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Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 1, Core Political Ideas
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Liberalism
	An ideology centred on the importance of individual freedom, rationalism, and consent, traditionally sceptical of concentrated power but divided over how active the state should be in securing freedom.

	Individualism
	The belief that the individual is the most important unit in society, and that individual rights and interests should take priority over collective or state interests.

	Negative freedom
	Freedom understood as the absence of external restraint or interference — being left alone by the state and others to act as one chooses, associated with classical liberalism.

	Positive freedom
	Freedom understood as the capacity for individuals to develop and realise their full potential, which may require active state help (e.g. education, welfare), associated with modern liberalism.

	Rationalism
	The belief that human beings are reasoning creatures capable of using logic and evidence to understand and improve the world, underpinning liberal optimism about progress.

	Toleration
	The willingness to accept beliefs, values, and ways of life that one does not personally share, provided they do not harm others; central to liberal pluralism.

	Social contract
	The theory, associated with thinkers such as John Locke, that legitimate government arises from an agreement among free individuals to accept certain restrictions in exchange for the protection of their rights.

	Natural rights
	Rights believed to exist independently of government or law, inherent to all individuals simply by virtue of being human (e.g. Locke's life, liberty, and property).

	Consent
	The principle that political authority is only legitimate if it derives from the agreement of the governed, typically expressed through elections and constitutional government.

	Constitutionalism
	The belief that government power should be limited and defined by a constitution, preventing arbitrary rule and protecting individual rights.

	Minimal / nightwatchman state
	A state with a very limited role, confined mainly to protecting citizens' security and property and enforcing contracts, associated with classical liberalism.

	Laissez-faire
	An economic approach favouring minimal government interference in the market, associated with classical liberal economic thought.

	Utilitarianism
	The theory, associated with Jeremy Bentham, that the right action is the one that produces the greatest happiness for the greatest number, an important influence on classical liberal thinking about law and policy.

	Harm principle
	John Stuart Mill's principle that the state may only limit an individual's freedom in order to prevent harm to others, not merely to protect the individual from themselves.

	Equality of opportunity
	The belief that all individuals should have a fair and equal starting point in life, even if outcomes differ due to individual effort or ability; distinct from equality of outcome.

	Enabling state
	A more active state, associated with modern liberalism, that intervenes (e.g. through welfare, education, and regulation) to help individuals achieve genuine freedom and develop their potential.

	Social liberalism
	A strand of modern liberal thought supporting state intervention to correct social and economic inequality, while retaining a commitment to individual rights and a market economy.


