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Philosopher of the human

One can only imagine how much nobler and more decent the world

might be if it took more notice of Isaiah Berlin

By Johnny Lyons
December 10, 2019

Isaiah Berlin's lecture on political liberty 'Two Concepts of Liberty'
(1958) created a new standard for understanding the individual
and society. It has become a classic work. Berlin sought to treat
our personal and public lives in the only way he felt they can be
grasped, that is, as reflecting our interaction with ideas and ideals in
their particular historical context. In short, he produced a uniquely

arresting political theory for real human beings.
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Berlin was born in Riga on 6 June 1909, the then capital of the
governorate of Livonia, which formed part of the Russian Empire. As
a youngster, he lived through the February and October revolutions
of 1917, and witnessed on a walk with his governess in Petrograd
policeman being dragged away by a mob to his certain death. The
memory of this event, he said in 1992, 'gave me a permanent horror
of physical violence which has remained with me for the rest of my
life'. The turbulence of Bolshevik rule eventually led the Berlins to
emigrate to England in 1921. Having won a place at Oxford, Berlin
became the first Jew to be awarded a prize fellowship to All Souls

College.

Berlin's seminal essay on liberty — which, like so many of his essays,
began as a lecture — starts by differentiating between two notions of
political freedom. The first of these is described as 'negative liberty',
since it refers to the extent to which I am free from the interference
of other individuals or authorities. Being negatively free, according to
Berlin, does not mean that I am free from physical or psychological
constraints. It simply refers to the degree of freedom from human
interference or coercion such as the freedom to be left alone from
engaging in politics. Contrasted with it is "positive liberty', so-called
because it is the freedom to do something rather than the freedom
from something. In many ways, this is a far richer, if more nebulous,
notion that 'derives from the wish on the part of the individual to be

his own master'.

So far, one could be forgiven for thinking that we are being presented
with a rather obvious distinction between two sides of the same coin.
But what distinguishes his account is that he treats each of these
concepts realistically and historically. The key point here is that
Berlin switches the default understanding of things by making theory
more answerable to reality. Negative freedom has been the beating
heart of political liberalism, with its insistence that individuals
be left alone to their own devices, so long as their actions do not
unduly harm others. Similarly, positive liberty has lain at the heart

of emancipatory theories of politics from democratic and republican
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doctrines to those of nationalism and communism. N
IFIREIR

In this vein, Berlin shows that one of the major insights of modern
history and contemporary reality is just how catastrophically
the concept of positive liberty is vulnerable to, or exploitable by,
the most atrocious types of totalitarianism. The 20th century, in
particular, has shown just how tragically brief the leap can be from a
desire for self-realisation to the sense of having discovered a real or
rational self and ending in the embrace of oppressive and murderous
forms of despotism. The history of the Soviet Union in the previous
century has shown how potent this Rousseauian urge can be when
it is coupled with the widespread, if tacit, belief that the genuine
goals of all rational human beings must fit into a single, universal and
all-embracing system. You can't have everything: 'freedom for the

wolves has often meant death for the sheep', he writes.

At a time when liberal humanism is facing the very real and present
threat of eclipse, one can hardly be blamed for imagining how much
nobler and more decent the world might be if it took more notice of
Berlin. His ideas, which have lost none of the bite of relevance, also
remind us that the main barrier we face in making the world a better

place is the entirely untranscendent one of humanity itself.
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grasp /gra:sp/ v. FEf#; SH&
[not in progressive] to completely
understand a fact or an idea,
espcially a complicated one

e.g. Some people find the idea of
relativity difficult to grasp.

arresting /a'restin/ adj. 31 A X &=
f1y; IREWRSIHHY

(formal) attracting a lot of attention;
very attractive

e.g. He was an arresting figure.

governorate /'gavenarit/ n. & (ff
LB PHNZATEX, s TRAN
HI7TATELX)

an administrative division of a
country. It is headed by a governor.

youngster /'janste/ n. #¥; /ME
[old-fashioned] a child or young
person

e.g. But not all the youngsters want
a career in the arts.

mob /mob/ n. [HEFHY) &R, &L
a large noisy crowd, especially one
that is angry and violent

e.g. They were immediately
surrounded by the mob.

turbulence /'t3:bjslens/ n. (B4 |
) AL, SR8, (R LR a)
a political or emotional situation that
is very confusing

e.g. A period of political turbulence
followed the civil war.

emigrate /'emigre1t/ v. & JF5MNE
to leave your own country in order
to live in another country

e.g. He emigrated to Australia as a
young man.

