
 

  

                                          International Journal of Political Science 

      ISSN: 2228-6217 

                                          Vol 8, No 2 , Summer 2018, (pp.49-63) 

 

  

The Ratio of Political Goodness and Negative Freedom in Berlin's  

Political Thought ( With Emphasis on Russian Communism ) 
 

 

Mahin Niroomand
1
*, Hassan Abniki

2 

1
Department of Political Science, South Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University,  

Tehran, Iran 
2
Department of Political Science, South Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University,  

Tehran, Iran 
 

 

Received: 18 Jan 2018          ;          Accepted: 20 May 2018 

 

 

Abstract:  

The present article aims to examine Isaiah Berlin's views and ideas, and gives answers 

to the questions of how political goodness is linked to the concept of negative liberty in 

Berlin's thought,  and how his view of political goodness has formed his critique look-

ing toward the political system of the Soviet Union. Political goodness in Berlin's 

thought seems to be multiplied, and from the pluralist perspective  links to the notion of 

negative freedom, which means the choice among values by the humans. Berlin believes 

that political goodness belongs to certain cultural and social contexts and criticize it for 

the fact that the Russian Communism has a monistic view of political truths in society. 

In other words (Namely), it can be said that negative liberty as a restriction of decision-

making and human selection, is the most important and central element of the political 

goodness,  and without it, other goodness cannot be raised considerably. According to 

Isaiah Berlin's pluralistic view, we find that the ruling party in the Soviet political sys-

tem, based on Marxist ideology, is a monotonous and monistic party that did not allow 

growth and presence of other political ideas.   
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Introduction 

 Goodness and political goodness concepts 

are one of the most important philosophical 

topics that have always been considered by 

the human beings since the beginning of hu-

man life.  These concepts are created in the

 

 

social life of humans and in their interaction 

with each other. From the long time ago, ac-

cording to the requirements of the time and in 

the historical context,  scholars have initiated 

their aimed political goodness. One of the 

oldest notions of goodness is the general 
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interest that has been used since ancient times 

to this day. One of the main reasons for the 

creation of political goodness can be the de-

prival feature od goodness in societies.  In other 

words, against the evil in a society, good will 

for the order, integrity and security of that so-

ciety be invented. From Socrates who lived in 

the ancient Greek vacuum thought, to the Isaiah 

Berlin,  the mentioned thinker in our paper, 

they seek to offer the goodness for bringing 

peace, security, justice, and freedom in socie-

ties. The political goodness in the historical 

process has been operational in terms of ele-

ments such as virtue, human education, a do-

minant state, and general will, to as well as 

elements such as freedom, equality, justice and 

individuality. But have political goodness been 

able to be implemented equally in societies dur-

ing history, or have the pursuit of political 

goodness been successful by the rulers for 

peace, security, and social justice? What is 

good for Isaiah Berlin? How does he link Char-

ity to negative freedom and shape his critical 

look at Russian communism? These are ques-

tions that this article will  answer.  

The main idea of this article is that the 

goodness for Isaiah Berlin, which was plural-

ism or multiplicity in power and politics, was 

not under consideration due to the negative 

liberty of the local Soviet-rule political sys-

tem. Isaiah Berlin, the Russian political phi-

losopher, tended towards liberalism through 

the bitter experience of Nazism and Bolshev-

ism, expanding and broadening the concept 

of pluralism in the sense of liberty. Through 

proving the inequities of values and good-

ness,  he praised the negative freedom and, 

with the emphasis on this he introduced the 

Soviet Communist Party as a monistic party 

that did not give any chance to the other po-

litical party or dissident party.   

The Notion of Political  Goodness and Li-

berty 

What is political goodness, and in what his-

torical context it is created, are both the most 

important issues we are looking at in this ar-

ticle. Before we recognize the merits and li-

berties of Isaiah Berlin, we need to look at 

the views of classical and modern philoso-

phers and thinkers about these concepts.   

From the social life of mankind in the ear-

ly societies up to now, humans have always 

followed the good and goodness for their 

well-being,  and they constantly seek to con-

front with things such as natural disaster, ig-

norance, wars, moral corruption,  and other 

evil cases. In his book "what is the political 

philosophy.", Leo Strauss  linked to the no-

tion of goodness in political affairs and be-

lieve that all political acts inherently have a 

tendency toward knowledge of the good na-

ture, that is, towards knowledge of good life 

or a good society because the good society is 

the same total political happiness (Strauss, 

2012: 2).  

