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Resume

The subject of this paper is the analysis of the political implica-
tions of the distinction between positive and negative understanding of
liberty. The author first explains the relevance of this topic within the
framework of contemporary theoretical and political discussions. The
starting point of this paper is Berlin’s distinction between the concepts
of positive and negative liberty. In the first part of the paper, the author
will deal with the implications of this difference regarding the type of
socio-political system and political culture. In this sense, the author will
try showing the democratic concept of liberty is positive liberty, while
the classical liberal understanding of liberty is negative. In other words,
the relationship between positive and negative liberty reflects on the re-
lationship between democracy and liberalism; this relationship implies
possible compatibility, but also potential opposition. In the second part
of the paper, the author deals with the implications of the difference be-
tween the two concepts of liberty concerning distinctive models of de-
mocracy. Referring to Riker’s thesis, the author’s goal is to show how a
positive understanding of liberty leads to a populist model of democra-
cy. On the other hand, a negative understanding leads to a liberal model.
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The difference between these models of democracy is also reflected in
the attitude about whether democracy has instrumental or intrinsic value.

Keywords: Berlin, Riker, positive liberty, negative liberty, liberalism,
democracy, populism

INTRODUCTION

The starting point of this paper is Berlin’s distinction between the
concepts of positive and negative liberty.! These concepts are different
both on historical and conceptual level. Berlin defines positive liberty
as autonomy and self-realization. Negative liberty is defined as an area
in which an individual freely chooses and pursues his goals. That is an
area that is beyond the control and interference of the government. In
this sense, the meaning of positive liberty is contained in the answer to
the question about which the source of control is. The meaning of neg-
ative liberty is contained in the answer to the question: “In which area
an individual is free to be or do what he is capable of without the inter-
ference of other people?” (Berlin 1992, 204).

The question of liberty is certainly not just an academic question;
it is part of wider moral, political and axiological debates. This question
is relevant because it relates to the fundamental relationship between
the individual and the state. The difference between negative and pos-
itive liberty is the difference between the mere absence of interference
and the possession of certain positive capacities. In other words, it is
the difference between formal and real liberty. In this sense, this way of
thinking about liberty has a significant role in contemporary theoretical
and political debates (see Stanci¢ 2020).

' For more insights about this topic see in: (Stan¢i¢ 2020). This paper is partly based

on the results of the author’s research as part of writing doctoral dissertation On
Justification of the distinction between the concepts of positive and negative liber-
ty, which has been defended at the Faculty of Philosophy, University of Belgrade
in 2020.
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DEMOCRACY AND
LIBERALISM IN LIGHT OF THE DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE LIBERTY

In the first part of the paper, we will analyze the implications of
positive and negative understanding of liberty concerning the type of
political system. For that purpose we will try answering the following
question: What is the ideal of a society based on negative vs. positive
liberty? In other words, the intention is to show conceptual distinction
between the notions of positive and negative liberty has relevant politi-
cal implications. That is regarding political theory, political culture and
socio-political system.

If we define negative liberty as the desire for a free area of action
and positive liberty as the desire to manage our own life, it turns out that
these two types of liberty are answers to different questions. In other
words, the answer to the question, “How much does the government in-
terfere in my life?” is logically different from the answer to the question

“Who rules me?” In this sense, Berlin points out: “The desire to man-
age my own life, or at least to participate in the process that controls it,
can be as deep as the desire for a free sphere of action, and is probably
historically older. However, those two wishes are certainly different”
(Berlin 1992, 214). Hence, the difference between these wishes reflects
the difference between liberal and democratic socio-political system.

Liberalism is the theory of the limits of state power, while democ-
racy is related to the question of who should rule and by which proce-
dures. In other words, liberalism deals with the content of the law, while
democracy refers to the very method of making decisions. Consequently,
the democratic concept of liberty is positive liberty, while the classical
liberal understanding of liberty is negative. As a result, the relationship
between positive and negative liberty is reflected in the relationship be-
tween democracy and liberalism.

