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Liberty, or freedom, is discussed in this chapter in its political sense. This is different from the debate concerning free will, determinism etc.

 

Liberty is important to different political ideologies in different ways, each interprets it differently.

 

POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE FREEDOM - ISAIAH BERLIN (Two Concepts of Liberty, 1958)
 

BERLIN makes a distinction between different kinds of freedom - a positive kind and a negative kind.

 

BERLIN's essay is important for three reasons; 

 

1. It helps us to see the distinction between the kinds of freedom.

 

2. It argues that positive freedom can dangerously be used as an instrument of oppression.

 

3. It helps us to see the value that humans place on freedom.

 

NEGATIVE FREEDOM

 

Is simply put, a freedom from interference. 

 

BERLIN himself described it like this;

 

"The area within which a person should be left to do without interference from other persons."

 

You restrict negative freedom by restricting the options available to someone. 

 

To use BERLIN's metaphor, negative freedom is all about the amount of doors that are unlocked for you. Whether or not you go through them is a different matter.

 

For example, parking your car across somebody's drive way restricts their negative freedom, even if they choose to sit at home all day, they have lost an opportunity, or, a door has been locked to them, even if they would have never gone through it.

 

The quality of the options available is also as important as the number of options.

 

BERLIN also reminds us that negative freedom can only be infringed upon by the actions of others.
The philosopher HELVETIUS said "it is not lack of freedom not to fly like an eagle or swim like a whale."
 

CRITICISM: BERLIN's idea of what restricts our freedom is too narrow, for example, if somebody was too poor to buy a loaf of bread, they are just as free to buy it as they would be if it were illegal for them to do so. Surely then poverty is a restriction on freedom?

 

RESPONSE: BERLIN acknowledges this and says we must look at the reasons for somebody's poverty. If they are poor by their own doing it is no restriction on their negative freedom, if somebody else has indirectly or directly made them poor, then their liberty has been infringed upon.

 

POSITIVE FREEDOM

 

If negative freedom is the amount and quality of options then positive freedom is the actual ability one has to take advantage of those options. 
 

BERLIN describes positive liberty as the ability to be in control of ones own life, free from internal obstacles to living the way one really wants to, the way one would rationally want to.

 

Increasing one's positive freedom is all about overcoming irrational desires.
 

In 'Freedom', NIGEL WARBURTON provides this example;

 

I recognise the value of study for improving my life but might keep getting sidetracked by other activities which provide a more instant gratification, like going out for a drink. 

 

I know that studying will increase my control over my life but I really enjoy going out for a drink. 

 

My positive freedom would be increased if my 'higher' rational side could overcome my lower tendency to be sidetracked.

 

Positive freedom has nothing to do with the presence of opportunities. 

 

In the above example, the opportunity to study is there so the person is negatively free, however they are a slave to their tendency to be sidetracked and so their positive freedom is lacking. 

 

The rational option is to study and the person would like to do so, however, they are not free from their desire to go out.

 

True positive freedom would involve the person seizing control of their life and making consistently rational choices for themselves.

 

People who argue for positive freedom believe that just because no one is preventing you from doing something, it does not follow that you are free. 
 

Negative freedom is having potential, positive freedom is actually achieving it.
 

This interpretation of positive liberty is dangerous. If we are led astray by the irrational desiring self we will struggle to achieve what the rational self truly wants. 

 

To be truly positively free, we must overcome our desires.
 

CRITICISM: It can be argued that BERLIN's distinction is actually not a distinction at all. Both negative and positive freedom involve the freedom of x, to do y, from z.
 

THE MISUSE OF POSITIVE LIBERTY 
 

BERLIN points out that, historically, the above interpretation of positive liberty is often the basis for paternalistic arguments as well as arguments for totalitarian or oppressive regimes.
 

These arguments justify coercion on the grounds that it leads to a realisation of the aims of the higher, rational self. 
 

It can also be denied that this action is even coercion. If it is for the good of the individual, is it really coercion at all?
 

If one believes that positive freedom is the business of the state, state interference in every aspect of someone's life can be justified. 

 

In ROUSSEAU's words, it can be right to be "forced to be free".
 

Paternalists would argue that the coercion is something which the rational self actually wants.
 

Though it might not seem like it, they are freer as a result of the coercion.
 