In their interactions, humans have created 

valuable systems that have turned into good-

ness, and have become political goodness in 

the social realm. During the evolution of hu-

manity, the concept of goodness and political 

goodness have also evolved and have infil-

trated the wisdom of man's life. These con-

cepts are developed in different historical 

periods according to the conditions of the 

time. For example, the notion of goodness in 

classical times, dominated by metaphysical 

views, is based on virtue, but with the onset 

of scientific and industrial revolutions in the 

modern era (virtuosity) has diminished and 

replaced by (right). Put differently, if we 

want to know the boundary between classical 

and modern times, we will face two compo-
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nents of general interest and individual bene-

fits. Concepts such as justice, equality, liber-

ty, prosperity, security, etc. are political 

goodness.  

Now, we will examine a number of differ-

ent thinkers' opinions on the concept of polit-

ical goodness.  

 

A. Political Goodness in the Thought of 

Classical Philosophers 

As we have explained,  scholars and philoso-

phers of each period have been influenced by 

the circumstances of their time in seeking and 

inventing concepts in order to provide a solu-

tion to create order, peace, security,  and sim-

ilar concepts for the well-being of the com-

munity. We are now reviewing the views of a 

number of classical scholars who lived pre-

dominantly in ancient Greece.   

Ancient Greece after the Sophists has 

been in a mental vacuum , and Socrates, 

therefore,  sought to find knowledge and vir-

tue in order to provide an answer to the theo-

retical and intellectual vacuums. In other 

words, he sought the goodness of the society 

in knowledge and his main slogan was : 

"know yourself". He always acknowledged 

that he did not know anything and empha-

sized to learning knowledge.   

According to Cecoquo,  Socrates's wis-

dom is just in his discovery of this self-

ignorance.  Others do not know,  but they 

think they know, while Socrates knows he 

does not know. Although Socrates has no 

knowledge over the others in certain subjects 

-and even is backward from the craftsmen in 

this respect- in recognition of oneself he is 

ahead of all others. (Classical, 2015: 82) 

Plato, who lived in the era of degeneration 

of Athens, disappointed with the social con-

ditions of his time because of the defeat in 

the war with the Sparta, the execution of So-

crates, the moral corruption of the rulers, the 

degeneration of democracy,  and ... raised the 

Idea theory, and spoke of Shah's philosopher; 

he has reason and indeed he leads the society 

towards good fortune and happiness. Simply 

put,  Plato  provided a new morality, the Idea 

theory,  against the mythical and sophistic 

morality. He believes the political goodness 

of a society lies in virtue, and the highest 

form of virtue is the same.  In this regard, he 

writes in his book :  

The ruling and domination of philosophy 

are not impossible,  and if the ignorant preju-

dices of the masses of the people go away, 

and they reconcile with philosophy, you will 

see that they will think the same way, too. 

(Plato,  1999: 366) Like Socrates, he also 

sought knowledge as a goodness, but he con-

sidered great importance to education in a 

way that constituted the basis of knowledge 

and virtue on education.  Though Plato paid 

attention to the world of political goodness 

and Idea world as aristocratic virtues, Aris-

totle has more realistic view toward the 

goodness, and political goodness. He lived in 

a situation where the diversity of thoughts 

had boosted ancient Greece, and the city of 

Athens flourished in terms of economic busi-

ness and had recovered the lost spirit of the 

war with the Spartans. Aristotle believes that 

goodness means a good start that has the abil-

ity to provide public benefits. In other words,  

his philosophy,  welfare and public interest 

are so important. In fact,  he believed in some 

kind of democratic government, as Murray 

wrote in the book of ' introduction to political 

philosophy : Perhaps the most important fea-

ture of politics is that Aristotle, despite living 

in a very different political and social envi-

ronment (compared to the present time) in 

ancient Greece, raised some principles that 

today are widely recognized as the moral ba-

sis of democratic rule.  He showed that he 

was a great philosopher since the discovery 
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of the above principles was required a perfect 

order to recognize them in the small town of 

the state of Greece and to recognize their per-

formances;  the principles that were adopted 

for centuries later as the mainstay of the 

democratic mode of life (Murray, 1959: 58). 