Although today we are witnessing factual compatibility between
democracy and pluralism, they can potentially be in conflict. At the
core of the potential conflict between liberals and democrats lie differ-
ent conceptions of liberty; while liberals strive to limit the state power
as much as possible, democrats want all citizens to participate in deci-
sion-making. In this sense, we could agree with the following Berlin’s
statement: “We do not have two different interpretations of the same
concept, but two deeply different and irreconcilable attitudes about the
goals of life” (Berlin 1992, 253).
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That being the case, negative and positive liberty can potentially
be in conflict. As a consequence, negative liberty is not necessarily and
logically connected with a democratic regime. Although the prospects
of individual liberty are better in democracy than in other types of po-
litical system. To support this argument, we will mention Berlin’s thesis.
According to it we can imagine the existence of a wide area of individ-
ual liberty under the rule of a benevolent dictator; we can also imagine
a situation in which negative liberty is threatened due to the political
and social tyranny of the majority in the system of intolerant democracy
(Berlin 1992, 213).2 Hayek shares this view and points out that individu-
al liberty is not guaranteed within democratic regime (Hajek 1998, 99).

Italian author Sartori also claims negative liberty is not guaran-
teed within the democratic order; in other words, it is beyond the internal
logic of the concept of democracy (Sartori 2001, 226). Individual liberty
can, to a certain extent, be incompatible with full participation in com-
mon life, which implies solidarity and the pressure of common norms
and customs. On the basis of these observations, we can conclude that
negative liberty can (but not necessarily does) conflict with democrat-
ic self-governance, while positive liberty can (but not necessarily does)
conflict with negative liberty.

Democracy is characterized by the absolute sovereignty of the
majority, while liberalism fights against any absolute power, because
such power is a threat to individual liberty.> As a result, the emergence
of liberal states is related to the abandonment of the classical concept of
absolute state sovereignty. It was replaced by the idea of a limited and
controlled government. Therefore, potential conflict between democracy
and liberalism is based on the opposition between the ideas of limited
and unlimited power (see Stanci¢ 2020).

The initial assumption of liberal theory is individual “in its perfect
individuality” (Humboldt 1969, 20). As a result, classical liberal under-
standing of liberty can be characterized as individualistic viewpoint par
excellence. Liberal institutions are the only ones that guarantee diversi-
ty of values and freedom of choice. It is about political liberalism, and

This view also shares the Italian author Bobbio; according to him, there is a con-
stant tension between democracy and liberalism. In other words, the relationship

between democracy and liberalism has always been complex (Bobio 1995, 125).

Liberal order recognizes the fundamental rights and freedoms of every individual,
whether he or she belongs to the minority or the majority.
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not liberalism as comprehensive doctrine.” In other words, it is about
minimal imposition of specific morality by the state; such a minimum
certainly includes the right of an individual to leave a certain group or
community if he or she no longer wants to be a member of it (Crowder
2004, 11).° Liberalism also supposes a minimum set of basic human
rights such as: freedom of thought and expression; the right to emigrate;
freedom from arbitrary arrest and prohibition on retrospective laws (Ri-
ley 2002, 89). These rights reflect the fundamental relationship between
the individual and the state and limits of legitimate state interference
(see Stanci¢ 2020).

Starting from the definition of negative liberty as an area of indi-
vidual liberty that is beyond the government control, the emergence of
a liberal state can be seen as a gradual expansion of the sphere in which
the individual is free from state interference. The two main spheres of
emancipation were the sphere of religion and morality and the econom-
ic sphere. Hence, liberal state can be characterized as neutral towards
the world view; its genesis relates to the collapse of confessional states.

As we have shown, positive and negative liberty — understood as
the desire for a free area of action and the desire to manage our own life

— can come into conflict. Nevertheless, in praxis we need to carefully

and constantly balance between these two values; the pursuit of indi-
vidual liberty does not imply giving up democratic participation. In this
sense, we can agree with Berlin’s thesis that both democratic self-gov-
ernance and individual liberty are essential human needs and therefore
intrinsic values (Berlin 1992, 66).

TWO CONCEPTS OF LIBERTY AND THE
QUESTION OF DEMOCRACY

Building on the previous analysis, we will also deal with the po-
litical implications of the distinction between the two concepts of lib-
erty in the second part of the paper. As we have shown, if we define
negative liberty as the desire for a free area of action and positive lib-
erty as the desire to govern our own life, it follows that the democratic
concept of liberty is positive, while the classical liberal understanding
of liberty is negative. When it comes to the very models of democracy,

4 For more insights about the concept of comprehensive doctrine see (Rols 1998).

It is important to point out that liberal regimes allow within their framework il-
liberal practices and forms of life, if such practices are not imposed.

