained such consistent meaning that a political vocabulary existed in the 1870s and 1880s where “liberal” meant unambiguously pro-market, pro-limited-government across the Atlantic, across the Channel, and across the continent.

That coherence began to fracture in late nineteenth-century Britain, producing the first philosophical crack from which the later mutation would grow. T.H. Green, the Oxford philosopher, articulated in the 1880s and 1890s a reframing of liberty itself. Green argued that the classical liberal focus on negative liberty—freedom from interference—was philosophically incomplete. A person who was technically “free” from state coercion but lacked the capacity to act on that freedom—who was illiterate, diseased, impoverished, or crushed by economic desperation—was not truly free in any meaningful sense. True liberty, Green contended, was positive liberty: the actual capacity to flourish, to develop one’s talents, to participate in society. This philosophical move was seductive because it addressed real suffering. In the 1880s and 1890s, industrial Britain was producing spectacular wealth alongside grinding poverty. Children labored in mines. Tuberculosis ravaged slum populations. The classical liberal response—that the state should not interfere, that this was the price of progress, that charity was a private matter—looked increasingly callous. Green offered an alternative: the state itself could be an instrument for expanding liberty, not by abolishing private property or markets but by intervening to provide education, sanitation, workplace safety, and insurance against destitution. His successors, including L.T. Hobhouse, developed this into the doctrine of “New Liberalism,” arguing that liberal principles—rightly understood—required substantial state action to equalize opportunity and protect workers from industrial coercion.

The New Liberalism gained traction in British politics. Liberal governments of the early twentieth century, particularly under Asquith and Lloyd George, passed the first modern welfare legislation: the Trade Boards Act of 1909, which set minimum wages in sweated industries; old-age pensions in 1908; national insurance against unemployment in 1911. These reforms were passed by Liberal governments as liberal policy, justified in the language of expanding individual capacity and opportunity. Crucially, Britain’s political structure made this transition possible. Because a distinct socialist movement existed—the Labour Party, founded in 1900—Britain had room for a “liberal” party that could move leftward without losing its identity. The conservatives remained conservative, the socialists remained socialist, and the liberals occupied the center-left, applying progressive remedies to industrial problems while defending markets and property.

The American trajectory diverged markedly. Through the nineteenth century, American political discourse was so thoroughly liberal—in the classical sense—that the word barely needed naming. American conservatives of the Gilded Age were, by European standards, classical liberals: they defended private property, limited government, free markets, and were skeptical of state power. The American founding documents themselves were liberal texts. This meant that when progressive intellectuals emerged in the early twentieth century seeking to challenge laissez-faire orthodoxy, they faced an unusual problem: there was no existing left-wing vocabulary available. There was no established socialist party; “socialism” was stigmatized as foreign, radical, un-American. Progressive reformers—John Dewey, Herbert Croly, journalists and academics dismayed by monopoly capitalism and industrial violence—could not simply call themselves socialists or social democrats. They had to work within American political language or invent new frameworks.

What they did instead, beginning in the Progressive Era (roughly 1890s to 1920s), was to appropriate and redefine the liberal label itself. John Dewey, the most philosophically sophisticated among them, developed what he called a “New Individualism” to replace what he saw as the bankrupt “old” variety. Dewey argued that nineteenth-century liberalism had been coherent for its time—it had successfully shattered aristocratic monopolies and created the conditions for entrepreneurship. But those very successes had transformed the economic landscape. The individual atomized on the frontier was no longer a realistic figure; the modern individual was embedded in massive corporate networks, dependent on railroads and factories and financial systems he could not escape through individual effort alone. To be “free” in the modern world required not the absence of state power but its strategic deployment. The state should regulate monopolies, protect workers, provide education, and coordinate economic planning through expert agencies. Dewey was explicit about what he was doing: redefining both “liberal” and “individualism” to exclude those who still believed in free markets and minimal government. His vision was collectivist in impulse—the individual could only flourish through participation in a rationally ordered organic society—but justified in the language of freedom and individual development.