Hence, Aristotle considered general welfare 

as the political goodness. 

After the ancient Greek era, philosophy 

came to the philosopher of Hellenistic phi-

losophy. In the Greek Age or the Hellenism,  

due to the disappearance of the state - the city 

of Athens by Alexander the Great, the 

thought system was transformed and the ori-

gin of goodness was founded on the principle 

of appeasement or more simply, avoidance of 

pain. On the other hand, the individual in the 

congregation of the state-town lost his identi-

ty to the concept of a global citizen and this 

led to the formation of different schools such 

as Calbión, Stoics, and Epicureans.  The phi-

losophers of these schools became suspicious 

about all the phenomena and achieved to ni-

hilism.  

Their solution was to achieve inner calm 

and painless anesthesia caused by avoiding 

thinking and seeking peace of mind, attract-

ing joy, and avoiding pain and suffering.  The 

world correctly describes their vision and 

states: Stoic philosophy poses the question of 

what the meaning of goodness is in mankind? 

How can humans be good? The Stoic re-

sponse was that goodness is being in a Har-

mony with nature. Nature is the force that 

calls for perfection through growth. A law 

that acts in everything and rules all living 

beings. It is always harmful to resist and op-

pose the natural law; doing so in accordance 

with the requirements of the natural law is 

always beneficial (Alam, 1997: 174).  

Calbión,  a part of whom lived in barrels, 

scoffed at the human relationship with nature,  

as well as social rules, believing that they are 

not citizens of a special country but are a 

cosmopolitan.  Classco writes that the Cal-

bians devoted their lives to pursuit of virtue 

which in their view was nothing but nature 

and natural things. They distinguished se-

verely "natural" from everything that was 

caused by life in society.  In addition, they 

believed that virtue was sufficient for happi-

ness. Only virtue is good, and everything else 

is either disregarding or neutral, or it's bad, 

and the result was an extraordinary rude and 

simple life (Classco, ibid : 280).  

Essentially Epicurean's first principle is 

the pleasure and peace of mind, in such a 

way they emphasized to avoid the political 

and social life and refuge in a private sphere 

that guarantees the inner peace of the indi-

vidual. According to Alaam, Epicur trained 

his disciples the doctrine of spiritual happi-

ness and said that the main purpose of man's 

life is to achieve personal happiness.  Epicure 

argued that spiritual enjoyment and long-term 

prosperity would be best attained in the wor-

risome and painful aspects of life, such as 

participation in public works or in religion. 

Epicure avoided engaging in political affairs 

due to extremes of modesty and low self-

esteem (Alam, ibid, 162).  

The result of Alexander the Great's 

achievement was the emergence of Hellenis-

tic thinking, or in other words, the originality 

of appeasement and the avoidance of suffer-

ing.  But after this period,  we are witnessed 

the beginning of a new era that lasts about a 

thousand years and includes the Middle Ages 

of Christianity.  
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B. Political Goodness in the Thought of the 

Medieval Philosophers 

After the Romans' domination over the an-

cient Greek,  they became familiar with the 

thoughts of the philosophers of that country. 

Since the social system of the Romans was 

slavery, the teachings of the Greek schools 

were good for their taste. The Romans paid 

tribute to that part of the doctrine of Greek 

philosophy, which human beings are political 

animals and have a political responsibility to 

the state,  but they did not like the desirable 

form of government for Greek philosophy. In 

this context, the scholars of the Church, by 

combining Greek philosophy and, the Chris-

tian religion, have promoted prosperity in 

that world in order to enable citizens to obey 

the government and the church. In fact, for 

the philosophers of that period,  political 

goodness  meant not to interfere in political 

affairs,  and human salvation was achieved 

through sacred rituals led by clerics. The po-

litical thought of the first ancestors was tied 

to the advent of Christianity. But since Chris-

tianity was a religion, not a political move-

ment, or institution, its purpose was the sal-

vation of the human spirit. In other words, 

other scholars of this period interpreted 

goodness in the eternal welfare and faith in 

God. The most important thinkers of this age 

are Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aqui-

nas.  