2. Core Knowledge
Core liberal ideas
· Individual freedom: the central liberal value — the belief that individuals should be free to live as they choose, provided they do not harm others, though liberals disagree sharply over what ‘freedom’ really requires (see negative vs positive freedom below).
· Rationalism: liberals share an optimistic view of human nature, believing individuals are capable of reasoned thought and self-improvement, which underpins liberal support for personal autonomy and gradual social progress.
· Individualism: society is best understood as a collection of individuals rather than a single organic whole; the individual's rights and interests are the primary concern of politics.
· Toleration and pluralism: liberals value a diverse society in which multiple beliefs, lifestyles, and viewpoints can coexist and compete freely, provided they do not infringe on others' rights.
· Consent and constitutionalism: government is only legitimate if based on the consent of the governed, and its power should be limited and clearly defined to prevent arbitrary rule — reflected in support for constitutions, the rule of law, and checks and balances.
Classical liberalism
· Negative freedom: freedom is understood as the absence of external interference; the state's role should be minimal, protecting individuals from harm by others but otherwise leaving them alone.
· The social contract and natural rights: John Locke argued that individuals possess natural rights to life, liberty, and property, and that legitimate government arises from a contract in which individuals consent to limited government in exchange for the protection of these rights.
· The minimal state and laissez-faire economics: classical liberals favour a ‘nightwatchman’ state with a narrow role (defence, law and order, contract enforcement) and oppose state interference in the free market.
· Utilitarianism and the harm principle: Jeremy Bentham's utilitarianism judged laws by whether they maximised happiness; John Stuart Mill's harm principle held that the state may only restrict individual liberty to prevent harm to others, not to protect people from themselves — though Mill's later work also showed sympathy for some social reform, foreshadowing modern liberalism.
Modern liberalism
· Positive freedom: T. H. Green argued that true freedom requires the genuine capacity to develop one's potential, which unregulated markets and poverty can prevent; this justified a more active state role than classical liberalism allowed.
· The enabling state: modern liberals support state intervention — through welfare, public education, and regulation — to remove barriers (poverty, ignorance, disease) that prevent individuals from exercising real freedom.
· Equality of opportunity: modern liberals support a fair starting point for all individuals (e.g. through education and welfare) so that outcomes reflect effort and ability rather than accidents of birth, while still rejecting strict equality of outcome.
· Social liberalism and the welfare state: thinkers and policymakers such as William Beveridge and John Maynard Keynes influenced the development of the post-war welfare state and mixed economy as practical expressions of modern liberal principles.
Tensions and debates within liberalism
· The role of the state: classical liberals' minimal state stands in tension with modern liberals' enabling state — a core, recurring debate about how much intervention is compatible with liberal principles.
· Freedom: negative vs positive: classical and modern liberals share a commitment to freedom but define and pursue it in fundamentally different ways, with implications for economic and social policy.
· Optimism about human nature vs the need for state action: liberal optimism about individual reason and self-improvement sits alongside a recognition (stronger among modern liberals) that structural inequality can prevent individuals from actually exercising their reason and potential.
· Key thinkers to know: John Locke (natural rights, social contract), Jeremy Bentham (utilitarianism), John Stuart Mill (harm principle, individuality), Mary Wollstonecraft (early liberal feminism, rational equality), T. H. Green (positive freedom), John Rawls (justice as fairness, modern liberal egalitarianism).
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research John Locke's and T. H. Green's differing accounts of freedom and the state, and evaluate which offers a more convincing account of what ‘true’ liberty requires.
· Data challenge: find examples of welfare state policy (historical or current) and assess the extent to which each reflects classical liberal or modern liberal principles.
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes the welfare state is a natural extension of liberal principles, not a betrayal of them.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the liberal harm principle connects to debates over individual rights and state power covered in Democracy and Participation and The Constitution.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 24-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘To what extent do liberals agree on the role of the state?’
· Comparative extension: research how liberal ideas about consent and natural rights influenced the founding documents of a state of your choice (e.g. the US Declaration of Independence), and evaluate their continued relevance today.
· Primary source analysis: read a short extract from Mill's On Liberty on the harm principle and identify how it might apply differently to a classical liberal and a modern liberal today.
4. Example Assessment Question
To what extent do liberals agree on the role of the state? (24 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Identify clear points of agreement among all liberals (limited/constitutional government, consent, protection of individual rights) before addressing the areas of disagreement.
· Contrast classical liberal support for a minimal state with modern liberal support for an enabling state, using named thinkers (Locke, Green) as evidence.
· Use specific examples (e.g. welfare policy, laissez-faire economics) to illustrate how these different views translate into practice.
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement on the overall extent of agreement, rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· Liberalism: A Very Short Introduction — Michael Freeden
· Political Ideologies: An Introduction (liberalism chapter) — Andrew Heywood
· On Liberty — John Stuart Mill (primary source, especially the chapter introducing the harm principle)
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes on the history and current state of liberal thought
· In Our Time (BBC Radio 4) — episodes on Locke, Mill, and the history of liberalism
· The Political Party (Matt Forde) — for a more contemporary lens on Liberal Democrat and liberal politics
Websites and organisations
· Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (plato.stanford.edu) — rigorous entries on liberalism, Locke, and Mill
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — analysis of how liberal ideas shape UK welfare and economic policy debates
· The Liberal Democrat History Group (liberalhistory.org.uk) — historical context on the development of British liberalism

