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52 Political Ideologies

4. What is positive freedom, in your own words?

5. Asone tries to attain “self-mastery” (to become the master of oneself), the person is split into two selves.

Describe those two selves, according to Berlin.
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54 Political Ideologies

or indirectly, with or without the intention of doing so, in frustrating my wishes. By being free in this sense  mean
not being interfered with by others. The wider the area of non-interference the wider my freedom.

This is what the classical English political philosophers meant when they used this word.* They disagreed
about how wide the area could or should be. They supposed that it could not, as things were, be unlimited,
because if it were, it would entail a state in which all men could boundlessly interfere with all other men; and
this kind of ‘natural’ freedom would lead to social chaos in which men’s minimum needs would not be satis-
fied; or else the liberties of the weak would be suppressed by the strong. Because they perceived that human
purposes and activities do not automatically harmonize with one another, and because (whatever their official
doctrines) they put high value on other goals, such as justice, or happiness, or culture, or security, or vary-
ing degrees of equality, they were prepared to curtail freedom in the interests of other values and, indeed, of
freedom itself. For, without this, it was impossible to create the kind of association that they thought desir-
able. Consequently, it is assumed by these thinkers that the area of men's free action must be limited by law.
But equally it is assumed, especially by such libertarians as Locke and Mill in England, and Constant and
Tocqueville in France, that there ought to exist a certain minimum area of personal freedom which must on no
account be violated; for if it is overstepped, the individual will find himself in an area too narrow for even that
minimum development of his natural faculties which alone makes it possible to pursue, and even to conceive,
the various ends which men hold good or right or sacred. It follows that a frontier must be drawn between the
area of private life and that of public authority. Where it is to be drawn is a matter of argument, indeed of hag-
gling. Men are largely interdependent, and no man's activity is so completely private as never to obstruct the
lives of others in any way. ‘Freedom for the pike is death for the minnows’; the liberty of some must depend on
the restraint of others. ‘Freedom for an Oxford don, others have been known to add, ‘is a very different thing
from freedom for an Egyptian peasant.

This proposition derives its force from something that is both true and important, but the phrase itself
remains a piece of political claptrap. It is true that to offer political rights, or safeguards against intervention by
the state, to men who are half-naked, illiterate, underfed, and diseased is to mock their condition; they need
medical help or education before they can understand, or make use of, an increase in their freedom. What is
freedom to those who cannot make use of it? Without adequate conditions for the use of freedom, what is the
value of freedom? First things come first: there are situations, as a nineteenth-century Russian radical writer
declared, in which boots are superior to the works of Shakespeare; individual freedom is not everyone’s pri-
mary need. For freedom is not the mere absence of frustration of whatever kind; this would inflate the meaning
of the word until it meant too much or too little. The Egyptian peasant needs clothes or medicine before, and
more than, personal liberty, but the minimum freedom that he needs today, and the greater degree of freedom
that he may need tomorrow, is not some species of freedom peculiar to him, but identical with that of profes-
sors, artists, and millionaires.

What troubles the consciences of Western liberals is not, I think, the belief that the freedom that men seek
differs according to their social or economic conditions, but that the minority who possess it have gained it by
exploiting, or, at least, averting their gaze from, the vast majority who do not. They believe, with good reason,
that if individual liberty is an ultimate end for human beings, none should be deprived of it by others; least of
all that some should enjoy it at the expense of others. Equality of liberty; not to treat others as I should not wish
them to treat me; repayment of my debt to those who alone have made possible my liberty or prosperity or
enlightenment; justice, in its simplest and most universal sense—these are the foundations of liberal morality.
Liberty is not the only goal of men. I can, like the Russian critic Belinsky, say that if others are to be deprived of
it—if my brothers are to remain in poverty, squalor, and chains—then I do not want it for myself; I reject it with
both hands and infinitely prefer to share their fate. But nothing is gained by a confusion of terms. To avoid glar-
ing inequality or widespread misery I am ready to sacrifice some, or all, of my freedom: I may do so willingly
and freely: but it is freedom that I am giving up for the sake of justice or equality or the love of my fellow men.
I should be guilt-stricken, and rightly so, if I were not, in some circumstances, ready to make this sacrifice. But

a sacrifice is not an increase in what is being sacrificed, namely freedom, however great the moral need or the