5
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we will try showing different understandings of liberty imply different
conceptions of democracy.

First, we will refer to Riker’s thesis, which he presented in the
book entitled “Liberalism vs. Populism”, about two fundamentally dif-
ferent conceptions of democracy — liberal and populist (Riker 1982).
These conceptions differ in the way they interpret voting, i.e., the very
procedure of democratic decision-making. Within the liberal conception
voting is seen as a means of replacing undesirable political officials, in
other words — those who performed their work poorly. Consequently, lib-
erals hope that the fear of the next election will prevent political officials
from abusing their power; in this sense, Riker points out the possibili-
ty of impeachment as a type of negative choice (10). Therefore, voting
is perceived merely as a means of protecting the individual liberties of
the voters. Within the populist conception, voting, on the other hand, is
seen as the expression of the general will - as a specific type of collec-
tive entity. Unlike the liberal conception, the focus is not on negative
liberty — the liberty of individuals from the state, but on positive liberty

— which is achieved by the very act of participation in decision-making.

Having applied the results of social choice theory, Riker rejects
the populist conception of democracy and gives preference to the liberal
conception. Riker relies on the famous Arrow theorem about the impos-
sibility of the social welfare function. If we start from the assumption of
individual rationality, a limited set of individuals and options, the prin-
ciple of rationality and intuitively acceptable ethical conditions related
to the voting procedure itself. The paradox of voting, as Riker states,
consists in the coexistence of coherent profiles of individual preferenc-
es and incoherent social choice created by majority rule (Riker 1982, 1).

Consequently, if we cannot speak of a coherent social choice —
then there is no such thing as the will of the people. In this sense, Riker
points out: “Social choice theory forces us to admit that people cannot
rule as a corporate body in the way populists assume. Actually, the of-
ficials are the ones who rule and they do not represent the will of the
people because it cannot be defined” (244). Since it cannot be deter-
mined, the general will be an empty and meaningless concept. Accord-
ingly, Riker rejects the populist tradition of democracy that sees voting
as a mechanism to help manifest the peoples will.

The type of democracy that remains is liberal democracy. It is

“simply a veto with the help of which it is sometimes possible to prevent
the tyranny of officials” (Riker 1982, 244). Therefore, the liberal con-
ception does not assume that voting reveals the peoples will:
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“All that elections do or should do is to allow people to get rid of
those in power. The people who do it don’t need having a coherent will”
(244). Hence, the voting results do not have to be consistent or even
fair: “The outcome of the voting is only a decision and has no special
moral character” (14). In other words, within liberal theory social de-
cisions are unrequired to make sense. That being the case, democracy
has only a negative role: as an institutional framework and a means of
controlling the power holders and not a positive role of embodying the
general will. This is the so-called thesis of minimal liberalism, which
denies the existence of objective social values based on the peoples will
(Stupar 2015, 139).

What distinguishes the populist from the liberal interpretation of
voting is that the populist interpretation implies the opinion of the ma-
jority must be fair and must be respected. That is what Riker points out
(Riker 1982, 14). Democratic government, therefore, embodies the peo-
ples will and — for that reason — cannot be oppressive. Consequently,
as Riker states, populists are sometimes inclined to characterize liber-
als’ fear of oppressive government as an anachronism (9). In contrast
to the populist understanding, the liberal theory of democracy does not
assume specific quality of the people’s decision: it does not tell us any-
thing about whether such a decision is inherently good or bad. Based on
these observations, we can conclude that liberals, unlike populists, do
not start from the assumption of the political competence of the people.

Riker alternatively calls the liberal conception of democracy
Madisonian and the populist one Rousseauian. In other words, he crit-
icizes Rousseau’s understanding of democracy as a populist model of
decision-making. According to Rousseau, liberty consists of political
participation and obeying the laws we have prescribed for ourselves.
Within the populist tradition, participation is therefore “necessary for
freedom”, as Riker claims (Riker 1982, 12).

Like other populists, Rousseau attributed a special character to
the voice of the people: if each citizen is guided only by the general in-
terest when voting and not by private or individual interests — the gen-
eral will is revealed. As Riker further cites — the social contract creates
a “moral and collective body” that has a general will; the general will
is always right and embodies the common good (11).

