
The Many Deaths of Liberalism

Christopher Dawson anticipated the critiques of

liberalism made by writers such as Patrick Deneen.

He also saw how religion could flourish in freedom.

david g. bonagura jr.

L
iberalism  has  always  had  its  critics. but  in  2018,

Patrick Deneen went a step further: he declared liberalism a

failed project—and explained how in Why Liberalism Failed. Since

then, multiple obituaries for liberalism have been written, and

Postliberalism, which calls for a replacement of the liberal order that

shapes the West, has become a formidable movement on the right.

Nevertheless, as if it had never heard a report of its own demise,

liberalism endures today as a political order, political philosophy, and a

way of life.
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Yet Deneen is not the first to give a failing grade to liberalism. In fact, eight

decades earlier, the eminent historian Christopher Dawson (1889–1970)

likewise declared that liberalism had failed and that Western civilization

was moving into a new frontier. Obviously, liberalism, however moribund

it might have been, has outlived Dawson’s expectations, as it has Deneen’s.

Is liberalism really a failed project, or does it have nine lives? More

precisely, has some element of liberalism failed while another has

endured? Dawson’s historical analysis and nomenclature provide needed

guidance. He and Deneen are right in a certain sense: liberalism has failed

as a coherent political and cultural philosophy. But Dawson’s digging into

the foundations of Western history shows why liberalism endures as a

spiritual principle that still tries, even if now incoherently, to express itself

in politics and culture. And, because it’s a principle that lies at the heart of

the Christian experience in the West, liberalism rightly understood has

not failed. In fact, it is worth reclaiming and reorienting with a proper

understanding of the individual’s place in society.

Deneen and Dawson’s Complementary Accounts of Why Liberalism

Failed

Deneen argues that liberalism failed as an ideology because it succeeded

“at achieving supreme and complete freedom through the liberation of

the individual from particular places, relationships, memberships, and

even identities.” This liberation, however, had the unintended effect of

subjecting the individual to “the very forces today that are embraced as

the tools of liberation,” chiefly “the depersonalization and abstraction

advanced via two main entities—the state and the market.”

Deneen identifies two philosophical assumptions that shape the liberal

institutions that dominate the West: “anthropological individualism and

voluntarist conception of choice.” When put into practice, these

assumptions make liberalism “self-contradictory,” for its insistence on

“extreme license” requires coexistence with “extreme oppression.” Deneen

dedicates chapters to these oppressing forces: technology, education, the

new aristocracy of wealthy liberals, and a culture at war with nature, time,
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and place. Liberalism promised to make man free, but everywhere he is in

chains that liberalism unwittingly forged.

Deneen adds that liberalism is not merely “a narrowly political project of

constitutional government and juridical defense of rights.” It is a full-

blown ideology into which this political project has been subsumed, and

it is against this ideology that he directs his fire.

Dawson articulated his critique of liberalism in his first two political

works, Religion and the Modern State (1935) and Beyond Politics (1939). In

his third and most comprehensive work that evaluated the 1930s political

uprisings within Europe’s long history, The Judgment of the Nations (1942),

Dawson presents a comprehensive historical analysis of liberalism’s

growth and decay. His fourth chapter, “The Failure of Liberalism,” states

his claim plainly.

The liberal tradition is not a cancer growing
unnaturally from a Christian society but a
legitimate development of living and
governance within one.

Before launching into his critique, Dawson presents a critical distinction:

liberalism, as we use the term, has three discrete manifestations as a

tradition, an ideology, and a political party. First, the liberal tradition is

the principle of freedom that is deeply rooted in the English and

American past and expressed politically in the representative principle of

government. For this tradition, Dawson laments that “liberalism is not an

altogether satisfactory name to give it, for it means narrowing [the

tradition] down to one particular manifestation of it.” Second, the liberal

ideology is the philosophical system that Dawson traces to Enlightenment

France, which grew from the Revolution and was in opposition to

Napoleon. It is this form of liberalism that Dawson and Deneen declare

failed. Third, liberalism as a political party, first in Spain and later

elsewhere, is a departure from both prior forms.
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The liberal ideology that grew from the liberal tradition “was the main

inspiration of Western civilization for more than two centuries” and

produced the reigning political liberalism of modernity—the same one

that Deneen attacks. The old liberal tradition proved too frail to support

its ideological outgrowth. Dawson writes,

The failure of liberalism in the course of the [nineteenth] century has

been due above all to the failure of the liberal parties to give adequate

expression to this ideology and to the still deeper social tradition that lies

behind it. The liberal movement in the wider sense [the tradition]

transformed the world by an immense liberation of human energies, but

liberalism in the narrow sense [the ideology] proved incapable of guiding

the forces that it had released. It became a negative and defensive creed

which from the socialist standpoint represented nothing more than class

interest.