4A free man, said Hobbes, ‘is he that ... is not hindered to do what he hath the will to do’ Law is always a fetter} even if it protects you
from being bound in chains that are heavier than those of the law, say, some more repressive law or custom, or arbitrary despotism or
chaos. Bentham says much the same.
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56 Political Ideologies

to our own. Every plea for civil liberties and individual rights, every protest against exploitation and humilia-
tion, against the encroachment of public authority, or the mass hypnosis of custom or organized propaganda,
springs from this individualistic, and much disputed, conception of man.

Three facts about this position may be noted. In the first place Mill confuses two distinct notions. One is that
all coercion is, in 5o far as it frustrates human desires, bad as such, although it may have to be applied to prevent
other, greater evils; while non-interference, which is the opposite of coercion, is good as such, although it is
not the only good. This is the ‘negative’ conception of liberty in its classical form. The other is that men should
seek to discover the truth, or to develop a certain type of character of which Mill approved—critical, origi-
nal, imaginative, independent, non-conforming to the point of eccentricity, and so on—and that truth can be
found, and such character can be bred, only in conditions of freedom. Both these are liberal views, but they are
not identical, and the connexion between them is, at best, empirical. No one would argue that truth or freedom
of self-expression could flourish where dogma crushes all thought. But the evidence of history tends to show
(as, indeed, was argued by James Stephen in his formidable attack on Mill in his Liberty, Equality, Fraternity)

more tolerant or indifferent societies; and if this is so, Mill’s argument for liberty as a necessary condition for
the growth of human genius falls to the ground. If his two goals proved incompatible, Mill would be faced with
a cruel dilemma, quite apart from the further difficulties created by the inconsistency of his doctrines with
strict utilitarianism, even in his own humane version of it:’

sacred in its own right, derives from a conception of freedom which, for all its religious roots, is scarcely older,
in its developed state, than the Renaissance or the Reformation.” Yet its decline would mark the death of a civi-
lization, of an entire moral outlook.

The third characteristic of this notion of liberty is of greater importance. It is that liberty in this sense is not
incompatible with some kinds of autocracy, or at any rate with the absence of self-government. Liberty in this
sense is principally concerned with the area of control, not with its source. Just as a democracy may, in fact,

freedom. The despot who leaves his subjects a wide area of liberty may be unjust, or encourage the wildest
inequalities, care little for order, or virtue, or knowledge; but provided he does not curb their liberty, or at least
curbs it less than many other regimes, he meets with Mill’s specification.® Freedom in this sense is not, at any
rate logically, connected with democracy or self-government. Self-government may, on the whole, provide a
better guarantee of the preservation of civil liberties than other régimes, and has been defended as such by

>This is but another illustration of the natural tendency of all but a very few thinkers to believe that all the things they hold good must
be intimately connected, or at least compatible, with  one another, The history of thought, like the history of nations, is strewn with
examples of inconsistent, or at least disparate, elements artificially yoked together in a despotic system, or held together by the danger of
some common enemy. In due course the danger passes, and conflicts between the allies arise, which often disrupt the system, sometimes
to the great benefit of mankind,

%See the valuable discussion of this in Michel Villey, Legons d’histoire de Ia Philosophie du droit, who traces the embryo of the notion of
subjective rights to Occam,

?Christian (and Jewish or Moslem) belief in the absolute authority of divine or natural laws, or in the equality of all men in the sight of
God, is very different from belief in freedom to live as one prefers.

$Indeed, it is arguable that in the Prussia of Frederick the Great or in the Austria of Josef IT men of imagination, originality, and creative
genius, and, indeed, minorities of all kinds, were less persecuted and felt the pressure, both of institutions and custom, less heavy upon
them than in many an earlier or later democracy.
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