“Too much freedom is a dangerous thing.” 
Discuss what limits, if any, the state should place on individual liberty.
The question of how much freedom a state should grant to its citizens is ultimately a question of human nature. It is a question of how humans behave, given certain opportunities, in certain circumstances. If humans are naturally good people, with little want of killing sprees and pillaging as John Locke would have us believe, then the answer to the question of ‘what limits...?’ is a simple ‘not many’. However, humans show plenty of capacity for evil deeds, if wrongdoing is our natural preference, as Thomas Hobbes argues, then greater limits on individual liberty are clearly needed. Perhaps we might find a comfortable equilibrium between these extremes in the liberalism of John Stuart Mill who provides us with a simple, but useful principle for governing state intervention.
First of all, let us consider the bleakest interpretation of human nature, that of Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes argues that when stripped of all societal influences, in a state of nature, the primary motive in all human action is self preservation, and the never ending quest to achieve felicity. To achieve felicity, and to self preserve Hobbes says, requires power, something which not all can possess at once. This makes for a fiercely competitive ‘war of all against all’ in order to achieve what scarce resources there are.
It can be argued here that the Hobbesian view is just too pessimistic; surely man is not as cruel and selfish as Hobbes believes he is. Hobbes says this is true, man is by no means this evil when living in the comfortable safety of the state, but when removed from that environment, he becomes constantly fearful of attack, and quickly falls back on animalistic instincts of self preservation for survival.
More criticism of Hobbes comes, indirectly, from John Locke who argues that the state of nature is in fact much more pleasant that Hobbes believes. Locke looks to a law of nature as the safeguard in the state of nature, a law that allows everybody the right to his own ‘life, liberty, and property’. Locke believes that this law would protect individuals from the ‘nasty, brutish and short’ life promised by Hobbes. However, the obvious problem with Locke’s argument is that we are talking here about a state of nature, there is no obligation to follow the law and we are relying completely on the good will of others for our safety, rather than our own might, as Hobbes would have it. Locke responds that God grants us these laws, and so, to disobey them is to disobey God. However, one could object that with the rule of God over man, is man really in a state of nature at all? To truly see how humans behave, and whether or not that behaviour needs to be limited by law, we must remove him from the rule of law, and the rule of God. 
So without any divine backing for his law of nature, Locke turns to reason. He says that the law of nature is what is in the interest of mankind and its preservation as a species. However, Locke makes the mistake of confusing collective interest with self interest. Of course, it is in the collective interest of the species to follow the law of nature, but at an individual level, it is almost always in one’s self interest to disobey it. In this way, Locke’s view of human nature is too optimistic and unfortunately Hobbes’ much less appealing view appears to be accurate.
With the fact established that some limits, rather than none at all, are needed on individual liberty, we can discuss what these limits on individual liberty need to be.
It might be first important to differentiate between the two kinds of liberty that a state can provide for an individual. Isaiah Berlin defined these two types of liberty as positive and negative. Negative liberty is ‘the area in which a person should be left to do, without interference from other persons’. This is the more basic, obvious form of liberty, a freedom ‘from’ rather than a freedom ‘to’. Freedom from oppression, assault, defamation etc. Berlin compares this to positive freedom, a more subtle, but more powerful freedom. Positive freedom is the freedom ‘to’, rather than the freedom ‘from’. A truly positively free person does what is rational for them to do; they have complete control over their desires and instincts. For example, one has the negative freedom to stay at home and practice philosophy essays, however, this takes some determination and self control, actually overcoming other desires and doing the work instead would require some positive freedom.
The debate here then, is which kind of freedom, and how much of each, should the state be responsible for.  Paternalists, authoritarians, and perhaps some of the stronger conservatives would argue that the state should provide both; it should provide some areas of negative freedom in the more private and trivial part of the individual’s life, but, it should also act in the name of positive freedom to push people’s lives and decisions in certain, ‘rational’ directions, in areas of the individual’s lives where their own good (or the good of society) is at stake. The argument immediately arises then as to what is rational anyway? Who is the state to decide what I really want for myself? Edmund Burke, a founding conservative would respond that the state, and the institutions it is embodied in, is the product of years and years of slow progress and gradual refinement. To defy the state and its opinion of what is ‘for your own good’ is to defy the accumulated wisdom of the ages before you.
However, it could be said that Burke puts too much trust in the time honoured traditions and customs of yesterday. The key liberal thinker John Stuart Mill reminds us that custom and tradition are tailored to specific groups and historical contexts. While they might work for some, the state is claiming its own infallibility if it decides to operate some system of positive freedom, and promote a certain lifestyle or career path or anything of that nature. Positive freedoms make normative statements, they appeal to some moral or ethical opinion on how to live, what to say etc. Mill argues that in forcing these judgements on the minorities who might disagree is counter to creating a happy society. Rather, Mill argues, the state should restrict itself to the domain of negative freedom, if it involves itself with any positive freedoms; it threatens the progress, development, and happiness of the individual by potentially robbing them of a lifestyle they might have otherwise chosen.
So far then, the state must impose some limits on individual liberty in order to prevent descent into inevitably barbaric anarchy. Also, these limits must be carefully placed; they must be negative freedoms, not positive ones or the state risks creating unhappy and possibly oppressed citizens. This leaves one final question; if the freedoms are to be negative, how much negative freedom is the right amount?
This is a question that has also been considered by Mill. He proposed that the limits on individual liberty should be at the point where the liberty of one begins to infringe on another. In other words, if one starts to act in such a way that removes or alters the negative liberty of another, then the state should step in to stop that action. The obvious case would be attempts to cause physical harm to others, but Mill also puts freedoms of speech, lifestyle and unity under the jurisdiction of the principle. Mill arrives at this idea from the simple principle of utility; a free, liberal society is a happy society. John Rawls has also arrived at a similar principle, one he calls ‘the liberty principle’, but from the basis of human reason, arguing that these are the limits a rational and self interested group of humans would choose.
The liberty principle, or ‘harm’ principle afford the individual a large amount of negative freedom and protects them from efforts to make them ‘positively free’ in ways they might not otherwise consent to. It allows individuals to, in the words of Mill, ‘purse their own good in their own way, so as long as they do not deprive others of theirs or impede their efforts to obtain it’. This principle is the exact limit that should be placed on individual liberty, any more limits and the state risks appointing itself the ultimate judge on all things moral, ethical, political and so on. Any more freedom and individuals would be permitted to do plenty of despicable things, reducing society to a Hobbesian chaos. 
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If you critique Hobbes as too pessimistic about human nature, it makes sense to critique anarchism as the polar opposite, i.e. too optimistic. The question's reference to freedom as a 'dangerous thing' seems to me to point directly to anarchism - I'd use the following Proudhon quote - used by Nozick - as a starting point:
‘To be governed is to be watched, inspected, spied upon, directed, law-driven, numbered, regulated, enrolled, indoctrinated, preached at, controlled, checked, estimated, valued, censured, commanded, by creatures who have neither the right nor the virtue nor the wisdom to do so.’
