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Q1 - Berlin's distinction, p. 121f.:

Neg. Lib: 'What is the area within which the subject – a person or group of persons – 

is or should be left to do or be what he is able to do or be, without interference by 

other persons?'  

Pos. Lib: 'What, or who, is the source of control or interference that can determine 

someone to do, or be, this rather than that?'

Berlin does not dismiss the 'positive' goods, which the state ought to provide, but 

believes that they are not part of the concept of freedom. Rather, they and some other 

goods are the 'conditions of freedom'. To include them, according to Berlin, would 

lead to a conceptual confusion: Q2

'It is important to discriminate between liberty and the conditions of its exercise. 

If a man is too poor or too ignorant or too feeble to make use of his legal rights, 

the liberty that these rights confer upon him is nothing to him, but it is not 

hereby annihilated. The obligation to promote education, health, justice, to raise 

standards of living, to provide opportunity for the growth of the arts and the 

sciences, to prevent reactionary political or social or legal policies or arbitrary 

inequalities, is not made less stringent because it is not necessarily directed to 

the promotion of liberty itself, but to conditions in which alone its possession is 

of value, or to values which may be independent of it. And still, liberty is one 

thing, and the conditions for it are another. To take a concrete example: it is, I 

believe, desirable to introduce a uniform system of general primary and 

secondary education in every country, if only in order to do away with 

distinctions of social status that are at present created or promoted by the 

existence of a social hierarchy of schools in some Western countries, notably 

my own.' [Berlin, introduction to Four Essays on Liberty, liii.]

In order to make use of your negative freedom, the conditions of freedom must be in 

place. Poverty, poor educational opportunities and a struggle for survival (the working 

poor) mark the absence of these conditions.



Q: IS BERLIN RIGHT TO SEPARATE LIBERTY FROM THE CONDITION OF 

ITS EXERCISE? [If you restrict liberty to its negative sense: yes!]

The question is not just: 

A. 'How many doors are open to me?' = the measure of Negative Liberty [The area in 

which I can operate without obstruction from others.]

but also:

B. 'How open are the doors?'  [Anyone can buy the life-saving medicine they need - 

but not anyone can pay. Anyone can apply to become president of the US - but if you 

are black or a woman, it seems to be more difficult.]

and most importantly:

C. 'How many open doors do I see?' = the measure of Positive Liberty [Am I being 

manipulated: e.g. Toy adds for children. Am I in thrall to an ideology?: e.g. Men are 

superior than women./One race is superior to another. Is my choice formation 

inauthentic/defective/distorted/not fully informed?: e.g. I might self-censor: not 

nursing a baby in public.] 

MI: DISCUSSION OF BERLIN'S EXAMPLE OF ONE CONDITION OF 

LIBERTY:

'a uniform system of general primary and secondary education in every country, if 

only in order to do away with distinctions of social status that are at present created or 

promoted by the existence of a social hierarchy of schools in some Western countries, 

notably my own.'

1. Compulsary Education = curtails negative freedom - but increases positive 

freedom.

2. Uniform System of Education = curtails negative freedom - but increases positive 

freedom.



MI: EDUCATION INCREASES MY POSITIVE FREEDOM, BECAUSE I AM, 

TOO A MUCH GREATER DEGREE, IN CONTROL OF MY LIFE AND I 

BECOME AWARE OF DOORS (OPTIONS) WHICH ARE OPEN TO ME.

FOR JOHN RAWLS SELF-RESPECT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT PRIMARY 

GOOD:

“We may define self–respect (or self–esteem) as having two aspects. First of all … it

includes a person’s sense of his own value, his secure conviction that his conception

of the good, his plan of life, is worth carrying out. And second, self–respect implies a

confidence in one’s ability, so far as it is in one’s power, to fulfil one’s intentions.

When we feel that our plans are of little value, we cannot pursue them with pleasure

or take delight in their execution. Nor plagued by failure and self–doubt can we

continue in our endeavors. It is clear then why self–respect is a primary good.

Without it nothing may seem worth doing, or if some things have value for us, we 

lack the will to strive for them. All desire and activity becomes empty and vain, and 

we sink into apathy and cynicism.” (Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 1972, 440).

MI: IF I FEEL INFERIOR BECAUSE OTHERS ARE BETTER OFF THAN ME, 

OR BECAUSE THEY HAVE HAD A BETTER EDUCATION, OR BECAUSE OF 

THEIR PRIVILEGED BACKGROUND, ETC., I MIGHT HESITATE TO GO 

THROUGH A 'DOOR' (AN OPPORTUNITY) THAT WOULD BE OPEN TO ME - 

OR I MIGHT IGNORE THE DOOR ALLTOGETHER - OR I MIGHT NOT EVEN 

BE AWARE OF IT.

Philip Pettit on Basic Income:

Economic inequality gives some power over others: Employer - employee, husband - 

wife, ethnic groups within a society, the disabled, the elderly, the unemployed, etc.

A GUARANTEED BASIC INCOME COULD DIMINISH THE SUBJECTION TO 

THE POWER OF OTHERS [PETIT INTERVIEW IN ETHOS/AUDIO FILE]. 