BERLIN also mentions that significant negative liberty can also be a bad thing, as R. H. TAWNEY put it; "freedom for the pike means death for the minnows".
 

But it is positive liberty which is most often abused. BERLIN reminds us of the Nazi regime which used positive liberty as justification for oppression.

 

CRITICISM: BERLIN's attack on positive liberty, being based on history, relies on contingent facts. It just so happens that the oppressive regimes of history acted in the name of positive liberty.

 

THE VALUE OF LIBERTY
 

The value that different people and ideologies assign to liberty, affects which interpretation of liberty they might prefer, positive or negative.

 

LIBERALISM 

 

The champion of negative liberty JOHN STUART MILL declared that;

 

"the only freedom which deserves the name is that of pursuing our own good in our own way."

- The Harm Principle

 

His concern here is with individuals being left alone to pursue their own good, rather than the development of the autonomy that is necessary for this to happen.

 

BERLIN argues that securing this area of negative liberty is as far as the state should go.
 

Through Mill's various arguments - presented in On Liberty - he explains how liberty is also valuable to utility.
 

JOHN RAWLS could also be said to support negative liberty through his advocacy of the harm principle and his own 'liberty principle'. (A Theory of Justice)
 

Liberals and libertarians argue for the most extensive negative liberty, usually restricted only by Mill's harm principle.
 

CRITICISM: Negative and positive liberty are linked such that as one goes up the other goes down. Placing large value on negative liberty inevitably restricts the positive freedom of certain people, like the poor.

 

If autonomy is desirable, the government should redistribute wealth so as to enable the poor in society to take better advantage of the opportunities available to them.

 

Positive liberty as effective liberty or autonomy is a better interpretation of what liberty is because it expresses the value of liberty better.

 

RESPONSE: BERLIN argues that redistribution is not justified because it increases liberty. By his distinction, an increase in positive liberty is both a decrease in negative liberty and a form of coercion.
 

CONSERVATISM

 

EDMUND BURKE argues that questions about liberty (be it positive or negative) can't be answered by abstract philosophical theories.

 

Liberty cannot be inherently good but must be coupled with other political goods like the rule of law etc.

 

He would argue that the best kind of liberty is the inherited kind; the rights developed in a society over time.
 

The liberal appeal to autonomy is dubious because individuals are not perfectible. 
 

Our ideas about what the good life is have developed over time with the society. These may keep developing, but only at the pace at which society can handle them. 

 

MARXISM AND ANARCHISM
 

MARX defends positive freedom, arguing that real freedom lies in realising our species being , or true nature, a nature of community. 
 

CRITICISM: MARX relies on everybody having the same inherent human nature of community, a very debateable idea. 

 

MARX also believes that in a communist revolution, some people know the true human nature and act to realise it for everyone.

 

 BERLIN argues that these sort of assumptions can lead to totalitarianism.
 

Anarchism criticises the state for limiting liberty unnecessarily 
 

COMMUNIST Anarchists endorse MARX's view of positive liberty, we find out freedom through community.

 

INDIVIDUALIST Anarchists argue that negative liberty is required to maintain each individual's sovereignty over themselves.

 

LIBERTY AND THE LAW
 

In the harm principle, MILL argues that "the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over the individual is to prevent harm to others."
 

This would imply a sort of conflict between the law and individual liberty. Freedom is freedom from legal constraint.
 

The wider the extent of the law, the less freedom one has - an idea to do with negative liberty.

 

However, in a democracy, the law expresses the will of the people. In this case, does living under the law (which restricts us) actually make us more free?
 

The law is all about preventing criminal actions, preventing things which are interferences is in someone's life. In this way, the law promotes negative liberty. 
 

So to preserve negative liberty, one must ensure they are involved in the state and they have a say in what laws will constrain themselves.
 

We can only attain freedom in the negative sense by making the rules we live by together, then abiding by them.

 

ROUSSEAU argues that if we break the rules, we aren't acting freely because we have helped to make them.
 

CRITICISM: We can argue that this only works if people can relate to the majority very strongly, if they are part of an oppressed minority, their disobedience of the rules is more understandable.

 

ROUSSEAU shows that liberty must mean more than being free from interference. 

 

When we participate in the political process we are choosing constraints that are expressions of our autonomous values.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