Augustine and his followers believed that 

man is with God,  and the happiness of men 

would not be possible without divine inspira-

tion.  In their view,  primitive humans are not 

capable of salvation and prosperity in the 

aftermath. The foundation of Augustean's 

political thought is the earthly society and the 

heavenly community. In his view,  humans 

cannot find salvation in the earthly society 

because this society is full of evil. The good 

deeds are found just in the heavenly society, 

and in order to reach that society, man has to 

avoid evil deeds so that he can achieve salva-

tion in the community.  In this regard,  the 

Alaaam wrote in the history of western polit-

ical philosophy :  the earthly city and materi-

al interests are based on selfishness,  and the 

city of God and the spiritual interests are 

based on love of God or Godliness. The 

earthly city is founded on the lower motives 

of mankind, but the city of God is based on 

the hope of heavenly peace and salvation of 

ghosts (Alam, ibid: 224). 

Thomas Aquinas, the medieval philoso-

pher, saw the end of life as prosperity and 

believed that it would only be possible to 

achieve it through faith in God. He combined 

Christian beliefs with Aristotle's philosophy, 

establishing relations between reason, and 

faith. According to Gilson,  Aquinas believes 

that the rational knowledge begins with the 

feelings. In the book of the Spirit of Medieval 

Philosophy,  he states : "from the Aquinas's 

point of view, human knowledge is not di-

rectly attributed to a reasonable thing. Man 

cannot, by means of concepts that abstract of 

tangible objects, produce a science of a rea-

sonable substance,  whereas the purely rea-

sonable nature differs from the tangible ones. 

As long as we strive to comprehend the con-

cepts derived from the senses, we can never 

make the knowledge of the mind through the 

senses to a level that is just as rigorous as it 

is. Of course, reasonable science, which is 

obtained through abstraction, is better than 

absolute ignorance, but such a science cannot 

substitute for our science reasonably enough 

in what is reasonable (Gilson, 1990: 397). 

Therefore, from the perspective of Thomas 

Aquinas, political goodness must be reliant 

on wisdom based on revelation and indeed, it 

is nothing more than a divine message trans-

mitted through the Prophet of God to man-

kind.  
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With the end of the Christian age, the Re-

naissance begins in Europe, and European 

modernity begins a new era of generosity in 

terms of political goodness, which is this 

time focused on mankind.  

 

C. Modernity and Political Goodness 

Following the Renaissance courses, the reli-

gious reform movements,  the scientific revo-

lution of the 16th and 17th centuries, and ul-

timately the Enlightenment era, modern so-

cieties have presented a different interpreta-

tion of political goodness or human prosperi-

ty. That is, with the diminution of institution-

al role such as religion, and limitation of mo-

narchy,  man becomes the main hero of so-

ciety. On the other hand, by cutting off the 

relationship between man and religion, the 

church and the clergy men, he suddenly be-

came lonely and this leads him to confront 

the experience of concepts such as anxiety, 

fear, depression, and so on. In such a context,  

philosophers of that period presented some 

concepts of goodness due to the conditions of 

the time.  We will examine some thoughts of 

modern age thinkers.   

Machiavelli, an Italian politician who 

lived in disintegration era, was looking for 

strong power to bring order and harmony to 

his homeland. He believed that human beings 

are selfish and evil by nature, therefore said 

coercion and force are necessary and good-

ness is equal to the formation of a powerful 

government. In  "The Prince", Machiavelli 

wrote : up to this day, hopes have been found 

by the emergence of prominent men of Italy. 

Maybe God evokes somebody to save the 

nation, to save it from the abundance of op-

pression, and with a passionate, raises the 

national flag to save it (Machiavelli, 2005: 

146-147). In other words, he believed in the 

formation of a powerful state to regulate his 

community and considered the government 

as an effective movement component towards 

perfection and prosperity.  

