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INTRODUCTION

*L’on immole i I'2tre abstrait les tves réels: et 'on offre au peuple en
masse I'holoczuste du peuple en détail.’
BENJAMIN CONSTANT, De Pesprit de congquéte.

1

THE first of the four essays in this book appeared in the mid-
century number of the New York periodical Foreign Affairs; the
remaining three originated in lectures.! They deal with various
aspects of individual liberty. They are concerned in the first
place with the vicissitudes of this notion during the ideological
struggles of our century; secondly, with the meaning it is given
in the writings of historians, social scientists, and writers who
examine the presuppositions and methods of history or sociology ;
thirdly, with the importance of two major conceptions of liberty
in the history of ideas; and, finally, with the part played by the
ideal of individual liberty in the outlook of one of its most
devoted champions, John Stuart Mill.

The first and last of these essays evoked little comment. The
second and third stimulated wide and, as it seems to me, fruitful
controversy. Since some of my opponents have advanced objec-
tions that seem to me both relevant and just, I propose to make
it clear where I think that I stand convicted of mistakes or
obscurities ; other strictures (as I hope to show) seem to me mis-
taken. Some of my severest critics attack my views without ad-
ducing either facts or arguments, or else impute to me opinions
that I do not hold; and even though this may at times be due to
my own lack of clarity, I do not feel obliged to discuss, still less
to defend, positions which, in some cases, appear to me as
absurd as they do to those who assail them.?

' My thanks are due to the institutions at whose invitations the lectures were delivered,
and to the respective publishers of the essays for granting permission for their re-
publication.

* While 1 have not altered the text in any radical faghion, I have made a number of
changes intended to clarify some of the central points which have been misunderstood



x INTRODUCTION

The main issues between my serious critics and myself may be
reduced to four heads: firstly, determinism and its relevance to
out notions of men and their history ; secondly, the place of value
judgments, and, in particular, of moral judgments, in historical
and social thinking; thirdly, the possibility and desirability of
distinguishing, in the realm of political theory, what modern
writers have called ‘positive’ liberty from ‘negative’ liberty, and
the relevance of this distinction to the further difference between
liberty and the conditions of liberty, as well as the question of
what it is that makes liberty, of either sort, intrinsically worth
pursuing or possessing; and finally, the issue of monism, of the
unity or harmony of human ends. It seems to me that the un-
favourable contrast sometimes drawn between ‘negative’ liberty
and other, more obviously positive, social and political ends
sought by men—such as unity, harmony, peace, rational self-
direction, justice, self-government, order, co-operation in the
pursuit of common purposes—has its roots, in some cases, in
an ancient doctrine according to which all truly good things are
linked to one another in a single, perfect whole; or, at the very
least, cannot be incompatible with one another. This entails the
corollary that the realization of the pattern formed by them is
the one true end of all rational activity, both public and private.
If this belief should turn out to be false or incoherent, this might
destroy or weaken the basis of much past and present thought
and activity; and, at the very least, affect conceptions of, and the
value placed on, personal and social liberty. This issue, too, is
therefore both relevant and fundamental.

Let me begin with the most celebrated question of all as it
affects human nature: that of determinism, whether causal or
teleological. My thesis is not, as has been maintained by some of
my most vehement critics, that it is certain (still less that I can
show) that determinism is false; only that the arguments in
favour of it 'aré Mot vonclusive; and that if it ever becomes a
widely accepted belief and enters the texture of general thought

