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Introduction

Richard Bellamy and Andrew Mason

All political argument employs political concepts. They provide the building
blocks needed to construct a case for or against a given political position. Is
development aid too low, income tax too high, pornography violence against
women, or mass bombing unjust? Any response to topical questions such as
these involves developing a view of what individuals are entitled to, what they
owe to others, the role of individual choice and responsibility in these matters,
and so on. These views, in their turn, imply a certain understanding of concepts
like rights, equality and liberty, and their relationship to each other. People of
different political persuasions interpret these key concepts of politics in differ-
ent ways. This book introduces students to some of the main interpretations,
pointing out their various strengths and weaknesses.

Older texts on political concepts sought to offer neutral definitions that
should be accepted by everyone, regardless of their political commitments and
values.! Unfortunately, this task proved harder than many had believed. For
example, a common argument of this school was that it was a misuse of the
term ‘freedom’ to suggest that people who lacked the resources to read books
were unfree to read them. What one ought to say was that such people were
unable to read them. Individuals were only unfree to read books if they were
legally prohibited or physically prevented from doing so. However, as Ian Carter
shows in his chapter, this is not an issue that can be settled by attending to
actual linguistic practice, no matter how carefully. Most theorists do distinguish
between freedom and ability, but many dispute the view that a lack of resources
is necessarily a matter of inability rather than unfreedom. For instance, some
people would argue that the uneven distribution of such resources typically
results from unjust social arrangements that could and should be rectified and
as such has implications for judgements about the extent of a person’s freedom.
States can provide free education and libraries, say, rather than leaving the
provision of schooling and books solely to the market. They contend that delib-
erately withholding such public provision would constitute a form of coercion,
similar in kind to state censorship. In this dispute, disagreement over the
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correct use and meaning of freedom is firmly related to differences in people’s
normative and social theories. It is these differences rather than straightfor-
wardly linguistic ones that lead them to diverge in their views of whether indi-
viduals acting in a free market could ever coerce others, and so on. Though all
parties in this debate might agree that being free is different to being able, some
may still detect a lack of freedom where others only see inability.

These sorts of disagreements about the meanings of terms have led many
commentators to argue that political concepts are ‘essentially contestable’.
According to this view, it is part of the nature of these concepts to be open to
dispute, and disagreements over their proper use reflect divergent normative,
theoretical and empirical assumptions. Even so, these theorists would still
maintain that competing views represent alternative ‘conceptions’ of the same
‘concept’. In other words, in spite of their disagreements about how the concept
might be defined, they are nonetheless debating the same idea. As a result, it
also makes sense to compare different views and to argue that some are more
coherent, empirically plausible and normatively attractive than others. With
differences of emphasis, all the contributors to this volume broadly adopt
this approach. Some, like Rex Martin, Richard Bellamy, David Owen and Catri-
ona McKinnon, contrast two or more different views in order to defend a
particular account. Others, like Andrew Vincent, Ciaran O’Kelly and Alan
Cromartie, explore difficulties in all accounts. Still others, like Andrew Mason
and Anthony Coates, explore a particularly important conception of a given
concept, indicating both its appeal and problems. In some cases, as in Bill
Jordan’s and Emilio Santoro’s chapters, the authors concentrate on the theo-
retical presuppositions of current policies that are guided by a particular under-
standing of a concept. In others, as in David Boucher’s and Jonathan Seglow’s
chapters, authors compare how different conceptual underpinnings might
generate different policy recommendations.

No book will cover all political concepts, and this one is no exception. While
aware of many regrettable, if inevitable, omissions, we have attempted to
include a broad range of the main concepts employed in contemporary debates
among both political theorists and ordinary citizens.’ Each concept tends to
relate to the others in various ways but not all the authors would agree how
they do so.* Consequently, we have not grouped the chapters into sections.
However, the first three chapters tackle the principal concepts employed to jus-
tify any policy or institution, the next seven can be roughly related to the main
domestic purposes and functions of the state, the following four concern the
relationship between state and civil society, and the final three look beyond the
state to issues of global concern and relations between states. While not an
exhaustive survey therefore, we have tried to offer a wide selection of the con-
cepts used to discuss most dimensions of politics.
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Notes

1 Two well-known examples of this genre are T.D. Weldon, The Vocabulary of Politics
(Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1953), and F. Oppenheim, Political Concepts: A Recon-
struction (Oxford, Blackwell, 1981).