How much should the state provide? Petit: if people are able to look another in the eye 

'without fear or deference' - that's what we are aiming at. [Interview (audio) with 

Pettit: http://www.ethosreview.org/intellectual-spaces/philip-pettit/ ]

MI: Berlin's conceptual distinction amounts to this: The exercise of negative liberty is 

only possible (and worthwhile) under the conditions of freedom. However, Berlin 

http://www.ethosreview.org/intellectual-spaces/philip-pettit/


fails to recognise that the exercise of liberty under such favourable conditions could 

be obstructed, distorted or interfered with by internal fetters. [HIS EXAMPLE OF 

COMPULSARY EDUCATION AS A PREREQUISITE FOR EXERCISING ONE'S 

RIGHTS (I.E. MAKE USE OF ONE'S NEGATIVE FREEDOM) ACCORDS WITH 

HIS ARGUMENT, BUT STRESSING THE PROBLEM OF SOCIAL STATUS 

SUGGESTS A RESTRICTION OF POSITIVE FREEDOM (I.E. LACK OF SELF-

RESPECT, SELF-CENSURESHIP).] Berlin believes that the conditions of freedom 

are only there to promote the exercise of negative freedom. However, it seems that the 

more important, and logically prior concept, is positive freedom. Favourable 

conditions of freedom increase my positive liberty.

If the choice formation (positive freedom) is not 'free', then the realisation of 

that choice (negative freedom), even if unobstructed, cannot be said to be 'free' either. 

Therefore, restricting the role of the state to guaranteeing negative freedom, means to 

ignore the internal unfreedom of many individuals, and to perpetuate this unfreedom.

L. J. Macfarlane, On Two Concepts of Liberty, Political Studies, Volume 14, Issue 1, 

pages 77–81, February 1966 [A short review of Berlin's essay], p. 77, FN2:

'The fact that the slave does not resent or does not understand his servile condition 

does not make him objectively a free man. The first step to freedom may well be to 

make men aware of their chains.'

Denier, p. 119: Material preconditions of liberty

Next, we should note that liberty has material preconditions. Liberty is not

just a matter of having rights on paper, it requires being in a position to exercise

those rights. And this requires material and institutional resources,

including legal and social acceptance of claims. A state that is going to guarantee

people rights effectively is going to have to take a stand about more

than the importance of these basic rights themselves. It will have to take a

stand on the distribution of resources to guarantee citizens what Rawls has

called the “fair value” of the various liberties—for example, by raising revenue

through taxation in sufficient quantity to make education and health

care available to all. Such redistributive measures are paternalistic, meaning

interference with activities that some people choose. The question is, is this

acceptable or not? It is when it is meant to create forms of empowerment that



are crucial to making liberties truly available to people.

[Yvonne Denier: From Brute Luck to Option Luck, in: Journal of Medicine and 

Philosophy, 35: 101–129, 2010]

Further Aspects:

Axel Honneth distinguishes three types of liberty. This is set out in Part I of his book:

[Freedom's Right: The Social Foundations of Democratic Life, Cambridge 2014]

1. Negative Liberty

2. Reflexive Liberty [roughly equivalent to positive liberty]

3. Social Liberty

For Honneth, both negative liberty and reflexive liberty are lacking; the former 

ignores the inner life of the subject, the latter ignores the social embeddedness or 

subjects. For Honneth 'social freedom' is embedded into our social roles and 

institutions. I rely on others when I plan my life. I can only be free if others see me as 

free.



Questions: Honneth quote [Freedom's Right, p. 24f.]

According to Honneth...

1. What do Hobbes, Locke and Nozick have in common?

2. How has our understanding of freedom changed in the 20th century?

3. In the 20th century what's wrong with the demand to be reasonable in one's aims?

4. What is the problem with judging what people want in life?

5. What does Honneth suggest when it comes to judging the aims of others?

6. What does Honneth value in Hobbes' conception of liberty? 

7. Which restriction does Nozick accept on the exercise of liberty? 

8. BONUS QUESTION - not in text! What does minimal government mean for 

Freedom?





Axel Honneth, Freedom's Right: The Social Foundations of Democratic Life, 

Cambridge 2014, p. 24f.:

'In his theory of justice, Nozick employs the same concept of freedom upon which 

Hobbes and Locke based their theories of a [25] just political order. Nozick also 

conceives of individual freedom merely as the chance to realize one's desires and 

intentions unhindered by external obstacles. But unlike these two English 

philosophers, Nozick does not have in mind the subjects of a monarch who are 

fighting for religious freedom, but the radical individualists of the twentieth century. 

For the latter, freedom means being able to achieve as many egocentric, entirely 

selfish life aims as are reconcilable with the freedom of one's fellow citizens. From 

such an individualist perspective, even the mere expectation that one should be 

reasonable when it comes to fulfilling one's desires must appear an unreasonable 

demand, as this would impose a rational restriction on individual freedom. [FN] The 

fact that humans, in their "individual existence", [FN] are on their own, and that their 

aims are opaque to each other given the "enormous complexity" of their drives, 

inclinations and attachments, [FN] means that we can only judge life aims in terms of 

whether they are reconcilable with the aims of all others. Even these few remarks 

make apparent just how much Nozick adapts the idea of negative freedom to the 

conditions that prevail in pluralistic, extremely individualized societies. On this view, 

the expectation that we subject our desires and intentions to minimal standards of 

rationality already counts as an "external" restriction of freedom. For Hobbes, the 

empty form in which we conceive individual freedom is still restricted by the 

conditions that a person's self-interest be rational, while Nozick removes even this 

minimal condition: All life aims, however irresponsible, self-destructive or 

idiosyncratic, must be viewed as part of the aim of realizing freedom, provided they 

do not violate the rights of others.'


