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“Positive liberty” and “negative liberty”——
Fromm’s view of liberty and his response to Berlin’s critique

ZHANG Duo
(College of Politics and Economics of Shaanxi Normal University, Xi’an 710062, China)

Abstract: Erich Fromm made a distinction between “positive liberty” and “negative liberty”, which had important
ethical and political significance. The essence of Fromm’s view of liberty was against external authority through the
development of human’s essential power. Fromm diligently sought human’s liberty and development, and he advocated
that true liberty could be realized through human development and the improvement of social conditions. The essence
of Isaiah Berlin’s view of liberty was to prevent the authority intrusion, to get rid of any form of bondage, which reflects
Isaiah Berlin’s holy faith in the minimum individual liberty inviolable. In his book of Liberty, Isaiah Berlin also
proposed two concepts of liberty and held that “positive liberty” put forward by Erich Fromm would lead to the
opposite of liberty and bring about the loss of liberty, and he thought only “negative liberty” could ensure human’ s
liberty and rights. With the perspective of human development and potential fulfillment, Fromm thought "positive
liberty” contained “negative liberty” logically, and “negative liberty” was a necessity of achieving “positive liberty”.
However, only “positive liberty” could guarantee the full realization of human liberty. This is Fromm’s best response to
Berlin and other western liberal’s critique. Positive liberty is human nature, so it represents the trend and demand of
human development.

Key Words: Erich Fromm; Isaiah Berlin; negative liberty; positive liberty; liberalism; western Marxist philosophy
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