Both Deneen and Dawson, then, peg liberalism’s failure in selling a false

freedom to individuals whose self-obsession grows like a cancer to

undermine broader society. Deneen emphasizes the individual element:

liberalism fails by sanctioning unbridled individual license that society

cannot contain without resorting to illiberal forces. Dawson, emphasizing

the societal element, underscores that the uninspired self-centeredness

that liberalism engenders makes it incapable of supporting a civilization

and, consequently, leaves it open to be swallowed by stronger totalitarian

ideologies that fill the vacuum created by liberalism’s weak philosophical

vision. Nineteenth-century liberalism, Dawson argues, produced a

bourgeois culture “with its individualism and its Christian-humanitarian

ethics, with its faith in reason and progress, in free trade and

constitutional government.” The advent of the machine, a product, he

argues, of liberal culture, “proved fatal to the liberal values and ideals”

because it involved “the increase of power, the concentration of power and

the mechanization first of economic life and then of social life in general.”

Mechanization’s twofold reach “has steadily reduced this margin of

freedom, until today in the totalitarian states, and only to a slightly less

degree in the democratic ones, social control extends to the whole of life

and consciousness.”

Dawson and Deneen arrive at the same conclusion: when liberalism fails,

it collapses into illiberalism. As Dawson powerfully summarizes in The
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Judgment of the Nations, “when once the liberal tradition has been

abandoned, the rival forces of totalitarianism rapidly lose their ideological

masks and become merely different ways of doing the same thing: that

thing being the destruction of freedom and the sacrifice of human life—

whether it is rich or poor, bourgeois or proletarian—to the cult of mass

power.”

The Living Spirit Beneath the Ideology

As noted earlier, Dawson identifies the liberal tradition, the name given to

the principle of freedom and of rights for individuals in a law-abiding

society, as a phenomenon distinct from the subsequent ideology bearing

the same name. This tradition, in Dawson’s telling, reaches back to the

very origins of the West. The Greeks introduced the notion of freedom

within the context of law and civil responsibility. The first Christians,

caught between the laws of the state and their higher loyalty to God,

began to discern a spiritual dimension of freedom, actualized and

obtained through faith, that included citizenship in the heavenly city. This

broader understanding of freedom, argues Dawson, enabled the Latin-

speaking cultures to incorporate the northern barbarians into their way of

life and form what we call Christendom.

The growth of medieval towns and cities created the conditions for this

conception of freedom to become part of the fabric of political life, which

Dawson notes briefly in Religion and the Rise of Western Culture (1950). As

guilds rose to prominence, their leaders stepped beyond their associations

to seek control of political and juridical tasks that had lain within the

province of the local bishop or noble. Such developments happened

unevenly in different regions, yet in general medieval towns and cities

succeeded in integrating “corporate organization, economic function and

civic freedom.” In this, the representative principle of government as we

understand it today was born for societies that functioned as living

organisms whose flourishing hinged on their many organs performing

their respective functions—including that of governance—for the good of

the whole.
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Towns and cities helped retire the feudal system of land tenure and

inaugurate “a true political community in which nobles and commons co-

operated for common social ends.” From this experience grew “the

medieval idea of liberty, which … was not the right of the individual to

follow his own will, but the privilege of sharing in a highly organized form

of corporate life which possessed its own constitution and rights of self-

government.”

Contemporary discourse treats the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries

and the works of Hobbes and Locke as a terminus post quem for inquisition

into liberalism; this period is distinguished with the appellation “classical

liberalism.” Like many, Deneen starts here: “Classical liberals claim that

the individual is fundamental and, through an act of contract and

consent, brings into existence a limited government.” But this view of the

individual is closer to the subsequent ideology that would go off the rails

precisely for making man the measure of all things than it is to the liberal

tradition that grew organically not in a secular or anti-religious milieu,

but in medieval Christendom, which perceived the political order as an

earthly element encompassed within a divine order.

Hobbes and Locke did not discover the individual or his rights. Dawson,

writing in Judgment, recalls that “at the roots of the development of

Western freedom and Western democracy there lies the medieval idea that

men possess rights even against the state and that society is not a

totalitarian political unit but a community made up of a complex variety

of social organisms, each possessing an autonomous life and its own free

institutions.”

Dawson acknowledges that what were called liberties in the Middle Ages

were very different from those identified by the American Revolution

and, even more so, by the French Revolution. He also acknowledges that

the liberal ideology that dominated Europe in the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries altered the course of the liberal political tradition,

which was further damaged by the rise of totalitarianism in its

democratic form in the twentieth century. Yet these aberrations do not, in

his mind, mean that the liberal tradition should be abandoned. In fact, in

Beyond Politics he calls the English state of the past “the classical example

of that mixed constitution which was the political ideal of St. Thomas
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Aquinas” and spends two chapters in very un-Dawsonian fashion:

suggesting practical ways to restore the vitality of the liberal tradition.

Without question, liberal ideology has
enervated the liberal tradition of government
—but only because this ideology cut itself off
from Christian foundations.