by critics and reviewers. [ am most grateful to Professors S, N. Hampshire, H. L. A,
Rart, and Thomas Nagel and Mr. Patrick Gardiner for drawing my attention to &rrors
and obscuritics. I have done my best to remedy these, without, I feel sure, fully satisfying
these distinguished and helpful critics.
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and conduct, the meaning and use of certain concepts and words
central to human thought would become obsolete or else have
to be drastically altered. This entails the corollary that the exist-
ing use of these basic words and concepts constitutes some
evidence, not, indeed, for the proposition that determinism is
faise, but for the hypothesis that many of those who profess this
doctrine seldom, iLu::,_luau'sequa__r{ﬂmy preach, and (if my
thesis is valid) seem curiously unaware of what seems, prima
facie, a lack of correspondence between their theory and their
real conyictions, as these are expressed in what they do and say.
The fact that the problem of free will is at least as old as the
Stoics; that it has tormented ordinary men as well as pro-
fessional philosophers; that it is exceptionally difficult to for-
mulate clearly; that medieval and modern discussions of it,
while they have achieved a finer analysis of the vast cluster of the
concepts involved, have not in essentials brought us any nearer
a definitive solution ; that while some men seem naturally puzzled
by it, others look upon such perplexity as mere confusion, to be
cleared away by some single powerful philosophical solvent—
all this gives determinism a peculiar status among philosophical
questions. I have, in these essays, made no systematic attempt
to discuss the problem of free will as such, but principally its
relevance to the idea of causality in history. Here I can only
restate my original thesis that it seems to me patently inconsistent
to assert, on the one hand, that all events are wholly determined
to be what they are by other events {whatever the status of this
propasition’), and, on the other, that men are free to choose
between at least two possible courses of action—free not merely
in the sense of being able to do what they choose to do (and be-
cause they choose to do it), but in the sense of not being deter-
mined to choose what they choose by causes outside their control.
If it is held that every act of will or choice is fully determined
by its respective antecedents, then (despite all that has been
said against this) it still seems to me that this belief is incom-
patible with the notion of choice held by ordinary men and by

' It has the appearance of a universal statement about the nature of things. Bur it can
scarcely be straightforwardly empirical, for what item of experience would count as

evidence against it?
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philosophers when they are not consciously defending a deter-
minist position. More particularly, I see no way round the fact
that the habit of giving moral praise and blame, of congratulating
and condemning men for their actions, with the implication that
they are morally responsible for them, since they could have
behaved differently, that is to say, need not have acted as they
did (in some sense of ‘could’ and ‘need” which is riot purely
logical or legal, but in which these terms are used in ordinary
empirical discourse by both men in the street and historians),
would be undermined by belief in determinism. No doubt the
same words could still be used by determinists to express admira-
tion or contempt for human characteristics or acts; or to encour-
age or deter; and such functions may be traceable to the early
years of human society. However that may be, without the
assumption of freedom of choice and responsibility in the sense in
which Kant used these terms, one, at least, of the ways in which

they are now normally used is, as it were, annihilated. Determin-

ism clear} the life out of a whole range of moral expressions.
Very few defenders of determinism hav eémselves

the question of what this range embraces and (whether or not this
is desirable) what the effect of its elimination on our thought and
language would be. Hence I believe that those historians or
philosophers of history who maintain that responsibility and
determinism are never incompatible with one another are mis-
taken whether or not some form of determinism is true;' and
again, whether or not some form of belief in the reality of moral

responsibility is justified, what seems clear is that these possi- -

bilities are mutually exclusive: both beliefs may be groundless,
but both cannot be true. I have not attempted to adjudicate be-
tween these alternatives; only to maintain that men have, at all
times, taken free ice for granted in their ordinary dis-

urse. And I further argue that if men became truly convinced
that this belief was mistaken, the revision and transformation

* What kind of incompatibility this is, logical, conceptual, psychological, or of some
other kind, is a question to which I do not volunteer an answer. The relations of factual
beliefs to moral attitudes (or belicfs)—both the logic and psychology of this—seem to me
to need further philosophical investigation. The thesis that no relevant logical relation-

ship exists, ¢.g. the division between fact and value often autributed v Hume, seems to
me to be unplausible, and to point to a problem, not to its solution.
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of the basic terms and ideas that this realization would call for
would be greater and more upsetting than the majority of con-
temporary determinists seem to realize. Beyond this I did not go,
and do not propose to go now.

The belief that I undertook to demonstrate that determinism
is false—on which much criticism of my argument has been
based—is unfounded. I am obliged to say this with some
emphasis, since some of my critics {notably Mr. E. H. Carr)
persist in attributing to me a claim to have refuted determinism.
But this, like another odd view ascribed to me, namely that
historians have a positive duty to moralize, is a position that |
have never defended or held; this is a point to which I shall have
occaston to revert later. More specifically, [ have been charged
with confusing determinism with fatalism.’ But this, too, is a
complete misunderstanding. I assume that what is meant or
implied by fatalism is the view that human decisions are mere
by-products, epiphenomena, incapable of influencing events
which take their inscrutable course independently of human
wishes. I have never attributed this unplausible position to any
of my opponents. The majority of them cling to ‘self-deter-
minism’—the doctrine according to which men’s characters and
‘personality structures’ and the emotions, attitudes, choices,
decisions, and acts that flow from them do indeed play a full part
in what occurs, but are themselves results of causes, psychical
and physical, social and individual, which in turn are effects of .
other causes, and so on, in unbreakable sequence. According to
the best-known version of this doctrine, I am free if I can do what
I wish and, perhaps, choose which of two courses of action I
shall take. But my choice is itself causally determined; for if it
were not, it would be a random event; and these alternatives
exhaust the possibilities; so that to describe choice as free in
some further sense, as neither caused nor random, is to attempt
to say something meaningless. This classical view, which to most
philosophers appears to dispose of the problem of free will, seems
to me simply a variant of the general determinist thesis, and to
rule out responsibility no less than its ‘stronger’ variant. Such