Thomas Hobbes, another thinker of mod-

ern age, believed that man is a wolf in the 

natural state of human being and constantly 

lives in fear and insecurity, but because he 

has wisdom, he thinks of his security; and to 

achieve this security he devotes his will and 

freedom (Leviathan).  In sixteenth century, 

when there were war and struggles in the 

England,  he was there and referred to a polit-

ical authority in order to get rid of the 

anarchy and chaos of the country. According 

to Spragens:  In Hobbes's view, the main 

problem of the British political community 

was the power crisis. He writes : People are 

usually corrupt. They are so oblivious of their 

duty that perhaps even one in a thousand is 

ignorant of the rights of a human being and 

does not understand the need for a king or 

civil society (Spragens, 1394: 61). 

The ultimate goal of human beings from 

Hobbes's perspective is, to live in safety, to 

preserve oneself, and to live more happily.  

To live in safety, to preserve oneself, and 

to live more happily is the ultimate goal of 

human beings from Hobbes's perspective. 

Therefore, in Leviathan's 17
th
  volume, he 

states that humans say to each other that I 

donate my right to rule on myself to this per-

son or to these group. They all consider his or 

their actions right, provided that you also 

give your right to him, and in the same way,  

you will be entitled to all of his actions and 

allow them to do so. Thus, the ruling power 

is formed (Hobbes, 2005: 192). 

For John Locke, the powerful government 

of Hobbes and Bodin have limited freedom 

and have no sense of responsibility for pri-
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vate property. In this regard, Locke has said: 

due to the rule of nature, humans have abso-

lute freedom to exercise their sovereignty and 

to seize their property, and the only thing that 

governs them is the law of nature, and hu-

mans neither need permission from anyone 

nor follow anyone’s will. Also, the rule of 

nature is the status of equality in which the 

power and domination of all peoples are the 

same; no one has anything more than the oth-

er; all human beings have the same class; and 

have the same natural wealth; they have the 

same amount of wisdom ; and no one follows 

others, except that God makes one person 

superior to the others and clearly gives him 

the right to monitor others (Locke, 2009: 79). 

John Locke believed that Leviathan’s over-

whelming authority was scary and gave rise 

to double authority that its absolute authority 

carries violence. He said that limitation of the 

powers of the state should be limited to pre-

vent violence against Leviathan. In his opi-

nion the private realm is respected and the 

government should not enter the personal 

realm of society.  

Rousseau, a thinker who spoke of public 

goodness and public authority,  was in the 

midst of a moral crisis in his society. He con-

sidered the corruption of society as a result of 

inequality and believed that the societies of 

the citizens encouraged them to suppress 

their desires and natural needs, which would 

lead to artificial behaviour. About inequality, 

in the Social Contract, Aristotle said that 

human beings are not naturally equal, some 

were created for servitude, and some for 

command. Aristotle was right but he also had 

taken the cause alternatively the effect.  

It is true that someone who has been a 

slave must remain a servant. The slaves un-

der the chains of captivity have lost all the 

great emotions, and even do not want to 

break their clause (Rousseau, 1989: 38).  

After the Industrial Revolution and the 

development of factories, labour forces were 

employed cheaply for mass production in 

factories. The exploitation of the working 

class, through long working hours, low wag-

es, and social inequalities, led to the emer-

gence of socialist ideas from Simon's age to 

Marx. From Marx's point of view, work for 

the employer has led to alienation of man-

kind, and the general goodness is nothing but 

overcoming alienation and attaining a situa-

tion that everyone works for himself. By ex-

plaining the status of alienation, he achieved 

a solution that brings political goodness for 

the people that is communism, and he said : 

communism is going beyond the private 

ownership, namely the self-alienation of man 

and thus the actual possession of nature Hu-

man is by man and for man himself. Com-

munism therefore means the complete return 

of man to himself as a social being : a con-

scious and complete return to framework of 

the whole wealth and prosperity derived from 

the development of society (Marx, 2003: 

169). 

By examining the notion of political 

goodness in the thought of classical and 

modern theorists, it can be seen that political 

goodness has different fundamentals in three 

stages: classical, middle ages, and modern 

times. For the Greek philosophers,  political 

goodness was defined on the basis of public 

interest; but in the middle ages, it was mainly 

regarded with a religious attitude; and politi-

cal goodness and public goodness were 

summarized in the satisfaction of God and 

the Church. In the new era, predominantly 

the political goodness is based on humanism 

and individual rights;  and contemporary 

thinkers generally associate goodness with 

human consent and human society. Of 

course, in the left-wing attitudes, the category 

of social affairs becomes more intense and 
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every goodness for human beings return to 

expediency and social justice.  