Dawson believed the liberal tradition is as much a part of the West’s

patrimony as is Christianity, the religion whose emphasis on the value of

every individual, even the poorest among us, gave birth to this tradition.

This is why the drive for freedom in the West—liberalism broadly

understood—will never be extinguished despite the failures of the

ideology that bears its name. The principle of freedom, with its general

political practices of representative government, limits on a sovereign’s

power, and legal protections for individuals, is a product of Christendom.

Magna Charta, to name one example, was ratified in deeply Catholic

England in 1215, not in post-Napoleonic France in 1815.

This is an important corrective for certain Christians—postliberals and

integralists among them—who today tend to speak of liberalism as the

spawn of Satan. The liberal ideology assailed by Dawson and Deneen may

well be, but the liberal tradition is something else entirely. The liberal

tradition is not a cancer growing unnaturally from a Christian society but

a legitimate development of living and governance within one. Hence the

obscuring of and outgrowths from this tradition were by no means

inevitable nor baked like a poison inside of it.

Can the Liberal Tradition be Saved?

As noted, Dawson and Deneen have correctly described liberal ideology’s

failure. Can the liberal tradition that the ideology has buried but not

destroyed be recovered? The central problem of liberal ideology is pushing

God into the realm of private opinion and deifying the individual in his

place. The doctrine of the individual unmoored from and superior to

family, community, and nation has shaken all three units to their core.
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The way forward after liberal ideology’s failure is not a replacement of the

US Constitution with a new, postliberal or nonliberal form of governance,

nor is it primarily one of political reform. Rather, what is needed is to

replant the individual in the soil from which he came—that of family,

community, and nation with all their attachments, including religion.

True human dignity and freedom are found there, not in a disembodied

and rootless understanding of the individual as a self-determining and

autonomous agent. And the liberal tradition cannot be properly

understood apart from the Christian tradition that situates the individual

and his freedom within a grander order with a supernatural goal and

purpose.

This of course is no small task. A glancing look at the New York Times or

MSNBC shows how deeply the mistaken liberal ideology has ingrained

itself into contemporary Western culture. Moreover, it is easy to discount

appeals to religious revival as hopeless pieties that have no chance in a

world that has chosen to forsake the supernatural commitments of

Christianity.

But is a religious revival less likely, more complicated, and more rancorous

than devising a new kind of regime or constitutional arrangement at a

contested moment in the West? History offers repeated examples of

religion unexpectedly and peacefully changing the world. Could anyone

have predicted Christendom as a political reality while standing at the

foot of a Nazarene’s cross on Good Friday or observing the battle at

Milvian Bridge? The transition from Roman debauchery to Christendom

did not happen overnight, yet in the end, Christian faith proved more

persuasive and appealing than Roman and barbarian mores whose evils

rival the worst immoralities now cheered as rights by adherents of the

liberal ideology.

The American Founders built an incredible order, but they were intensely

conscious that the nascent republic could not function without a virtuous

citizenry. For them, virtue did not come from self-help groups or sharing

sessions. It came from religion, as, for example, Presidents Washington

and Adams famously expressed in their farewell and inaugural addresses,

respectively. Christianity, with its rejection of the will to dominate others,

its call to self-regulation and love of neighbor, and its elevation of

2/23/26, 1:08 PM The Many Deaths of Liberalism – David G. Bonagura Jr.

https://lawliberty.org/the-many-deaths-of-liberalism/ 8/10

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f189980db5cb01fc34a47f5/t/611bc45f38360476dd25853b/1629209698076/Washingtons_Farewell_Address.pdf
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/adams.asp
https://lawliberty.org/ideology-and-the-will-to-dominate/


heavenly rewards over earthly riches, provides spiritual bulwarks for the

republic. As the liberal ideology’s descent into radical individualism has

made plain, the spirit of the citizens, and with it, their attitude toward

legitimate authority, has a greater influence on a commonwealth’s health

than the constitutional or political mechanisms that make the

commonwealth run.

The teaching of Christopher Dawson that political forms follow a culture’s

religious beliefs helps reorient our priorities and our approach. Without

question, liberal ideology has enervated the liberal tradition of

government—but only because this ideology cut itself off from Christian

foundations. If Dawson is right that the liberal tradition is natural to the

Christian West, it can be healed through a spiritual reawakening. Moving

on from liberal ideology and returning to Christianity will hasten this

healing. But to discard the liberal tradition in the process will send the

West back to the hospital.

David G. Bonagura Jr. is religion editor of The University Bookman. He is

the author, most recently, of 100 Tough Questions for Catholics (2025). He is

the translator of Jerome’s Tears: Letters to Friends in Mourning (2023).

Law & Liberty is an online magazine published by Liberty Fund and committed to a

society of free and responsible persons living under the rule of law. We publish

essays, book reviews, podcasts, and forum debates that elevate discourse on law,
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policy, political theory, economics, education, and culture, all with an eye to

understanding and cultivating a free society.
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