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Abstract

Liberal political theory views the fundamental task of the state as that of protecting individual rights to freedom and property. It is often thought that liberal theory, to the extent that it is so conceived, also has a strong propensity toward political-economic libertarianism. This paper argues against this claim by considering the liberal theories of two important German idealists: Kant and Fichte. It is argued that Kant’s theory of right allows legislators wide discretion in taxation and other policies regarding redistribution, and that there are powerful motives within his conception of rightful individual freedom for him to favor policies that are redistributive in an egalitarian direction. Fichte, perceiving this last point, develops a theory of right requiring the state – on grounds not of welfare or equality, but simply to protect the free status of citizens – to engage in strict regulation of the economy and policies that distribute income in such a way that no one is permitted to fall into poverty. 