2 The classical account of this thesis is W.B. Gallie, ‘Essentially Contested Concepts’,
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 56 (1956), pp. 167-98. A text that employed
this thesis to analyse various concepts, including freedom, is W.E. Connolly, The
Terms of Political Discourse (Oxford, Blackwell, 1974).

3 For a more historical approach, see R. Bellamy and A. Ross, A Textual Introduction to
Social and Political Theory (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1996).

4 Students interested in looking at how the main contemporary political philosophers
have related these concepts to each other might care to consult W. Kymlicka’s
excellent Contemporary Political Philosophy (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2001,
2nd edn).



1
Liberty

Ian Carter

Introduction

Imagine a woman is driving a car through town, and she comes to a fork in the
road. She turnsleft, but no one was forcing her to go one way or the other. Next
she comes to a crossroads. She turns right, but no one was preventing her from
going left or straight on. There is no traffic to speak of and there are no diver-
sions or police roadblocks. So she seems, as a driver, to be completely free. But
this picture of her situation might change quite dramatically if we consider
that the reason she went left and then right is that she is addicted to cigarettes
and is desperate to get to the tobacconists before it closes. Rather than driving,
she feels she is being driven, as her urge to smoke leads her uncontrollably to
turn the wheel first to the left and then to the right. Moreover, she is perfectly
aware that turning right at the crossroads means she will probably miss a train
that was to take her to an appointment she cares about very much. The
woman longs to be free of this irrational desire that is not only threatening her
longevity but is also stopping her right now from doing what she thinks she
ought to be doing.

This story gives us two contrasting ways of thinking of freedom. On the one
hand, one can think of freedom as the absence of obstacles external to the
agent. You are free if no one is stopping you from doing whatever you might
want to do. In the above story the woman appears, in this sense, to be free. On
the other hand, one can think of freedom as the presence of control on the part
of the agent. To be free, you must be self-determined, which is to say that you
must be able to control your own destiny in your own interests. In the above
story the woman appears, in this sense, to be unfree: she is not in control of her
own destiny, as she is failing to control a passion that she herself would rather
be rid of and which is preventing her from realising what she recognises to be
her true interests. One might say that while on the first view freedom is simply
about how many doors are open to the agent, on the second view it is more
about going through the right doors for the right reasons.
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1 Negative and positive freedom

Isaiah Berlin, the English philosopher and historian of ideas, called these two
concepts of freedom ‘negative’ and ‘positive’. The reason for using these labels
is that in the first case freedom seems to be a mere absence of something (i.e., of
‘obstacles’, ‘barriers’, ‘constraints’ or ‘interference from others’), whereas in
the second case freedom seems to require the presence of something (i.e., of
‘control’, ‘self-mastery’, ‘self-determination’ or ‘self-realisation’). In Berlin’s
words, we use the negative concept of freedom in attempting to answer the
question ‘What is the area within which the subject —a person or group of per-
sons — is or should be left to do or be what he is able to do or be, without inter-
ference by other persons?’, whereas we use the positive concept in attempting
to answer the question ‘What, or who, is the source of control or interference
that can determine someone to do, or be, this rather than that?"!