The concept of freedom is one of the most 

complex concepts of the history of thoughts 

and politics. Philosophers and thinkers have 

many different opinions about this concept. 

The exploitation of the concept of freedom is 

one of the features of the history of thought. 

According to Ramin Jahanbegloo, freedom is 

the oxygen of the history. Nelson Mandela 

says : “Freedom does not mean getting rid of 

chains, but is a way of life that respects and 

strengthens other's freedom.” Rosa Luxem-

burg said, freedom is another freedom and 

Hegel believes it is a struggle for freedom. 

Sartre says that man is doomed to freedom. 

Humans are free because they act. The per-

son who knows is constantly choosing and 

practice his choices. What causes a person to 

be chosen is his will and his interest (Mesh-

kat and Fazeli, 2014: 106 - 107).  

Humans always struggled to gain free-

dom. But, this struggle itself is to restrict the 

absolute freedoms of the tyrannical rulers. It 

means freedom can never be absolute,  but 

has limitations by government or institutional 

agents. Institutions and organisations through 

laws and regulations,  both advocate for the 

freedom of individuals in a society, and limit 

freedom with specific laws, to avoid chaos. 

Thousands of people devoted their lives and 

property and enjoyed personal and social 

freedoms. But, people of the societies that are 

dominated by tyrannical regimes,  have the 

lowest level of freedom and sometimes lack 

of freedom, and actually their human life is 

undermined.  

From the perspective of the liberal, free-

dom is a natural right, a fundamental condi-

tion for directing a true human being. This 

view also gave people the opportunity to pur-

sue their interests by applying selections :  

choosing a place of residence,  an employer,  

shopping,  and so on. Later liberals consider 

freedom as the only condition that allows 

people to develop their skills and capabilities 

and show their potential talents ( Hey Wood, 

2014: 69). 

Another important point is that the defini-

tions interested in different thinkers some-

times are in contradiction with each other. 

Hegel believed that freedom is the essence of 

life, and Kant said that ethics would be de-

stroyed if the rules governing the phenomena 

of the outside world were to be ruled out. In 

other words, with the notion of freedom 

based on the concept of moral responsibility, 

he has taken serious measures to protect free-

dom. But Berlin, defines freedom in a specif-

ic framework and limits it. On one hand, he 

believes people are free to choose, in the oth-

er hand he says there is a better framework 

for this freedom. Therefore, a precise defini-

tion or a consistent formula cannot be ex-

pressed for the interpretation of freedom,  

and this category is still subject to interpreta-

tion.  

 

2. Political Goodness in Berlin Thought 

An important feature of Berlin's philosophy 

of politics is the inventiveness of goodness, 

which has been shaped by the critique of tra-

ditional political philosophy. In his view, the 

most fundamental questions about how to 

live with goodness should be the goal of po-

litical philosophy, because political philoso-

phy has the ability to respond to the good-

ness, and basically, one cannot think about 

political life without relying on it.  

As Mikhail Bakhtin, a philosopher of ni-

neteenth century, believed that literature is an 

arena of plurality of ideas, Berlin believed 
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that philosophy is also multi-voiced and di-

verse. Berlin identified and expanded the po-

litical goodness of its views on the ideas of 

Jamatis vico, the Italian political philosopher 

in the Enlightenment era,  and German Herd-

er in Enlightenment era, which is the theme 

of pluralism and cultural pluralism. He be-

lieves that according to these two philoso-

phers of the Enlightenment,  the values that 

have been accepted in the West today, had 

not been local to the Arabs two thousand 

years ago. In his works of thought, he pro-

vides pluralism. In these works, he wants to 

answer the question whether there is an abso-

lute value or goodness that ultimately is 

compatible with each other? 

In other words, to answer the question of 

"how we should live" is, either a one solution 

that will answer all the questions in this re-

spect, or there is no such a solution at all, and 

each question receives a different response 

that may not be consistent with other res-

ponses. The view that states that the absolute 

human values are not necessarily consistent 

with each other,  or indeed there is no abso-

lute value, is called the pluralistic view. From 

this point of view, the universe and the sys-

tem of human values are not of the same 

gender and are considered to be contradictory 

in latter analysis (Berlin, 1998: 7-8). 