This intellectual reframing might have remained confined to academic circles. What gave it political force was catastrophe. The Great Depression of 1929 created a legitimation crisis for classical liberalism and the Republican Party that had dominated American politics. Herbert Hoover’s defense of his economic policies rested on classical liberal principles: the economy must be left to self-correct, government intervention would only deepen the crisis, the role of the state was to maintain the conditions of competition, not to manage the economy itself. Hoover explicitly called himself a liberal and invoked the American founding to justify his position. He lost spectacularly. Franklin D. Roosevelt won the 1932 election with a landslide victory, and more importantly, he successfully claimed the “liberal” label for his agenda of government intervention. In his acceptance speech as the Democratic nominee, FDR declared that his party was “the bearer of liberalism,” and he used this framing to make massive government programs—Social Security, the Works Progress Administration, the National Labor Relations Act—palatable to an American public still nominally committed to the values of the Founders. FDR was not a socialist, and he was careful not to use that vocabulary. He was a liberal, rightly understood for modern conditions.

This semantic capture was devastatingly effective. By 1940, the Democratic Party owned “liberal”; by 1950, Republicans who had once claimed the label were forced to call themselves “conservative” to distinguish their commitment to property, markets, and limited government from the now-triumphant New Deal liberalism. The irony was complete: in America, “conservative” came to mean the defense of eighteenth-century liberal principles, while “liberal” came to mean the expansion of state power beyond anything classical liberals had envisioned. American conservatives inherited the policy platform of nineteenth-century liberals—lower taxes, fewer regulations, stronger property rights, skepticism of government power. But they could not claim to be liberals because the word had been stolen.

This American mutation did not occur in Europe, and understanding why requires attention to political structure. In multiparty systems with proportional representation—Germany, the Netherlands, France, Italy—there was room for distinct political families to persist. The Social Democrats occupied the left, advocating for extensive welfare states and labor rights while accepting or opposing markets depending on the variant. The Christian Democrats occupied the center-right, blending social concern with market skepticism and religious traditionalism. The Liberals occupied the center or center-right, defending markets and property rights while supporting moderate welfare provisions. This institutional fact—the existence of three or more distinct left-of-center parties rather than two—meant that “liberal” never had to be captured by the left. The redistributive impulse could express itself through Social Democratic parties that claimed that identity explicitly. Liberals remained liberals: pro-market, skeptical of state power, defenders of business and property.

The 1947 Oxford Manifesto, drafted by Liberal International representatives from nineteen countries, enshrined this European consensus. The manifesto declared that suppression of economic freedom leads inevitably to the loss of political freedom, and it committed European liberals to “true democracy” and “private enterprise” as the foundations of a free society. While acknowledging state responsibility for protecting against poverty and disease, the manifesto insisted these goals should be pursued through market mechanisms and private initiative, not state ownership. The contrast with American liberalism—which by 1947 was deepening its commitment to the welfare state and active government economic management—could not have been sharper.

One European intellectual witnessed this transformation with growing horror. Friedrich Hayek, an Austrian economist who had emigrated to Britain and became a towering figure in classical liberal thought, watched the semantic collapse of the word “liberal” throughout the 1940s and 1950s with alarm. Hayek had warned in The Road to Serfdom (1944) that the interventionist policies being pursued in Britain and America would inexorably lead to totalitarianism. He organized the Mont Pelerin Society in 1947 with Milton Friedman, Ludwig von Mises, and other economists committed to reviving classical liberalism. But he faced a linguistic crisis: the very word he used to describe his position had been captured by his intellectual opponents. By the time he wrote the postscript to The Constitution of Liberty in 1960, titled “Why I am Not a Conservative,” Hayek articulated his predicament with precision. He could not call himself a conservative because conservatism, by definition, merely resists change without offering an alternative vision. But neither could he call himself a liberal in America, because the word had come to mean precisely what he opposed: state intervention, Keynesian economics, the welfare state. He proposed instead to call himself an “Old Whig,” reaching back to the tradition of English parliamentarians who had fought for liberty and limited government. The label never caught on.

Younger American classical liberals faced the same problem Hayek did, but they responded differently. In 1955, Dean Russell, writing in The Freeman, proposed a solution: adopt the term “libertarian.” Russell observed that those defending classical liberal positions constantly found themselves forced to specify “classical liberalism” or “nineteenth-century liberalism” to avoid confusion with modern liberalism. He proposed that “libertarian” could serve as a synonym for the original meaning of liberal—advocacy of individual freedom, limited government, and free markets. The word had historical precedent in European anarchist movements, but Russell’s innovation was to detach it from anarchism and position it as the heir to classical liberalism. The proposal proved remarkably successful. Within a decade, “libertarian” had become the primary label for American advocates of free markets and limited government. Think tanks, journals, academic centers, and political movements adopted the term. But this very success had a second-order effect: by adopting a new name, American classical liberals ceded the historical inheritance of “liberalism” to their opponents. The word, now defined as progressive, interventionist, welfare-statist, became absorbed into the Democratic Party’s identity and the American left’s vocabulary. Conservatives could plausibly claim to defend the original liberal vision, but they could not call themselves liberals without confusing their audience.