' See A. K. Sen, ‘Deterministn and Historical Predictions’, Imquiry, no. 2, New
Delhi, 1959, pp. 99-115. Also Gordon Leff in The Tyranny of Concepts, pp. 146-9.




TWO CONCEPTS OF LIBERTY!

IF men never disagreed about the ends of life, if our ancestors
had remained undisturbed in the Garden of Eden, the studies
to which the Chichele Chair of Social and Political Theory is
dedicated could scarcely have been conceived. For these studies
spring from, and thrive on, discord. Someone may question this
on the ground that even in a society of saintly anarchists, where
no conflicts about ultimate purpose can take place, political prob-
lems, for example constitutional or legislative jssues, might still
arise. But this objection rests on a mistake. Where ends are
agreed, the only questions left are those of means, and these are
not political but technical, that is to say, capable of being settled
by experts or machines like arguments between engineers or
doctors. That is why those who put their faith in some immense,
world-transforming phenomenon, like the final triumph of
reason or the proletarian revolution, must believe that all politi-
cal and moral problems can thereby be turned into technological
ones. That is the meaning of Saint-Simon’s famous phrase about
‘replacing the government of persons by the administration of
things’, and the Marxist prophecies about the withering away of
the state and the beginning of the true history of humanity. This
outlook is called utopian by those for whom speculation about
this condition of perfect social harmony is the play of idle fancy.
Nevertheless, a visitor from Mars to any British—or American—
university today might perhaps be forgiven if he sustained the
impression that its members lived in something very like this
innocent and idyllic state, for all the serious attention that is
paid to fundamental problems of politics by professional philo-
sophers.

Yet this is both surprising and dangerous. Surprising because
there has, perhaps, been no time in-modern history when so large
a number of human beings, both in the East and West, have had
their notions, and indeed their lives, so deeply altered, and in

! This Inaugural Lecture was delivered before the University of Oxford on 31 October
1958, and published by the Clarendon Press in the same year.

—
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some cases violently upset, by fanatically held social and political
doctrines. Dangerous, because when ideas are neglected by those
who ought to attend to them—that is to say, those who have been
trained to think critically about ideas—they sometimes acquirean
unchecked momentum and an irresistible power over multitudes
of men that may grow too violent to be affected by rational criti-
cism. Over a hundred years ago, the German poet Heine warned
the French not to underestimate the power of ideas:; philosophical
concepts nurtured in the stillness of a professor’s study could
destroy a civilization. He spoke of Kant's Critique of Pure Reason
as the sword with which European deism had been decapitated,
and described the works of Rousseau as the blood-stained weapon
which, in the hands of Robespierre, had destroyed the old
régime; and prophesied that the romantic faith of Fichte and
Schelling would one day be turned, with terrible effect, by
their fanatical German followers, against the liberal culture of
the West. The facts have not wholly belied this prediction;
but if professors can truly wield this fatal power, may it not be
that only other professors, or, at least, other thinkers (and not
governments or Congressional committees), can alone disarm
them?

Our philosophers seem oddly unaware of these devastating
effects of their activities. It may be that, intoxicated by their
magnificent achievements in more abstract realms, the best
among them look with disdain upon a field in which radical dis-
coveries are less likely to be made, and talent for minute analysis
is less likely to be rewarded. Yet, despite every effort to separate
them, conducted by a blind scholastic pedantry, politics has
remained indissolubly intertwined with every other form of
philosophical inquiry. To neglect the field of political thought,
because its unstable subject-matter, with its blurred edges, is not
to be caught by the fixed concepts, abstract models, and fine
instruments suitable to logic or to linguistic analysis--to demand
a unity of method in philosophy, and reject whatever the method
cannot successfully manage—is merely to allow oneself to remain
at the mercy of primitive and uncriticized political beliefs. It is
only a very vulgar historical materialism that denies the power of
ideas, and says that ideals are mere material interests in disguise.