When it comes to Riker’s interpretation of Rousseau’s thought, it
is important to emphasize that Rousseau does not fully advocates the
conception of democracy attributed by Riker. On the other hand, if we
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take into account certain places in the “Social Contract”, we can un-
derstand Riker’s reasons for classifying Rousseau as a populist. Those
controversial formulations are the following: “When therefore an opin-
ion contrary to mine wins, it only proves that I was mistaken and that
what I considered as a general will is not the general will. If my personal
opinion had prevailed, I would have achieved something else than what
I wanted; and then I would not be free. True, this presupposes the ma-
jority possesses all the properties of the general will” (Ruso 1993, 104).

Although in this place Rousseau says the majority possesses all the
properties of the general will, in another place he points out that although
“the general will be always right”, it does not follow that decisions of the
people are always right; “one always wants one’s good, but it is not al-
ways visible” (Ruso 1993, 45). On the basis of these considerations, we
can conclude Rousseau makes a distinction between the will of all, and
the general will. So it turns out that Riker’s interpretation — according
to which Rousseau’s conception of democracy implies the opinion of the
majority must be right and must be respected — is not entirely correct.

Nevertheless, in a certain sense we can attribute to Rousseau an
epistemic understanding of democracy; according to him, majority de-
cision-making, if certain conditions are achieved, does lead to right de-
cisions — that are in accordance with the principle of the general will.
That being the case, we can conclude that Rousseau, beside justifying
democracy as a fair decision-making procedure — which respects the
equality and liberty (understood in a positive sense — as autonomy) of
all citizens, also supports epistemic justification of democracy.

When it comes to different models of democracy concerning the
question of direct or indirect (by electing their representatives) citizens’
participation in making political decisions, positive understanding of
liberty implies direct form of democracy. In contrast, negative under-
standing of liberty implies a representative form of democracy. For that
reason, Riker is right when he points out that within the populist con-
ception political participation is “necessary for freedom” (Riker 1982,
12). This conception is called populist because it implies the broadest
possible participation of citizens. Direct participation in the communi-
ty governance is the realization of positive liberty — comprehended as
a desire to rule our own life.

Relevant examples of the connection between the positive con-
cept of liberty and direct democracy are ancient practice of democracy
and Rousseau’s understanding of democracy. According to Rousseau:
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“Sovereignty cannot have representatives and for the same reason it cannot
be alienated.” Direct democracy — being the only form of government
in which there is an identity between those who rule and those who are
being ruled — is, therefore, the only true expression of the people’s sov-
ereignty. In this sense, Rousseau points out: “The English people think
they are free, but they are sorely mistaken; they are free only during
the election of parliament members: as soon as they are elected, they
are slaves. They are nothing.” Rousseau further states that the increase
in state territory and the number of inhabitants, “the weakening of love
for the homeland and the revival of private interests” contributed to the
emergence of a representative system of government; the idea of repre-
sentatives is, therefore, a modern idea (Ruso 1993, 95).

That being the case, Rousseau is inspired by the ancient practice
of democracy: “With the Greeks, the people did everything they had to
do by themselves: they were constantly gathered for the assembly. (...)
Their great concern was their liberty” (Ruso 1993, 95). In other words,
the ancient people, unlike modern ones, had no representatives; they had
contempt for a purely private life — participation in community manage-
ment was an indispensable part of a good life. Moreover, the ancient peo-
ple did not even have the concept of individual rights, so we cannot even
talk about the distinction between the private and public spheres. Being
the element of a broader organicist viewpoint, the ancient understanding
can be characterized as a positive conception of liberty par excellence.

CONCLUSION

In summary, conceptual distinction between the notions of pos-
itive and negative liberty has political implications, related to different
types of socio-political system and political culture. In other words, the
relationship between negative and positive liberty is reflected in the re-
lationship between liberalism and democracy. On the basis of this anal-
ysis, furthermore, we were dealing with Riker’s distinction between
liberal and populist conceptions of democracy primarily from the per-
spective of distinguishing between positive and negative concepts of
liberty. Based on the previous observations, we have pointed out polit-
ical implications of the distinction between the two concepts of liber-
ty. Riker himself states that Berlin’s distinction between positive and
negative liberty can help us better understand the difference between
liberal and populist models of democracy (Riker 1982, 12). That being
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the case, we can conclude that different understandings of liberty imply
different conceptions of democracy, i.e., different views of democracy
as a form of government.