The mechanism of this semantic capture, once understood, illuminates how political language actually works. Words gain their meaning not through definition but through coalitional ownership. In the 1930s, the Democratic coalition needed a label that sounded moderate and American—rejecting both socialism (too foreign) and the Republican defense of pure laissez-faire (now discredited by Depression). “Liberal” was available because the Republican Party had abandoned it. Once FDR and the New Dealers successfully associated “liberal” with their coalition’s agenda, the word’s meaning shifted not because of philosophical argument but because of institutional success. New Deal programs worked (by most economic measures), voters embraced them, the Democratic coalition dominated politics through the 1940s and 1960s, and the word became cemented in place. By the time the second generation of politicians used it, no one questioned whether it matched the original definition. The institutional embedding—in Democratic Party platforms, in labor union rhetoric, in academic centers, in foundation priorities, in media language—made the new meaning self-reinforcing and nearly impossible to displace.

The fact that American conservatives did not seriously fight for the word “liberal” is itself revealing about how political language operates. Once the meaning began to shift, defending the label became harder than abandoning it. Accepting “conservative” allowed Republicans to position themselves as defenders of American founding principles and traditional institutions—a positive identity rather than a rearguard action. Progressives pushing the semantic change were numerous, confident, and institutionally powerful in the 1930s and 1940s. Classical liberals who might have fought the capture were outnumbered and demoralized by the Depression and the apparent triumph of government planning worldwide. Rather than waste political energy on semantic defense, it seemed simpler to accept a new label. The decision cost something: classical liberals lost the prestige and historical weight of the term “liberal” and had to build a new political identity from scratch. But it also freed them from constant confusion and the need to perpetually specify what they meant.

The current state of the word “liberal” reflects this divergent path with perfect clarity. In the United States, “liberal” denotes left-wing politics: support for expansive welfare states, progressive taxation, strong environmental and labor regulation, and expanded government social programs. A self-identified liberal in San Francisco or New York would likely oppose tariffs on humanitarian grounds, support free movement of people, and believe government should actively pursue equality. In Europe, “liberal” denotes something closer to classical liberalism: support for markets, lower taxes, property rights, and skepticism of government overreach. Emmanuel Macron’s party in France is called La République En Marche but is widely understood as liberal—pro-market, pro-EU integration, opposing protectionism. The German Free Democrats, the Dutch VVD, the Italian Radicals—all are liberals in the classical sense, advocating for economic freedom and limited government while supporting modest social insurance and welfare provisions. These European liberals would find themselves politically aligned with American libertarians and fiscal conservatives, not American liberals. The two semantic families have drifted so far apart that “liberal” now functions as a homonym—the same word in the same language with nearly opposite meanings across the Atlantic.

This divergence produces consistent confusion in transatlantic political conversation. When an American progressive defends “liberal democracy” as a global ideal, a European listener hears an endorsement of limited government and free markets. When a European liberal argues for the superiority of liberal economics in generating prosperity, an American listener interprets this as right-wing ideology. The word functions differently in each context because the political coalitions that defined it are different. In America, “liberal” became the label for a coalition that included labor unions, civil rights advocates, welfare-state enthusiasts, and environmentalists. In Europe, “liberal” remained the label for the business-friendly, market-oriented center, sometimes aligned with Christian democrats, sometimes with social democrats, depending on the institutional configuration. Same word, opposite reference.

The question of why semantic drift occurs at all—why political words do not maintain stable meanings across generations—has a mechanistic answer rooted in institutional politics. Political labels are not fixed by any authority; they are captured by movements and parties that can make them stick. Once a coalition gains political power and holds it long enough, it can redefine any word in its favor. “Conservative” has meant wildly different things in different eras: it once meant defenders of feudal social hierarchy against liberal merchants, then defenders of property against radical socialists, then defenders of traditional institutions and limited government, then (in some contemporary usage) opponents of immigration and cosmopolitanism. “Progressive,” similarly, has meant advocates of modernization, science, and efficiency; then advocates of labor rights and welfare expansion; then advocates of social justice and identity-based equality. “Democratic” once meant direct rule by the people in ancient Athens, then representative government among property-owners, then mass suffrage, then various forms of social democracy. The surface stability of these words masks underlying semantic revolutions produced by shifting coalitions and institutional power.