All Souls College iK% R
73

seminal /'seminl/ adj. (&, H%)
FROIMERY, AERFIN

a seminal article, book etc. is
important, and influences the way
things develop in the future

e.g. a seminal study of eighteenth-
century France

interference / 1nts frarans/ n. T35
RV HVIWN

an act of interfering

e.g. | resent his interference in my
work.

constraint /ken'streint/ n. [RHill; =
@, AR

something that limits your freedom
to do what you want

e.g. There have been financial and

political constraints on development.

coercion /kau '3:[n/ n. FRIE; M4,
jiHiE]

the use of threats or orders to make
someone do something they do not
want to do

e.g. The defendant explained that

he had been acting under coercion.

nebulous /' nebjolas/ adj. fERHAH]
an idea that is nebulous is not at all
clear or exact

e.g. 'Normality' is a rather nebulous
concept.

default /d1'fo:lt/ n. BRIA

[singular] the usual and expected
way in which something is done,
unless you decide to do something
different

e.g. This way of working seems to
be the default these days.

answerable /'a:nsarabl/ adj. [A]3: A
O H=H) st

having to explain your actions to sb

in authority over you

e.g. She was a free agent,

answerable to no one for her

behaviour.

unduly /an'dju:li/ adv. i3 fEHE; ANIE
Liih

more than is normal or reasonable
e.g. She doesn't seem unduly
concerned about her exams.

emancipate /1'maensepert/ v. fiE#fiL
FN Cts2EhikeE, BUarmRe)
[adj.] emancipatory

[formal] to give someone the political
or legal rights that they did not have
before

e.g. During the Civil War, he aided
newly emancipated slaves.

vein /veIn/ n. XUi%; 77\

a particular style or manner
e.g. A number of other people
commented in a similar vein.

catastrophic / kaeta'strofik/ adj. %
MM

[adv] catastrophically 7 #EH:h
Something that is catastrophic
involves or causes a sudden terrible
disaster.

e.g. Atidal wave caused by the
earthquake hit the coast causing
catastrophic damage.

exploitable /1k'splortebal/ adj. AJF|
R A& AR Y

An exploitable situation can be used
by someone to their own advantage.
e.g. Your hope was I'd make some
exploitable mistake.
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atrocious /o'troufes/ adj. JEF;
TR

extremely bad

e.g. Her singing was atrocious.

totalitarianism

[ tou teelr'teartonizem/ n. HAY 3= X
the ideas, principles, and practices
of totalitarian political systems

despotism /'despatizem/ n. Lifil|5t
ia

rule by a despot, someone,
especially a ruler, who uses power
in a cruel and unfair way

e.g. It was the judges' commitment
to freedom that was the main

guarantee against despotism.

tacit /'tees1t/ adj. BERAY; KRS il
fry

tacit agreement, approval, support
etc. is given without anything
actually being said

e.g. It is a tacit acknowledgement
that neither office nor a peerage
awaits them.

eclipse /1'klips/ n. B5sRG(h
[singular] a situation in which
someone or something loses their
power or fame, because someone
or something else has become more
powerful or famous

e.g. Many people expected the
growth of television to mean the
eclipse of radio.

bite /bart/ n. M J1; &G

a quality that makes sth effective or
powerful

e.g. The performance had no bite to
it.

transcendent /treen’'sendant/ ad;.
B, =& Er

[opp.] untranscendent

going far beyond ordinary limits
e.g. the transcendent genius of
Mozart
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1. AR SORE U H ST rp BRI R ]

: to entirely comprehend a fact or a thought, especially a

sophisticated one
: indicated by indispensible connotation through not expressed

directly

2. —E X

Which of the following "default" has the closet meaning to the one in "Berlin
switches the default understanding of things by making theory more answerable to
reality."?

A. You can change the default settings to suit your needs.

B. The company is in default on its loan agreement.

C. He defaulted on his child support payments.

D. Type the first paragraph using the default paragraph format.

3. Y
GUERANAMTARE T g — T DAZRIE. - B4R, AR T 2 A BRIt B A1 5w ) B
NI




5 H STEER:
1. grasp; tacit;
2.D;

3. One can only imagine how much nobler and more decent the world might be if it took more

notice of Isaiah Berlin.
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