
CHAPTER EIGHT
 

WHAT'S WRONG WITH NEGATIVE
 
LIBERTY 

'fhis is an attempt to resolve one of the issues that separate 'positive' and 
'negative' theories of freedom, as these have been distinguished in Isaiah 
Berlin's seminal essay, 'Two concepts of liberty'" Although one can 
discuss almost endlessly the detailed formulation of the distinction, I 
believe it is undeniable that there are two such families of conceptions of 
political freedom abroad in our civilization. 

Thus there clearly ~are theories, widely canvassed in liberal society, 
which want to define freedom exclusively in terms of the independence of 
the individual from interference by others, be these governments, corpor­
ations or private persons; and equally clearly these theories are challenged 
by those who believe that freedom resides at least in part in collective 
control over the common life. We unproblematically recognize theories 
descended from Rousseau and Marx as fitting in this category. 

There is quite a gamut of views in each category. And this is worth 
bearing in mind, because it is too easy in the course of polemic to fix on the 
extreme, almost caricatural variants of each family. When people attack 
positive theories of freedom, they generally have some Left totalitarian 
theory in mind, according to which freedom resides exclusively in exer­
cising collective control over one's destiny in a classless society, the kind 
of theory which underlies, for instance, official communism. This view, in 
its caricaturally extreme form, refuses to recognize the freedoms guaran­
teed in other societies as genuine. The destruction of 'bourgeois freedoms' 
is no real loss of freedom, and coercion can be justified in the name of 
freedom if it is needed to bring into existence the classless society in which 
alone men are properly free. Men can, in short, be forced to be free. 

Even as applied to official communism, this portrait is a little extreme, 
although it undoubtedly expresses the inner logic of this kind of theory. 
But it is an absurd caricature if applied to the whole family of positive 
conceptions. This includes all those views of modern political life which 

1 Four Essays on Liberty (London, 1969), pp. 118-72.. 
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owe something to the ancient republican tradition, according to which 
men's ruling themselves is seen as an activity valuable in itself, and not only 
for instrumental reasons. It includes in its scope thinkers like Tocqueville, 
and even arguably the J. S. Mill of On Representative Government. It has 
no necessary connection with the view that freedom consists purely and 
simply in the collective control over the common life, or that there is no 
freedom worth the name outside a context of collective control. And it does 
not therefore generate necessarily a doctrine that men can be forced to be 
free. 

On the other side, there is a corresponding caricatural version of negative 
freedom which tends to come to the fore. This is the tough-minded version, 
going back to Hobbes, or in another way to Bentham, which sees freedom 
simply as the absence of external physical or legal obstacles. This view will 
have no truck with other less immediately obvious obstacles to freedom, 
for instance, lack of awareness, or false consciousness, or repression, or 
other inner factors of this kind. It holds firmly to the view that to speak of 
such inner factors as relevant to the issue about freedom, to speak for 
instance of someone's being less free because of false consciousness, is to 
abuse words. The only clear meaning which can be given to freedom is that 
of the absence of external obstacles. 

I call this view caricatural as a representative portrait of the negative 
view, because it rules out of court one of the most powerful motives behind 
the modern defence of freedom as individual independence, viz., the post­
Romantic idea that each person's form of self-realization is original to 
him/her, and can therefore only be worked out independently. This is one 
of the reasons for the defence of individual liberty by among others J. S. 
Mill (this time in his On Liberty). But if we think of freedom as including 
something like the freedom of self-fulfilment, or self-realization according 
to our own pattern, then we plainly have something which can fail for inner 
reasons as well as because of external obstacles. We can fail to achieve our 
own self-realization through inner fears, or false consciousness, as well as 
because of external coercion. Thus the modern notion of negative freedom 
which gives weight to the securing of each person's right to realize 
him/herself in his/her own way cannot make do with the Hobbes/ 
Bentham notion of freedom. The moral psychology of these authors is too 
simple, or perhaps we should say too crude, for its purposes. 

Now there is a strange asymmetry here. The extreme caricatural views 
tend to come to the fore in the polemic, as I mentioned above. But whereas 
the extreme 'forced-to-be-free' view is one which the opponents of positive 
liberty try to pin on them, as one would expect in the heat of argument, the 
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proponents of negative liberty themselves often seem anxious to espouse 
their extreme, Hobbesian view. Thus even Isaiah Berlin, in his eloquent 
exposition of the two concepts of liberty, seems to quote Bentham

l 

approvingly and Hobbes3 as well. Why is this? 
To see this we have to examine more closely what is at stake between 

the two views. The negative theories, as we saw, want to define freedom in 
terms of individual independence from others; the positive also want to 
identify freedom with collective self-government. But behind this lie 

some deeper differences of doctrines. 
Isaiah Berlin points out that negative theories are concerned with the 

area in which the subject should be left without interference, whereas the 
positive doctrines are concerned with who or what controls. I should like 
to put the point behind this in a slightly different way. Doctrines of 
positive freedom are concerned with a view of freedom which involves 
essentially the exercising of control over one's life. On this view, one is 
free only to the extent that one has effectively determined oneself and the 
shape of one's life. The concept of freedom here is an exercise-concept. 