What makes the liberal/libertarian distinction in America unique is not that the semantic drift occurred—that happens with most political words—but that it happened backwards. Usually, when a political coalition captures a word, it moves the term’s meaning in the direction of its interests. The American case is odd because it involved capturing a word that implied the opposite of what the capturing coalition did. Classical liberals defended limited government; New Deal liberals built the largest peacetime government expansion America had yet seen. New Deal liberals defended active state intervention in the economy; classical liberals had opposed it. Yet the capture succeeded because American political culture after 1932 became thoroughly dominated by the New Deal coalition and its successors, making the original meaning seem quaint and outmoded. Conservative defenders of the original meaning were reduced to calling themselves by a different label and slowly accepting their exile from the progressive mainstream.

Hayek’s lament in 1960 was not merely personal frustration but a recognition of this institutional trap. He could not reclaim “liberal” because the word was now owned by a victorious coalition. He could not adopt “conservative” without endorsing conservatism’s intellectual cowardice. He could propose “Old Whig” but had no institutional power to make it stick. The adoption of “libertarian” fifteen years later was a pragmatic surrender: accept the loss and build something new. This surrender had costs. Libertarianism, despite its philosophical coherence, never achieved the political weight or institutional reach of the liberal label. It remained a marginal intellectual movement, never capturing a major political party or sustaining broad electoral coalitions. By contrast, the liberal label, redefined and embedded in the Democratic Party, labor unions, universities, and foundations, became a self-reinforcing identity that shaped American politics for seventy years.

The persistence of this semantic bifurcation raises a deeper question: can political words maintain stable meaning across time and space, or are they inevitably captured and redefined by whatever coalition wields power? The historical evidence suggests the latter. Every word sufficiently powerful to merit fighting over will eventually be captured, redefined, and embedded in a coalition’s identity. The fight for the word “liberal” was real and consequential—it was not merely about etymology or dictionary definitions, but about who could claim to represent progress, freedom, and the future. When FDR claimed “liberal” in 1932, he was not merely adopting a label; he was claiming to be the true heir to the Enlightenment tradition, the real defender of individual liberty against the tyranny of privilege. That his policies looked to European classical liberals like an expansion of exactly the tyranny they opposed made no difference. The coalition’s victory was political and institutional, not philosophical.

The confusion created by this semantic bifurcation is not merely academic. When an American liberal and a European liberal meet in a transatlantic forum or international institution, they face constant misunderstanding. The American liberal will advocate for stronger environmental regulations, higher taxes on the wealthy, and expanded government social provision. The European liberal will defend the European Union’s single market, oppose protectionism, and worry about excessive state power. They will both believe they are defending liberal values, and they will be bewildered by each other’s positions. This confusion has real consequences in international institutions, trade negotiations, and coalition-building on global issues. When France’s Macron speaks of “liberal democracy” as the West’s shared value, he means something quite different from what an American progressive means by the same phrase.

The pattern of semantic capture across political history suggests a darker conclusion about the nature of political language itself. Words do not carry stable meanings independent of power. They are not vessels that preserve ideas across generations. They are instead territorial markers, claimed and reclaimed by movements seeking to legitimize themselves and delegitimize their opponents. Once captured, a word becomes embedded in institutions—parties, movements, media outlets, academic disciplines—that give it staying power. The new meaning becomes naturalized; the original meaning recedes into history. New generations grow up speaking the newly captured word and assume it always meant what it means now.

This suggests that attempts to recover or defend a word’s “original meaning” are often futile when arrayed against institutional power. Hayek’s attempt to call himself an “Old Whig” failed because he had no institutional apparatus to give it force. The libertarian movement’s later adoption of a new label was more successful, but only because it created new institutions around the term—think tanks, journals, political campaigns—rather than trying to reclaim the old word. Once a coalition has won power and embedded a redefined word in its institutional structures, recapturing it requires either defeating that coalition politically or creating a new word powerful enough to compete. The first requires alignment of power and luck; the second requires that the new word become institutionally embedded before the capturing coalition can redefine it.