Negative understanding of liberty implies the liberal model of
democracy: democracy has only a negative role — as an institutional
framework and a means of replacing political officials who abuse power.
Consequently, democracy cannot have a positive role of embodying the
general will — as a specific type of collective entity. Advocates of neg-
ative liberty perceive democracy only as a method: not as a socio-po-
litical arrangement that leads to the realizing of a particular normative
ideal, like the common good. In other words, democracy is merely a
procedure — which has an instrumental value, as a means of protecting
negative liberty. On the other hand, positive understanding of liberty
implies perception of democracy as an ideal; an order in which people
rule themselves as free and equal. Hence, there is something valuable
in the democratic procedure itself; as a fair decision-making procedure
— democracy has an intrinsic value.
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Bumma CrojagunoBuh”

Hucmumym 3a nonumuyke cmyouje, beoepao

INO3UTUBHO VS. HETATUBHO CXBATAILE
CJIOBOJE: MOJIUTUNYKE UMIIVIMKAIIUJE

Caxkerak

[Tpenmer oBor paja jecte pa3MaTparme NOIUTHYKUX HUMITTHKAIU-
ja IUCTUHKIUje u3Mel)y TO3UTHBHOT ¥ HETATUBHOT CXBaTama CI000Ie.
KoHnentyanHa TuCTUHKIM]ja U3Mel)y OBHX Pa3IMYMTHX MOjMOBA CJIO-
0o/1e, MOpe CBOjUX HOPMATUBHHX U aKCHOJIOMIKMX, UMa HMILTHKAIIH]je
U Ha IJIaHYy MOJHUTHKE. AyTOopKa Hajiipe o0pasiake peJeBaHTHOCT OBE
TEeMe y OKBUPY IIUPUX MOPAIHUX M MOJUTUYKUX pactipaBa. [lomazHa
Tayka OBHX pa3Marpama jecte bepianHoBo pa3inukoBame n3Mel)y nosu-
THUBHE U HETaTUBHE clI00oze. Y MPBOM ey paja ayTopKa aHaJIH3Hupa
UMILTHKAIMje OBAaKBOT Pa3JINKOBama y OJTHOCY Ha TUI MOJIUTUYKOT pe-
KHUMa. Y TOM CMHCITY, HacTojalieMo /1a MOKa)keMo J1a ISMOKPATCKU KOH-
Hent cinoboje jecTe MO3UTHUBHA €1000/1a, TOK je KIaCHYHO JTHOeparHo
cxBartame cnodone HeratusHo. [Tokasyje ce, nakie, na ogHoc u3melhy
HETaTHUBHE U MO3UTUBHE CII000/IE MPENCTaBIba pedIIeKCHjy OHOCA JIU-
Oepanu3ma u qeMokparuje. J{pyrum peunmMa, HHIAUBHIya Ha cliobona
HHje HHXEPEHTHO TI0BE3aHa ca JIEMOKPaTCKUM ypehemeM: TakBa Be3a
HUje HyXHa, Beh caMo eMnupHjcka. Y IpyroM ey pajaa ayTopKa aHa-
TU3Upa UMILUIMKAIKje pa3nkoBama u3mel)y JaBa mojma cioboae kaaa
jé ped o0 AMCTUHKTHBHUM MojienuMa neMokparuje. Ocnamajyhu ce Ha
PajkepoBO cTaHOBHUIITE, ITHJB j€ /1a TOKa)KEMO Ha KOjU HAYHH TIO3UTHBHO
CXBaTame cJ1000/1€ BOAM MOMYIUCTHYKOM MOJIETY IEMOKPATH]e, 10K, ca
JpyTe CTpaHe, HeTaTHMBHO CXBaTamhe BOIU JTHOepaTHOM Mozieny. Paznu-
Ka n3mel)y OBHX MOJielia OrJie/ia ce Uy CTaBy O TOME Jia JIM IeMOKpaTHja
MMa WHCTPYMEHTAJHY WJIM HHTPUHCUYHY BpeaHOCT. Ha OCHOBY OBHX
pa3marpama, MOKEMO 3aKJbYUUTH Jia 3arOBOPHHIINA MO3UTHBHOT CXBa-
Tama c1000/1e 1eMOKpaTCcKo yuenrhe nmocMaTpajy Kao uaeall, OqHOCHO
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