By contrast, negative theories can rely simply on an opportunity­
concept, where being free is a matter of what we can do, of what it is open 
to us to do, whether or not we do anything to exercise these options. This 
certainly is the case of the crude, original Hobbesian concept. Freedom 
consists just in there being no obstacle. It is a sufficient condition of one's 

being free that nothing stand in the way. 
But we have to say that negative theories can rely on an opportunity­

concept, rather than that they necessarily do so rely, for we have to allow 
for that part of the gamut of negative theories mentioned above which 
incorporates some notion of self-realization. Plainly this kind of view 
cannot rely simply on an opportunity-concept. We cannot say that some­
one is free, on a self-realization view, if he is totally unrealized, if for 
instance he is totally unaware of his potential, if fulfilling it has never 
even arisen as a question for him, or if he is paralysed by the fear of 
breaking with some norm which he has internalized but which does not 
authentically reflect him. Within this conceptual scheme, some degree of 
exercise is necessary for a man to be thought free. Or if we want to think 
of the internal bars to freedom as obstacles on all fours with the external 
ones, then being in a position to exercise freedom, having the oppor­
tunity, involves removing the internal barriers; and this is not possible 
without having to some extent realized myself. So that with the freedom 

3 Ibid., p. 164. 1 Four Essays on Liberty, p. 148, nOle I. 
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which is highly considered in some societies, the desire for revenge. In 
certain traditional societies this is far from being considered a despicable 
emotion. On the contrary, it is a duty of honour on a male relative to 

avenge a man's death. We might imagine that this too might give rise to 
conflict. It might conflict with the attempts of a new regime to bring some 
order to the land. The government would have to stop people taking 
vengeance, in the name of peace. 

But short of a conversion to a new ethical outlook, this would be seen as 
a trade-off, the sacrifice of one legitimate goal for the sake of another. And 
it would seem monstrous were one to propose reconditioning people so 
that they no longer felt the desire to avenge their kin. This would be to 
unman them.4 

Why do we feel so different about spite (and for that matter also re­
venge)? Because the desire for revenge for an ancient Icelander was his 
sense of a real obligation incumbent on him, something it would be 
dishonourable to repudiate; while for us, spite is the child of a distorted 
perspective on things. 

We cannot therefore understand our desires and emotions as all brute, 
and in particular we cannot make sense of our discrimination of some 
desires as more important and fundamental, or of our repudiation of 
others, unless we understand our feelings to be import-attributing. This is 
essential to there being what we have called strong evaluation. Conse­
quently the half-way position which admits strong evaluation, admits 
that our desires may frustrate our deeper purposes, admits therefore that 
there may be inner obstacles to freedom, and yet will not admit that the 
subject may be wrong or mistaken about these purposes _ this position 
does not seem tenable. For the only way to make the subject's assessment 
incorrigible in principle would be to claim that there was nothing to be 
right or wrong about here; and that could only be so if experiencing a 
given feeling were a matter of the qualities of brute feeling. But this it 
cannot be if we are to make sense of the whole background of strong 
evaluation, more significant goals, and aims that we repudiate. This 
whole scheme requires that we understand the emotions concerned as 
import-attributing, as, indeed, it is clear that we must do on other 
grounds as well. 

But once we admit that our feelings are import-attributing, then we 
admit the possibility of error, or false appreciation. And indeed, we have 

4 Compare the unease we feel at the reconditioning of the hero of Anthony Burgess' A 
Clockwork Orange. 

to admit a kind of false appreciation which the agent himself detects in 
order to make sense of the cases where we experience our own desires as 
fetters. How can we exclude in principle that there may be other false 
appreciations which the agent does not detect? That he may be pro­
foundly in error, that is, have a very distorted sense of his fundamental 
purposes? Who can say that such people cannot exist? All cases are, of 
course, controversial; but I should nominate Charles Manson and 
Andreas Baader for this category, among others. I pick them out as people 
with a strong sense of some purposes and goals as incomparably more 
fundamental than others, or at least with a propensity to act the having 
such a sense so as to take in even themselves a good part of the time, but 
whose sense of fundamental purpose was shot through with confusion 
and error. And once we recognize such extreme cases, how avoid 
admitting that many of the rest of mankind can suffer to a lesser degree 
from the same disabilities? 