The history of the liberal word also illuminates the deep tension within liberalism itself: the tension between liberty and equality, between negative liberty (absence of interference) and positive liberty (capacity to flourish), between market spontaneity and planned direction. T.H. Green’s philosophical innovation—his argument that true liberty required positive capacity, not merely absence of coercion—did not come from nowhere. It addressed real philosophical problems in classical liberalism. If someone is technically free from state interference but lacks the education, health, or economic opportunity to make use of that freedom, is he truly free? Classical liberals had an answer: freedom of choice is the fundamental value, and the consequences of choice are the responsibility of the chooser. But this answer became increasingly difficult to defend when poverty was endemic and industrial capitalism produced both spectacular wealth and desperate misery. Green’s positive liberty framework offered a way to remain within the liberal tradition while addressing the obvious human costs of pure laissez-faire capitalism. The question was not whether to call positive liberty “liberalism” or not; it was whether positive liberty was even consistent with liberalism’s core principles.

The American mutation resolved this tension in a particular way: by redefining “liberalism” to encompass positive liberty and active government, the New Deal liberals made the tension disappear—or seemed to. In their framework, liberalism required government intervention to ensure that all citizens possessed the actual capacity to exercise their freedoms. This was coherent as political philosophy, but it required semantic revision so extensive that classical liberals could no longer use the word to describe their position. The bifurcation across the Atlantic was thus not accidental; it reflected two different philosophical resolutions to the same internal contradiction within the liberal tradition. Europe mostly resolved it through social democracy—accepting socialism’s label for the left and reserving “liberal” for the center. America resolved it by redefining “liberal” itself, at the cost of exiling classical liberals to the margins and forcing them to adopt a new label.

This history reveals something important about the relationship between ideas and politics. Political words derive their power not from clarity or precision but from the ability of movements to make them stick through institutional control. Hayek was a more sophisticated philosopher than FDR; his arguments were more rigorous and historically informed. Yet FDR’s coalition won the semantic battle because it won the political battle, held power long enough to embed the redefined word in institutions, and benefited from the natural tendency of language to naturalize power relations. By the time the second generation of Americans grew up, “liberal” had always meant what the New Dealers had made it mean. The original definition seemed quaint, outdated, a historical artifact. The institutions supporting the new meaning—the Democratic Party, unions, universities, foundations, media outlets—continuously reinforced it.

Yet the European path suggests that semantic capture was not inevitable; it depended on institutional structures. In multiparty systems where distinct political families could survive without capturing the same words, the original liberal meaning persisted. In two-party systems where each major coalition needed to occupy a larger ideological space, the same word became a battlefield. The institutional fact of two-partyism pushed toward semantic consolidation; the institutional fact of multi-partyism allowed semantic persistence. This suggests that the meaning of political words is determined less by their intrinsic content and more by the political structures within which they operate.

The contemporary state of the liberal word remains unstable, perhaps inevitably so. In academic and philosophical discourse, “classical liberalism” survives as a distinct intellectual tradition, separate from “modern liberalism” or “social liberalism.” This distinction is maintained by institutionally supported scholarship—university chairs, journals, conferences—that keeps the original meaning alive in a specialized context. In popular political discourse, however, “liberal” in America means whatever the Democratic coalition has made it mean, and “liberal” in Europe means whatever the center-right or center parties have made it mean. The transatlantic confusion persists because no unified coalition controls the word globally. If American political power shifted decisively leftward and social democratic movements captured “liberal” in Europe as well, the bifurcation might close. Or if American conservatives successfully reclaimed the word by once again making free-market capitalism politically dominant, the semantic field might restructure. But for now, the word remains split.

This history teaches a final lesson about the nature of political language: words are not instruments for communicating fixed ideas; they are artifacts of political struggle. Their meanings shift as coalitions shift. The apparent semantic stability of a word is usually an illusion created by the temporary dominance of a particular coalition. Every stable meaning is the residue of some past political victory, frozen into institutional form. Understanding this does not make it possible to recover lost meanings or prevent future semantic shifts; institutional power is too great. But it does clarify why political debate so often involves disagreement about words themselves, why different sides seem to be speaking different languages even when they use the same vocabulary, and why the “real definition” of a political term is ultimately less important than understanding who controls its institutional meaning and why.
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