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A Study on Berlin's View on Positive Liberty: Historical Evolution
And Contemporary Interpretations

Yao Xinzhong,Mao Xueting (Renmin University of China)

Abstract An analysis of Isaiah Berlin's view on positive liberty should be conducted within a historical
dimension. Prior to Berlin, British idealists, represented by T.H. Green, laid the theoretical foundation for pos-
itive liberty and shaped its initial form later critiqued by Berlin. Berlin argued that in a specific historical con-
text, positive liberty — originating from the desire to be the master of oneself — could evolve into an oppres-
sive force when it is based on "a divided self" and guided by rationalist notions of the "true self" Berlin's cri-
tique prompted Charles Taylor and John Christman to reflect on the concept of self and the authority of rea-
son, which spurred the modern interpretation and development of positive liberty. A vertical analysis of the
evolution of positive liberty contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the essence and signifi-
cance of Berlin's view on positive liberty. Notably, Berlin did not provide a clear definition of positive liberty,
nor did he construct a systematic theoretical framework. This absence is precisely the fundamental reason
why his conception of positive liberty has been subject to diverse interpretations and ongoing debates within
academic circles. The significance of Berlin's critique lies in his identification of three key elements neces-
sary for understanding positive liberty: the concept of the self, the notion of reason, and self-realization.
These three elements interact and collectively shape the connotation of the idea of positive liberty.

Key words Isaiah Berlin; positive liberty; a divided self; rationality; self-realization
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