It is useful to think of the difference between the two concepts in terms of the
difference between factors that are ‘external’ and factors that are ‘internal’ to
the agent. While the prime interest of theorists of negative freedom is the degree
to which individuals or groups suffer interference from external bodies, theo-
rists of positive freedom are more attentive to the internal factors affecting the
degree to which individuals or groups act autonomously. Given this difference,
one might be tempted to think that a political theorist should concentrate exclu-
sively on negative freedom, a concern with positive freedom being more relevant
to psychology or individual morality than to political theory. This, however,
would be premature, for among the most hotly debated issues in political theory
are the following: is the positive concept of freedom a political concept? Can
individuals or groups achieve positive freedom through political action? Is it
possible for the state to promote the positive freedom of citizens on their behalf?
And, if so, is it desirable for the state to do so? The classic texts in the history of
western political thought are divided over how these questions should be
answered: theorists in the classical liberal tradition, like Constant, Humboldt,
Spencer and Mill, are typically classed as answering ‘no’ and, therefore, as
defending a negative concept of political freedom; theorists that are critical of
this tradition, like Rousseau, Hegel, Marx and T.H. Green, are typically classed
as answering ‘yes’ and as defending a positive concept of political freedom.

In its political form, positive freedom has often been thought of as necessarily
achieved through a collectivity. Perhaps the clearest case is that of Rousseau’s
theory of freedom, according to which individual freedom is achieved through
participation in the process whereby one’s community exercises collective con-
trol over its own affairs in accordance with the general will. Put in the simplest
terms, one might say that a democratic society is a free society because it is a self-
determined society, and that a member of that society is free to the extent that
he or she participates in its democratic process.

For liberals, on the other hand, Rousseau’s idea of freedom carries with it a
danger of authoritarianism. Consider the fate of a permanent and oppressed
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minority. Because the members of this minority participate in a democratic
process characterised by majority rule, they might be said to be free on the
grounds that they are members of a society exercising self-control over its own
affairs. But they are oppressed, and so are surely unfree. Moreover, it is not nec-
essary to see a society as democratic in order to see it as ‘self-controlled’; one
might instead adopt an organic conception of society, according to which the
collectivity is to be thought of as a living organism, and one might believe that
this organism will only act rationally, will only be in control of itself, when its
various parts are brought into line with some rational plan devised by its wise
governors (who, to extend the metaphor, might be thought of as the organism’s
brain). In this case, even the majority might be oppressed in the name of liberty.

Such justifications of oppression in the name of liberty are no mere products
of the liberal imagination, for there are notorious historical examples of their
endorsement by authoritarian political leaders. Berlin, himself a liberal, and
writing during the cold war, was clearly moved by the way in which the appar-
ently noble ideal of freedom as self-mastery or self-realisation had been twisted
and distorted by the totalitarian dictators of the twentieth century — most
notably those of the Soviet Union — so as to claim that they, rather than the lib-
eral West, were the true champions of freedom. The slippery slope towards this
paradoxical conclusion begins, according to Berlin, with the idea of a ‘divided
self’. To illustrate: the smoker in our story provides a clear example of a divided
self, as there is the self that wants to get to the appointment and there is the self
that wants to get to the tobacconists. We now add to this that one of the selves
— the respecter of appointments —is a ‘higher’ self, and the other — the smoker
—is a ‘lower’ self. The higher self is the rational, reflecting self, the self that is
capable of moral action and of taking responsibility for what she does. This is
the ‘true’ self, since it is what marks us off from other animals. The lower self,
on the other hand, is the self of the passions, of unreflecting desires and irra-
tional impulses. One is free, then, when one’s higher, rational self is in control
and one is not a slave to one’s passions or to one’s ‘merely empirical’ self. The
next step down the slippery slope consists in pointing out that some individuals
are more rational than others, and can therefore know best what is in their and
others’ rational interests. This allows them to say that by forcing people less
rational than themselves to do the rational thing and thus to realise their ‘true’
selves, they are in fact ‘liberating’ them from their merely empirical desires.
Occasionally, Berlin says, the defender of positive freedom will take an addi-
tional step that consists in conceiving of the self as wider than the individual
and as represented by an organic social ‘whole’ — ‘a tribe, a race, a church, a
state, the great society of the living and the dead and the yet unborn’. The ‘true’
interests of the individual are to be identified with the interests of this whole,
and individuals can and should be coerced into fulfilling these interests, for they
would not resist coercion if they were as rational and wise as their coercers.
‘OnceI take this view’, Berlin says, ‘I am in a position to ignore the actual wishes
of men or societies, to bully, oppress, torture in the name, and on behalf, of their
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“real” selves, in the secure knowledge that whatever is the true goal of man ...
must be identical with his freedom.’?