.y
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It may be that, without the pressure of social forces, political
ideas are stillborn: what is certain is that these forces, unless they
clothe themselves in ideas, remain blind and undirected.

This truth has not escaped every Oxford teacher, even in our
own day. It is because he has grasped the importance of political
ideas in theory and practice, and has dedicated his life to their
analysis and propagation, that the first holder of this Chair has
made 50 great an impact upon the world in which he has lived.
The name of Douglas Cole is known wherever men have political
or social issues at heart. His fame extends far beyond the confines
of this university and country. A political thinker of complete
independence, honesty, and courage, a writer and speaker of
extraordinary lucidity and eloquence, a poet and a novelist, a
uniquely gifted teacher and animateur des idées, he is, in the first
place, a man who has given his life to the fearless support of
principles not always popular, and to the unswerving and pas-
stonate defence of justice and truth, often in circumstances of
great difficulty and discouragement. These are the ities for
which this most generous and imaginative Englih socialisdis
today chiefly known to the world. Not the least remarkable, and
perhaps the most characteristic, fact about him is that he has
achieved this public position without sacrificing his natural
humanity, his spontaneity of feeling, his inexhaustible personal
goodness, and above all his deep and scrupulous devotion—a de-
votion reinforced by many-sided learning and a fabulous memaory
—to his vocation as a teacher of anyone who wishes to learn. It
is a source of deep pleasure and pride to me to attempt to put on
record what I, and many others, feel about this great Oxford
figure whose moral and intellectual character is an asset to his
country and to the cause of justice and human equality every-
where.

It is from him, at least as much as from his writings, that many
members of my generation at Oxford have learnt that political
theory is a branch of moral philosophy, which starts from the
discovery, or application, of moral nations in the sphere of politi-
cal relations. I do not mean, as I think some Idealist philosophers
may have believed, that all historical movements or conflicts be-
tween human beings are reducible to mevements or conflicts of

e
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ideas or spiritual forces, nor even that they are effects (or aspects}
of them. But | do mean {and I do not think that Professor Cole
would disagree) that to understand such movements or conflicts
is, above all, to understand the ideas or attitudes to life involved
in them, which alone make such movements a part of human
history, and not mere natural events. Political words and notions
and acts are not intelligible save in the context of the issues that
divide the men who use them. Consequently our own attitudes
and activities are likely to remain obscure to us, unless we under-
stand the dominant issues of our own world. The greatest of these
is the open war that is being fought between two systems of ideas
which return different and conflicting answers to what has long
been the central question of politics—the question of abedience
and coercion. ‘Why should I (or anyone) obey anyone else?” ‘Why
should I not live as I like?’ ‘Must 1 obey ?’ ‘I I disobey, may I be
coerced ? By whom, and to what degree, and in the name of what,
and for the sake of what?’

Upon the answers to the question of the permissible limits of
coercion opposed views are held in the world today, each claim-
ing the allegiance of very large numbers of men. It seems to me,
therefore, that any aspect of this issue is worthy of examination.

I

To coerce a man is to deprive him of freedom— freedom from
what? Almost every moralist in human history has praised free-
dom. Like happiness and goodness, like nature and reality, the
meaning of this term is so porous that there is little interpretation
that it seems able to resist. 1 do not propose to discuss either the
history or the more than two hundred senses of this protean word
recorded by historians of ideas. I propose to examine no more
than two of these senses—but those central ones, with a great deal
of human history behind them, and, I dare say, still to come. The
first of these political senses of freedom or liberty (I shall use both
words to mean the same), which (followmg much precedent) I
shall call the ‘negative’ sense, is involved in the answer to the
question ‘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
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able to do or be, without interference by other persons?” The _ .

second, which [ shall call the positive sense, is involved in the
answer to the question “What, or who, is the source of control or
interference that can determine someone to do, or be, this rather
than that?’ The two questions are clearly different, even thiough
the answers to them may overlap.