The most important issues for Berlin have 

been freedom, pluralism, and liberalism.  

But, according to John Gray, a single thought 

with a great foundation, is the gospel of all 

the works of Berlin (Gary, 2010: 9). From 

this perspective, the value pluralism  and the 

objectivity and plurality of the ultimate val-

ues of humanity are at the core of his 

thought, and this idea tells us that all human 

values are conflicting and often incompatible, 

and there is no single rational scale to meas-

ure them. In the West's intellectual tradition, 

it is often said that all genuine goodness are 

compatible and interconnected. The ideas of 

Plato and Aristotle also emphasize the har-

mony of ideas and moderation and the unity 

of virtues. This unity has continued in the 

later thoughts of the West, and even in the 

Messianic tradition, moral and practical unity 

in the light of Allah's will have been raised; 

and in the new periods it has been empha-

sized on the natural law (Ibid, 61).  

He rejects this fundamental Western be-

lief and denies that genuine virtues are in 

peaceful coexistence; Rather, they are rivals 

of each other and are even indistinguishable. 

The doctrine of value pluralism acknowledg-

es that these contradictions are not solvable 

by theoretical and practical reasoning and 

their internal complexity leads to their 

asymmetry and hence leads to value and cul-

tural pluralism.  

The doctrine of Berlin's pluralism has 

been raised at three levels. First, Berlin ac-

knowledges that in any ethics or behavioral 

rules such as our ethics and rules of conduct, 

there are contradictions between its ultimate 

values that cannot easily be resolved. For 

example, in the area of our liberal ethics, 

freedom and equality,  fairness and prosperity 

are all recognized as inherent goodness. 

Berlin believes that this goodness often is 

crossed in practice, and naturally has intrinsic 

competition, and we cannot judge against 

their contradictions without any comprehen-

sive criteria (ibid 61). Secondly, each of this 

goodness or values has intrinsic complexity 

and are inherently pluralistic and contain 

contradictory elements, some of which are 

inherently incompatible. Third,  different cul-

tural forms bring different morals and values 

that undoubtedly have many overlapping cha-

racteristics but, at the same time, the virtues 

and privileges of the concepts are different 

(ibid 62). 
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Berlin was always liberal, and the defense 

of liberalism had a pivotal position in his 

thought, but gradually he came to the idea of 

multiplicity of values. Hence,  pluralism on 

the general level of culture and traditions and 

concepts of virtue that accompanies them is 

raised. Different forms of life may produce 

different morals. The ethics of the Renais-

sance, which is a vivid example, can be 

found in the works of Machiavelli, which 

was incompatible with many Christians and 

ancient moral concepts. Berlin believed that 

Plato first practiced Monotheism and then 

proceeded by philosophers such as Aristotle, 

Stoicius, Aquinas, and finally led to Hegelian 

and Marxist's historical oppression. Pooladi 

writes about the uniqueness of Plato's philos-

ophy : A true or a complete state is the state 

in which the philosopher is one who has the 

greatest benefit of virtue and has received a 

certain education, who is from a world of 

sensible and discriminating to the world of 

fixed reason (Idea),  as the most trusted coach 

in the community, to take on the affairs of 

society and bring the state into a training in-

stitution for the development of human per-

sonality (Pooladi, 2014 : 52).  

The thought of Berlin lies in the plurality 

of political goodness and its multiplicity.  He 

believes that all the ideas of political philoso-

phers have long been the subject of political 

analysis and analysts of political goodness; 

so that everyone has tried to emphasize to 

reconcile and adapt the concepts of goodness 

such as justice,  freedom, public and private 

interests, properly ads security. But he offers 

a different view from these categories; in 

other words, his notion of goodness is a di-

verse and pluralistic subject, which depends 

on the specific cultural and social contexts.  

