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The notion of 'negative' freedom 

I am normally said to be free to the degree to which no human 
being interferes with my activity. Political liberty in this sense is 
simply the area within which a man can do what he wants. If I am 
prevented by other persons from doing what I want I am to that 
degree unfree; and if the area within which I can do what I want 
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 10 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 en 
slaved or coerced. Coercion implies the deliberate interference of 
other human beings within the area in which I wish to act. You 
lack political liberty or freedom only if you are prevented from 
attaining your goal by human beings.1Mere incapacity to attain 
your goal is not lack of political freedom.2This is brought out 
by the use of such modern expressions 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 

____________________ 
1I do not, of course, mean to imply the truth of the converse. 
2Helvétius made this point very clearly: 'The free man is the man who 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.' 

-7- 

 

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 at all, least of all political freedom. It is only 
because I believe that my inability to get what I want is due to 
the fact that other human beings have made arrangements where 
by 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 means is due to my lack of 
mental or physical capacity, then I begin to speak of being deprived 
of freedom (and not simply of poverty) only if I accept the theory.1 
If, in addition, I believe that I am being kept in want by a definite 
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, 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 certainly what the classical English political philosophers 
meant when they used this word.2They 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 satisfied; or else the 
liberties of the weak would be suppressed by the strong. Because 

____________________ 
1The 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 utilitarian, 
and all socialist, doctrines. 

2'A 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, arbitrary despotism or chaos. 
Bentham says much the same. 
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they perceived that human purposes and activities do not auto 
matically harmonize with one another; and, because (whatever 
their official doctrines) they put high value on other goals, such as 
justice, or happiness, or security, or varying 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 desirable. Conse 
quently, 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 Millin 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 him 
self 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 others in any way. 'Freedom 
for the pike is death for the minnows'; the liberty of some must 
depend on the restraint of others.1Still, a practical compromise 
has to be found. 

Philosophers with an optimistic view of human nature, and a 

____________________ 
1' 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 impor 
tant, 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. First things come first: there are situations, as a nineteenth 
centuryRussian 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, personal liberty, but the mini 
mum freedom that he needs today, and the greater degree of freedom that he may 
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belief in the possibility of harmonizing human interests, such as 
Locke or Adam Smith and, in some moods, Mill, 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, 

____________________ 
1need tomorrow, is not some species of freedom peculiar to him, but identical 
with that of professors, 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 condi 
tions, 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 ex 
pense 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 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 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 compensation for it. Everything is what it is: liberty is 
liberty, not equality or fairness or justice or human happiness or a quiet conscience. 
If the liberty of myself or my class or nation depends on the misery of a vast 
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 injustice 
or in happiness or in peace, but the loss remains, and it is nothing but a confusion 
of values to say that although my 'liberal', individual freedom may go by the board, 
some other kind of freedom-- 'social' or 'economic' -- is increased. But 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, un 
touchable value, there can be no such absolute principle. 
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and 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 not 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 argu 
ment 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 without offend 
ing against the essence of his human nature. What is this essence? 
What are the standards which it entails? This has been, and per 
haps always will be, a matter of infinite debate. But whatever the 
principle in terms of which the area of non-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 beyond 
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? Millhad no doubt that it was. Since 
justice demands that all individuals 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 Lassalle contemptuously described as 
the functions of a nightwatchman or traffic policeman. 

What made the protection of individual liberty so sacred to 
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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 commit against advice and warning are far outweighed 
by the evil of allowing others to constrain him to what they deem 
is good.' The defence of liberty consists in the 'negative' goal of 
warding off interference. 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 to sin against the truth that 
he is a man, a being 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 would say of Occam) to our own. 
Every plea for civil liberties and individual rights, every protest 
against exploitation and humiliation, 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 
so 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-- fearless, original, imaginative, independent, 
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non-conforming to the point of eccentricity, and so on -- and that 
truth can be found, and such character can be bred, only in con 
ditions of freedom. Both these are liberal views, but they are 
not identical, and the connexion between them is, at best, empiri 
cal. No one would argue that truth or freedom of self-expression 
could flourish where dogma crushes all thought. But the evidence 