The notion of ‘negative’ freedom

1 am normally said to be free to the degree to which no man
or body of men interferes with my activity. Political liberty in this
sense is simply the area within which 2 man can act unobstriicted
by others. If I am prevented by others from doing what I could
otherwise do, I am to that degree unfree; and if this area is
contracted by other men beyond a certain minimum, I can be
described as being coerced, or, it may be, enslaved. Coercion is
not, however, a term that covers every form of inability. If I say
that I am unable to jump more than ten feet in the air, or cannot
read because I am blind, or cannot understand the darker pages
of Hegel, it would be eccentric to say that I am to that degree
enslaved or coerced. Coercion implies the deliberate inter-
ference of other human beings within the area in which I could
othermse act. You lack political liberty or freedom only if you
are prcvented fromi attaining a goal by human beings.! Mere in-
capacity to attain a goal is not lack of political freedom.? This is
brought out by the use of such modern exprcssmns as ‘economic
freedom’ and its counterpart, ‘economic slavery’. It is argued,
very plausibly, that if a man is too poor to afford something on
which there is no legal ban—a loaf of bread, a journey round the
world, recourse to the law courts—he is as little free to have it as
he would be if it were forbidden him by law. If my poverty were
a kind of disease, which prevented me from buying bread, or
paying for the journey round the world or getting my case heard,
as lameness prevents me from running, this inability would not
naturally be described as a lack of freedom, least of all political

! 1 do not, of course, mean to imply the truth of the converse.

2 Helvétius made this point very clearly: “The free man is the man whe is not in irons,
nor imprisoned in a gaol, nor terrorized like a slave by the fear of punishment . . . it is
not lack of freedom not to fly like an eagle or swim like a whale.”
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freedom. It is only because I believe that my inabilityxxgct a
given thing is due to the fact that other human beings have made
arrangements whereby I am, whereas others are not, prevented
from having enough money with which to pay for it, that I think
myself a victim of coercion or slavery. In other words, this use of
the term depends on a particular social and economic theory
about the causes of my poverty or weakness. If my lack of material
means is due to my lack of mental or physical capacity, then I
begin to speak of being deprived of freedom (and not simply
about poverty) only if 1 accept the theory.! If, in addition, I
believe that I am being kept in want by a specific arrangement
which I consider unjust or unfair, I speak of economic slavery or
oppression. ‘The nature of things does not madden us, only ill
will does’, said Rousseau. The criterion of oppression is the part
that I believe to be played by other human beings, directly or
indirectly, with or without the intention of doing so, in frustrating
my wishes. By being free in this sense I 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.z They disagreed about how wide the
_area could or should be. They supposed that it could not, as
thmgs were, be unllmlted .because. if it were, it would entail a
state in Whlc]‘l all men could boundlessly interfere with all other
men ; and thxs kmd of natural’ freedom would lead to social chaos
in whlch men’s minimum needs would not be satisfied; 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 Marxist conception of social laws is, of course, the best-known version of this
theory, but it forms a large element in some Christian and wilitarian. and all socialist,
doctrines.

: ‘A frec man’, said Hobbes, ‘is he that . . . is nor hindered to do what he hath the
will to do.” Law is always a ‘fetter’, even if it protects you from being bound in chaing
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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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 desirable. Consequently, it is assumed by these
thinkers that the area of men’s free action must be limited by IFw.
But equally it is assumed, especially by such libertarians as Locke
and Mill in England, and Constant and Tocqueville in France,
that there ought te exist a certain minimum area of personal free-
dom which must on no account be violated; for if it is over-

* stepped, 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 haggling. Men are largely interdependent, and no man’s
activity is so completely private as never to obstruct the lives of
othersinany way. ‘Freedom for the pike is death for the minnows’;
the liberty of some must depend on the restraint of others. ‘Free-
dom 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 politi-
cal 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 under- _
stand, 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 primary 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,
personat liberty, but the minimum freedom that he needs today,
and the greater degree of freedom that he may need tomorrow,
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is not some species of freedom peculiar to him, but identical with
that of professors, artists, and millionaires.

