
Q) What do you understand by negative concept of liberty? Discuss its features and critically evaluate it.
Ans: The concept of negative liberty emerged along with the phase of liberalism in the 17th and 18th centuries. Negative liberty prohibits acts that restricts freedom. In simple words,it means freedom to do anything according to one’s will and absence of all restraints. The philosophical concept of negative liberty refers to an individual’s liberty from being subjected to the authority of others. In its negative sense,one is considered free to the extent to which no person interferes with his or her activity. Freedom from interference constitutes the core of negative liberty. By and large when the activities of a man are interfered by others or when he is coerced by someone,he will reasonably be called unfree. For example,if an individual is qualified to contest in the election but is prevented by others from doing so by use of coercion,the liberty of the individual is being curtailed.Negative liberty is simply the area within which a man can act unobstructed by others.
Negative liberty is based on the following principles:
1) Each one knows one’s own interest best.
2) More the laws, less is the liberty available to the individuals.
3)  Freedoms of thought, speech, religion and property should never be restricted.
4)  ‘Franchise’ should be universal.
5)  The sphere of State activity should be very limited.

Main supporters:
The main supporters of the concept of negative liberty are John Locke,Hobbes,Rousseau, AdamSmith,David Ricardo,Burke,Tocqueville,Jefferson,Friedman,J.S.Mill,Thomas Paine,Herbert Spencer,Macaulay,and Nozick,Coin,Isaiah Berlin and Hayek in the 20th centuries.

Views of some of the main supporters:

   According to John Locke,the right to life,liberty and property are the natural rights of man. The State came into existence for the protection of these rights. Any law devised by the State which restricts these rights will not be considered just. 
Hobbes view was that liberty means absence of restraints.
Rousseau’s opinion was that in a State of nature,man enjoyed unrestricted freedom. 

   J.S.Mill was a great supporter of individual’s liberty. In his words….”Over himself,over his own body and mind the individual is sovereign.” In the essay ”On Liberty”, he divided action of individuals into i) self - regarding and ii) other – regarding.The actions which happen to affect the individual himself alone,and none- beyond are self - regarding actions. Those actions the effect of which is passed on to other individuals are other-regarding actions. The State must not interfere in self-regarding actions of individuals. It will mean death of liberty. 

  Isaiah Berlin’s ‘Two Concepts of Liberty,’ initially published in 1958, is the fundamental explanation of negative liberty. Berlin termed “being free” as “Not being interfered with by others”, “the wider the area of non-interference, the wider my freedom.” This concept harkens back to Hobbes’ depiction of liberty in the Leviathan, in which he defined liberty as the elimination of “external barriers“


Features of negative liberty:

 The following are the features of negative liberty:

1) Liberty means absence of all restraints.

2) The laws of the State cannot take away personal liberty,but can only regulate it for overall social welfare.


3) An individual is rational and only he knows what his interest is.For the development of his personality he needs certain liberties. He has a personal sphere of his own,distinct from that of others.

4) Each individual should be given personal liberty with regard to his personal affairs and the society and the State must not interfere with it. Among those personal liberties,the liberties of thought and discussion, of association and assembly are the most important. 



5) Leaving man free in his personal affairs will lead to personal and social development.Personal development is in harmony with social development.

6) Those actions of individuals which influence the society can be controlled  by the State through the laws. But this interference of the State should be minimal.


7) The State should refrain from interfering in the activities,particularly economic activities of individuals.

8)  There is no conflict between the personal interest and social interest and by serving his own interests an individual also serves the social interest. Personal liberty is a pre-condition of social progress.

9) The government which rules the least is the best government.

10) Open competition is the best rule for development.

Criticism of negative liberty:

The concept of negative liberty is considered unreal,destructive and unrealistic. It is said to be only half a picture of liberty. The concept has been criticized on the  following grounds:

1) It is a destructive concept: Liberty cannot be interpreted to mean freedom to do what one likes or absence of all restraints. Under such a condition, there will prevail anarchy in the society and the powerful will destroy the weaker ones. There will be the  prevalence of ‘’might is right”  and jungle rule.
2) Laws of the State do not harm the liberty of individual: It is absolutely wrong to say that the State laws harm individual liberty or curtail it. Most of the restrictions imposed by the State are in order to protect freedom of other individuals. State laws are necessary for all individuals to lead a happy and secure life.
3) Liberty can never be absolute and unlimited: In the concept of negative liberty,individual liberty has been considered as absolute and unlimited. This thing is against actual reality. Liberty cannot be absolute and unlimited under any circumstances. In a society man cannot be given freedom to do such things as may hinder the freedom of others or harm the society.
4) Man is not an autonomous being: Man cannot have separate existence from society.Man’s life is not solitary. Living in society he has to depend upon others and has to share the happiness and sorrows of others.
5) The line between self-regarding and others- regarding functions is thin: J.S.Mill’s attempt to draw a line between the self-regarding functions and other-regarding functions is thin and unpractical. The society today has grown so complex that every action of a man has an effect on others. It is almost impossible to isolate such part of functions in human behaviour which have no bearing on others.
6) It encourages tendency to exploitation: It emphasizes on civil and political freedom more than economic freedom. The concept of open competition in the economic sphere had enhanced the exploitative tendency. The working class do not get full remuneration for their hard work in society. 


7) The concept of negative liberty is ununsound: It gives social liberty to a social man. The social basis of personal liberty is missing. This type of liberty can be enjoyed only by the rich.

Evaluation:
This view of negative liberty is founded on the assumption of an atomized and alienated individual. Society is viewed as a market society,composed of atomized,self-seeking individuals,where equilibrium can be maintained through personal liberties of individuals,free contract and free exchange. This view of the individual and society is improper. 
 Moreover,it is against interference of the State,society,or other individuals in the personal affairs of an individual. But in actual practice ,it is found that State action is necessary to save the liberty of individuals from interference by other individuals. Social interest is of prime importance and personal libery of an individual may be harmful for society. 