Those in the negative camp try to cut off thisline of reasoning at the first step,
by denying that there is any necessary relation between one’s freedom and
one’s desires. Since one is free to the extent that one is externally unprevented
from doing things, they say, one can be free to do what one does not desire to do.
If being free meant being unprevented from realising one’s desires, then one
could, again paradoxically, reduce one’s unfreedom by coming to desire fewer
of the things one is unfree to do. One could become free simply by contenting
oneself with one’s situation. A perfectly contented slave is perfectly free to
realise all of her desires. Nevertheless, we tend to think of slavery as the oppo-
site of freedom. More generally, freedom is not to be confused with happiness,
for in logical terms there is nothing to stop a free person from being unhappy or
an unfree person from being happy. The happy person might feel free, but
whether they are free is another matter. Negative theorists of freedom therefore
tend to say not that having freedom means being unprevented from doing as
one desires, but that it means being unprevented from doing whatever one
might desire to do.

Some positive theorists of freedom bite the bullet and say that the contented
slave is indeed free — that in order to be free the individual must learn, not so
much to dominate certain merely empirical desires, but to rid herself of them.
She must, in other words, remove as many of her desires as possible. As Berlin
puts it, if I have a wounded leg ‘there are two methods of freeing myself from
pain. One is to heal the wound. But if the cure is too difficult or uncertain, there
is another method. I can get rid of the wound by cutting off my leg’. This is the
strategy of liberation adopted by ascetics, stoics and Buddhist sages. It involves
a ‘retreat into an inner citadel’ — a soul or a purely ‘noumenal’ self —in which
the individual is immune to any outside forces.’ But this state, even if it can be
achieved, is not one that liberals would want to call one of freedom, for it again
risks masking important forms of oppression. It is, after all, often in coming to
terms with excessive external limitations in society that individuals retreat into
themselves, pretending to themselves that they do not really desire the worldly
goods or pleasures they have been denied. Moreover, the removal of desires may
also be an effect of outside forces, such as brainwashing, which we should
hardly want to call a realisation of freedom.

Because the concept of negative freedom concentrates on the external sphere
in which individuals interact, it seems to provide a better guarantee against the
dangers of paternalism and authoritarianism perceived by Berlin. To promote
negative freedom is to promote the existence of a sphere of action within which
the individual is sovereign, and within which she can pursue her own projects
subject only to the constraint that she respect the spheres of others. Humboldt
and Mill, both defenders of the negative concept of freedom, usefully compared
the development of an individual to that of a plant: individuals, like plants,
must be allowed to ‘grow’, in the sense of developing their own faculties to the
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full and according to their own inner logic. Personal growth is something that
cannot be imposed from without, but must come from within the individual.

Critics, however, have objected that the ideal described by Humboldt and Mill
looks much more like a positive concept of freedom than a negative one. Posi-
tive freedom consists, they say, in exactly this ‘growth’ of the individual: the free
individual is one that develops, determines and changes her own desires and
interests autonomously and ‘from within’. This is not freedom as the mere
absence of obstacles, but freedom as self-realisation. Why should the mere
absence of state interference be thought to guarantee such growth? Is there not
some ‘third way’ between the extremes of totalitarianism and the minimal state
of the classical liberals — some non-paternalist, non-authoritarian means by
which positive freedom in the above sense can be actively promoted?