Whar 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 whe 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 ; repay-
ment 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 con-
fusion of terms. To avoid glaring 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 T 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 circum-
stances, 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 compensation for it. Everything is
what it is: liberty is liberty, not equality or fairness or justice or
culture, or human happiness or a quiet conscience. If the liberty
of myselfor my class or nation depends on the misery of a number
of other human beings, the system which promotes this is unjust
and immoral. But if I curtail or lose my freedom, in order to

- lessen the shame of such inequality, and do not thereby materially

increase the individual liberty of others, an absolute loss of liberty
occurs. This may be compensated for by a gain in justice or in
happiness or in peace, but the loss remains, and it is a confusion
of values to say that although my ‘liberal’, individual freedom
may go by the board, some other kind of freedom—‘social’ or
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‘economic’—is increased. Yet it remains true that the freedom of
some must at times be curtailed to secure the freedom of others.
Upon what principle should this be done? If freedom is a sacred,
untouchable value, there can be no such principle. One or other
of these conflicting rules or principles must, at any rate in
practice, yield : nat always for reasons which can be clearly stated,
let alone generalized into rules or universal maxims. Still, a
practical compromise has to be found.

Philosophers with an optimistic view of human nature and a
belief in the possibility of harmonizing human interests, such as
Locke or Adam Smith and, in some moods, Mili, believed that
social harmony and progress were compatible with reserving a
large area for private life over which neither the state nor any
other authority must be allowed to trespass. Hobbes, and those
who agreed with him, especially conservative or reactionary
thinkers, argued that if men were to be prevented from destroy-
ing one another and making social life a jungle or a wilderness,
greater safeguards must be instituted to keep them in their places;
he wished correspondingly to increase the area of centralized
control and decrease that of the individual. But both sides agreed
that some portion of human existence must remain independent
of the sphere of social control. To invade that preserve, however
small, would be despotism. The most eloquent of all defenders
of freedom and privacy, Benjamin Constant, who had net for-
gotten the Jacobin dictatorship, declared that at the very least the
liberty of religion, opinion, expression, property, must be guaran-
teed against arbitrary invasion. Jefferson, Burke, Paine, Mill,
compiled different catalogues of individual liberties, but the
argument for keeping authority at bay is always substantially the
same. We must preserve a minimum area of personal freedom if
we are not to ‘degrade or deny our nature’. We cannot remain
absolutely free, and must give up some of our liberty to preserve
the rest. But total self-surrender is self-defeating. What then
must the minimum be? That which a man cannot give up with-
out offending against the essence of his human nature. What is
this essence? What are the standards which it entails? This has
been, and perhaps always will be, a matter of infinite debate. But
whatever the principle in terms of which the area of non-
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interference is to be drawn, whether it is that of natural law or -
natural rights, or of utility or the pronouncements of a categorical
imperative, or the sanctity of the social contract, or any other -
concept with which men have sought to clarify and justify their
convictions, liberty in this sense means liberty from; absence
of interference bevond the shifting, but always recognizable,
frontier. “The only freedom which deserves the name is that of
pursuing our own good in our own way’, said the most celebrated
of its champions. If this is so, is compulsion ever justified ? Mill
had no doubt that it was. Since justice demands that all indivi-
duals be entitled to a minimum of freedom, all other individuals
were of necessity to be restrained, if need be by force, from
depriving anyone of it. Indeed, the whole function of law was the
prevention of just such collisions: the state was reduced to what
Lassalie contemptuously described as the functions of a night-
watchman or traffic policeman. )
What made the protection of individual liberty so sacred to
Mill? In his famous essay he declares that, unless men are left to
live as they wish ‘in the path which merely concerns themselves’,
civilization cannot advance; the truth will not, for lack of a free
market in ideas, come to light; there will be no scope for spon-
taneity, originality, genius, for mental energy, for moral courage.
Society will be crushed by the weight of ‘collective mediocrity’.
Whatever is rich and diversified will be crushed by the weight of
custom, by men’s constant tendency to conformity, which breeds
only ‘withered capacities’, ‘pinched and hidebound’, ‘cramped
and warped’ human beings. ‘Pagan self-assertion is as worthy as
Christian self-denial.” ‘All the errors which a man is likely to com-
mit against advice and warning are far outweighed by the evil of
allowing others to constrain him to what they deem is good.” The
defenceofliberty consistsin the ‘negative’ goalof wardingoffinter-
ference. To threaten a man with persecution unless he submits to
a life in which he exercises no choices of his goals ; to block before
him every door but one, no matter how noble the prospect upon
which it opens, or how benevolent the motives of those who
arrange this, is tosinagainst the truth that he isaman, abeing with
a life of his own to live. This is liberty as it has been conceived by
liberals in the modern world from the days of Erasmus (some








































