What has this gOt to do with freedom? Well, to resume what we have 
seen: our attributions of freedom make sense against a background sense 
of more and less significant purposes, for the question of freedom/ un­
freedom is bound up with the frustration/fulfilment of our purposes. 
Further, our significant purposes can be frustrated by our own desires, 
and where these are sufficiently based on misappreciation, we consider 
them as not really ours, and experience them as fetters. A man's freedom 
can therefore be hemmed in by internal, motivational obstacles, as well as 
external ones. A man who is driven by spite to jeopardize his most impor­
tant relationships, in spite of himself, as it were, or who is prevented by 
unreasoning fear from taking up the career he truly wants, is not really 
made more free if one lifts the external obstacles to his venting his spite or 
acting on his fear. Or at best he is liberated into a very impoverished 
freedom. 

If through linguistic/ideological purism one wants to stick to the crude 
definition, and insist that men are equally freed from whom the same 
external obstacles are lifted, regardless of their motivational state, then 
one will just have to introduce some other term to mark the distinction, 
and say that one man is capable of taking proper advantage of his 
freedom, and the other (the one in the grip of spite, or fear) is not. This is 
because in the meaningful sense of 'free', that for which we value it, in the 
sense of being able to act on one's important purposes, the internally 
fettered man is not free. If we choose to give 'free' a special (Hobbesian) 
sense which avoids this issue, we will just have to introduce another term 
to deal with it. 
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Moreover, since we have already seen that we are always making judge­
ments of degrees of freedom, based on the significance of the activities or 
purposes which are left unfettered, how can we deny that the man, extern­
ally free but still stymied by his repudiated desires, is less free than one 
who has no such inner obstacles? 

But if this is so, then can we not say of the man with a highly distorted 
view of his fundamental purpose, the Manson or Baader of my discussion 
above, that he may not be significantly freer when we lift even the internal 
barriers to his doing what is in line with this purpose, or at best may be 
liberated into a very impoverished freedom? Should a Manson overcome 
his last remaining compunction against sending his minions to kill on 
caprice, so that he could act unchecked, would we consider him freer, as 
we should undoubtedly consider the man who had done away with spite 
or unreasoning fear? Hardly, and certainly not to the same degree. For 
what he sees as his purpose here partakes so much of the nature of spite 
and unreasoning fear in the other cases, that is, it is an aspiration largely 
shaped by confusion, illusion and distorted perspective. 

Once we see that we make distinctions of degree and significance in 
freedoms depending on the significance of the purpose fettered/enabled, 
how can we deny that it makes a difference to the degree of freedom not 
only whether one of my basic purposes is frustrated by my own desires but 
also whether I have grievously misidentified this purpose? The only way 
to avoid this would be to hold that there is no such thing as getting it 
wrong, that your basic purpose is just what you feel it to be. But there is 
such a thing as getting it wrong, as we have seen, and the very distinctions 
of significance depend on this fact. 

But if this is so, then the crude negative view of freedom, the Hobbesian 
definition, is untenable. Freedom cannot just be the absence of external 
obstacles, for there may also be internal ones. And nor may the internal 
obstacles be just confined to those that the subject identifies as such, so 
that he is the final arbiter; for he may be profoundly mistaken about his 
purposes and about what he wants to repudiate. And if so, he is less 
capable of freedom in the meaningful sense of the word. Hence we cannot 
maintain the incorrigibility of the subject's judgements about his 
freedom, or rule out second-guessing, as we put it above. And at the same 
time, we are forced to abandon the pure opportunity-concept of freedom. 

For freedom now involves my being able to recognize adequately my 
more important purposes, and my being able to overcome or at least 
neutralize my motivational fetters, as well as my way being free of exter­
nal obstacles. But clearly the first condition (and, I would argue, also the 
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second) require me to have become something, to have achieved a certain 
condition of self-clairvoyance and self-understanding. I must be actually 
exercising self-understanding in order to be truly or ful1y free. I can no 
longer understand freedom just as an opportunity-concept. 

In all these three formulations of the issue - opportunity- versus exer­
cise-concept; whether freedom requires that we discriminate among 
motivations; whether it allows of second-guessing the subject - the 
extreme negative view shows up as wrong. The idea of holding the Mag­
inot Line before this Hobbesian concept is misguided not only because it 
involves abandoning some of the most inspiring terrain of liberalism, 
which is concerned with individual self-realization, but also because the 
line turns out to be untenable. The first step from the Hobbesian defini­
tion to a positive notion, to a view of freedom as the ability to fulfil my 
purposes, and as being greater the more significant the purposes, is one we 
cannot help taking. Whether we must also take the second step, to a view 
of freedom which sees it as realizable or fully realizable only within a 
certain form of society; and whether in taking a step of this kind one is 
necessarily committed to justifying the excesses of totalitarian oppres­
sion in the name of liberty; these are questions which must now be 
addressed. What is certain is that they cannot simply be evaded by a 
philistine definition of freedom which relegates them by fiat to the limbo 
of metaphysical pseudo-questions. This is altogether too quick a way 

with them. 