Much of the more recent work on positive liberty has been motivated by a dis-
satisfaction with the ideal of negative liberty combined with an awareness of
the possible abuses of the positive concept so forcefully exposed by Berlin. John
Christman, for example, has argued that positive freedom concerns the ways in
which desires are formed — whether as a result of rational reflection on all the
options available, or as a result of pressure, manipulation or ignorance. What
it does not regard, he says, is the content of an individual’s desires.* The promo-
tion of positive freedom need not therefore involve the claim that there is only
one right answer to the question of how a person should live. Take the example
of a Muslim woman who claims to espouse the fundamentalist doctrines gen-
erally followed by her family and society. On Christman’s account, this person
is positively unfree if her desire to conform was somehow oppressively imposed
upon her through indoctrination, manipulation or deceit. She is positively free,
on the other hand, if she arrived at her desire to conform while aware of other
reasonable options and she weighed and assessed these other options rationally.
There is nothing necessarily freedom-enhancing or freedom-restricting about
her having the desires she has, since freedom regards not the content of these
desires but their mode of formation. On this view, forcing her to do certain
things rather than others can never make her more free, and Berlin’s paradox
of positive freedom would seem to have been avoided. It remains to be seen,
however, just what a state can do, in practice, to promote positive freedom in
Christman’s sense without encroaching on any individual's sphere of negative
freedom. An education system that cultivates personal autonomy may prove an
important exception, but even here it might be objected that the right to nega-
tive liberty includes the right to decide how one’s children should be educated.

Another group of theorists has claimed that Berlin's dichotomy leaves out a
third alternative, according to which freedom is not merely the enjoyment of a
sphere of non-interference —asit is on the negative concept —but the enjoyment
of certain conditions in which such non-interference is guaranteed.” These
conditions may include the presence of a democratic constitution and a series
of safeguards against a government wielding power arbitrarily and against the
interests of the governed. As Berlin admits, on the negative view of freedom, I
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am free even if I live in a dictatorship just as long as the dictator happens, on a
whim, not to interfer with me. There is no necessary connection between neg-
ative freedom and any particular form of government. On the alternative view
sketched here — often called the ‘republican’ concept of freedom —I am free only
if I live in a society with the kinds of political institutions that guarantee non-
interference resiliently and over time. The republican concept allows that the
state may encroach upon the negative freedom of individuals, enforcing and
promoting certain civic virtues as a means of strengthening democratic insti-
tutions. On the other hand, the concept cannot lead to the oppressive conse-
quences feared by Berlin, because it has a commitment to liberal-democratic
institutions already built into it. It remains to be seen, however, whether the
republican concept of freedom is ultimately distinguishable from the negative
concept, or whether republican writers on freedom have not simply provided
good arguments to the effect that negative freedom is best promoted, on balance
and over time, through certain kinds of political institutions rather than others.*

2 Freedom as a triadic relation

The two sides in Berlin's debate disagree over which of two different concepts
best deserves the name of ‘freedom’. Does this fact not denote the presence of
some more basic agreement between the two sides? How, after all, could they see
their disagreement as one about the definition of ‘freedom’ if they did not think
of themselves as in some sense talking about the same thing? In an influential arti-
cle,” the American legal philosopher Gerald MacCallum put forward the follow-
ing answer: there is in fact only one basic ‘concept of freedom’, on which both
sides in the debate converge. What the so-called ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ theorists
disagree about is how this single concept of freedom should be interpreted.
Indeed, in MacCallum’s view, there are a great many different possible inter-
pretations of ‘freedom’, and it is only Berlin’s artificial dichotomy that has led
us to think in terms of there being two.

MacCallum defines the basic concept of freedom — the concept on which
everyone agrees — as follows: a subject, or ‘agent’, is free from certain con-
straints, or ‘preventing conditions’, to do or be certain things. Freedom is there-
fore a ‘triadic relation’ —that is, a relation between three things: an agent, certain
preventing conditions, and certain doings or becomings of the agent. Any
statement about freedom or unfreedom can be translated into a statement of
the above form by specifying what is free or unfree, from what it is free or unfree,
and what it is free or unfree to do or be. Any claim about the presence or absence
of freedom in a given situation will therefore make certain assumptions about
what counts as an agent, what counts as a constraint or limitation on freedom,
and what counts as a purpose that the agent can be described as either free
or unfree to carry out. Let us return to the example of the driver on her way to
the tobacconists. In describing this person as either free or unfree, we shall be
making assumptions about each of MacCallum'’s three variables. If we say that
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the driver is free, what we shall probably mean is that an agent, consisting in the
driver’s empirical self, is free from external (physical or legal) obstacles to do
whatever she might want to do. If, on the other hand, we say that the driver is
unfree, what we shall probably mean is that an agent, consisting in a ‘higher’ or
‘rational’ self, is made unfree by internal, psychological constraints to carry out
some rational, authentic or virtuous plan. Notice that in both claims there is a
negative element and a positive element: each claim about freedom assumes
both that freedom is the absence of something (i.e., preventing conditions) and
that it is the presence of something (the doings or beings that are unprevented).
The dichotomy between ‘freedom from’ and ‘freedom to’ is therefore a false one,
and it is misleading say that those who see the driver as free employ a ‘negative’
concept and those who see her as unfree employ a ‘positive’ one. What these two
camps differ over is the way in which one should interpret each of the three
variables in the triadic freedom-relation. More precisely, we can see that what
they differ over is the extension to be assigned to each of the variables.

Thus, those whom Berlin places in the ‘negative’ camp typically conceive of
the agent as having the same extension as that which it is generally given in
ordinary discourse: they tend to think of the agent as an individual human
being and as including all of the empirical beliefs and desires of that individual.
Those in the so-called ‘positive’ camp, on the other hand, often depart from the
ordinary notion, in one sense imagining the agent as more extensive (or
‘larger’) than in the ordinary notion, and in another sense imagining it as less
extensive (or ‘smaller’): they think of the agent as having a greater extension
than in ordinary discourse in cases where they identify the agent’s ‘true’ desires
and aims with those of some collectivity of which she is a member; and they
think of the agent as having a lesser extension than in ordinary discourse in
cases where they identify the ‘true’ agent with only a subset of her empirical
beliefs and desires —i.e., with those that are rational, authentic or virtuous. Sec-
ond, those in Berlin’s ‘positive’ camp tend to take a wider view of what counts
as a constraint on freedom than those in his ‘negative’ camp: the set of relevant
obstacles is more extensive for the former than for the latter, since negative the-
orists tend to count only external obstacles as constraints on freedom, whereas
positive theorists also allow that one may be constrained by internal factors,
such as irrational desires, fears or ignorance. Third, those in Berlin’s ‘positive’
camp tend to take a narrower view of what counts as a purpose one can be free
to fulfil. The set of relevant purposes is less extensive for them than for the neg-
ative theorists, for we have seen that they tend to restrict the relevant set of
actions or states to those that are rational, authentic or virtuous, whereas those
in the ‘negative’ camp tend to extend this variable so as to cover any action or
state the agent might desire.

On MacCallum’s analysis, then, there is no simple dichotomy between ‘posi-
tive’ and ‘negative’ freedom; rather, we should recognise that there is a whole
range of possible interpretations or ‘conceptions’ of the single concept of free-
dom.® Indeed, says MacCallum, a number of classic authors cannot be placed
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unequivocally in one or the other of Berlin's two camps. Locke, for example, is
normally thought of as a staunch defender of the negative concept of freedom,
and he indeed states explicitly that ‘[to be at] liberty is to be free from restraint
and violence from others’.” But he also says that ‘liberty’ is not to be confused
with ‘licence’, and that ‘that ill deserves the name of confinement which hedges
us in only from bogs and precipices.'” While Locke gives a more ‘negative’
account of ‘constraints on freedom’, he seems to endorse a more ‘positive’
account of the third freedom-variable, restricting this to actions that are not
immoral and to those that are in the agent’s own interests. This suggests that it
is not only conceptually misleading, but also historically mistaken, to divide
theorists into two camps — a ‘negative’ one and a ‘positive’ one.

3 Constraints on freedom

To illustrate the range of interpretations of the concept of freedom made avail-
able by MacCallum'’s analysis, let us now take a closer look at his second variable
—that of ‘constraints on freedom’.

We have seen that for those theorists Berlin places in the ‘negative’ camp,
only obstacles external to the agent tend to count as constraints on her free-
dom. We should now note that these theorists usually distinguish between dif-
ferent kinds of external obst