He believes that many goodness compete 

and conflict with each other, and peaceful 

coexistence among rhymes  is rarely seen. On 

the other hand, he believes that as long as 

competition between these goodnesses takes 

place, it is impossible to resolve the tensions 

between them, using rational criteria. This 

idea of Berlin is the very doctrine of its plu-

ralism. Gary correctly states : "Virtues rec-

ognized in every moral, often can not be 

united in a single person. Justice and com-

passion, mildness, and courage, cannot be 

fully realized in one person because they re-

quire different moral abilities that are not 

easy to associate with (Gray, ibid :  63).  

 Berlin believed characteristics of good-

ness include :   

1. goodness is not absolute;   

2. goodness depends on the evil;  

3. goodness is for human's self-

creation;   

4. Political goodness is multiple and di-

verse;  

5. Political goodness is contradictory;  

6. Any goodness is in conflict even in 

itself;  

7. Political goodness is unpredictable;   

8. Goodness is incomparable;  

9. All goodness does not come together 

in one person;  

10. To balance between political good-

ness is a difficult task;   

11. The contradictions of goodness can-

not be solved by any national crite-

ria;  

12. It is difficult to achieve any goodness 

by immoral means;  

13. No goodness is higher than freedom;   

14. Negative freedom is more important 

than positive freedom.  
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Berlin believes that the goodness of liber-

ty, equality, and prosperity are incompatible 

with each other, and there are conflicts within 

each one of them. From this perspective, the 

goodness category is incomparable and fo-

cuses on the cultural, social, and political 

context of each society. Berlin here comes to 

the concept of political cultural pluralism. To 

describe and interpret of human, Berlin like 

philosophers defines humanity as its essence,  

and considers the distinction of human being 

in the ability to choose and to have the pur-

pose of regulating his life. By way of expla-

nation, according to Berlin, the main nature 

of man is independence and autonomy.  From 

the point of view of Berlin, human life is 

shaped and continued on the basis of a set of 

values, and these values, in interaction with 

each other, create value systems that assert 

the purpose of human life.  

In other words, human beings in the midst 

of their social life,  create the values and  

goodness that will be changed by color and 

form throughout the ages. Indeed, due to Ber-

lin, political goodness is a dynamic affair 

which depends on time and place. It is pro-

duced by social life and its shape and status 

are not stable and predictable.  

Hence, Berlin's base of thoughts is in the 

multiplicity of political goodness. It means, 

political goodness is multiple and diverse and 

depends on specific cultural and social con-

texts. 

 

3 - Berlin and Negative Freedom 

Another important concept in Berlin's politi-

cal thought, which is under the concept of 

political goodness, is negative freedom, and 

among the main values emphasized by Berlin 

is freedom, since freedom brings about the 

creativity of mankind. When Berlin speaks of 

human nature, leads the mind to cultural dif-

ferences. But, there is a limit to differences. 

From Berlin's point of view,  the concept of 

freedom is the choice, as in explanation of 

political freedom, in his book named as "Four 

Articles on Freedom," he says : there is a 

point in political and social liberation which 

is more or less similar to the issue of histori-

cal and social determinism. It is assumed that 

we need a minimum realm for free choice, 

which racially disagrees with what is reason-

ably called political (or social) freedom. The 

belief in the lack of determinism does not 

require that you cannot deal with human be-

ings like animals or objects. Political freedom 

is like selective freedom that is not consi-

dered a human being, but rather is considered 

to be the fruits of its historical growth, and it 

is an area that has boundaries at any rate 

(Berlin, 2015:  45).  

Isaiah Berlin always defends of negative 

freedom in his various writings. He says that 

preventing others from freely choosing 

should not be considered as interfering oth-

ers, by force and coercion, but the responsi-

bility of that conscious person should be con-

sidered, too. 

In other words, what threatens negative 

freedom is not the intent of individuals, but is 

the social behaviors and the individual's re-

sponsibility to that freedom. Berlin praises the 

negative freedom because this freedom is 

achieved through choice. The choice is from 

the inner side of the person which is selected by 

the free man, so the value of negative freedom 

is due to the value of self-creation. Choosing 

from the inner-self of  human being is, in point 

of fact, a mean to human flourishing. Goodness 

and negative freedom are important for Berlin, 

because it represents choice : people are crea-

tive and they make choices for their lives. The 

negative freedom for Berlin is based for liberal 

political ethics. The pluralism that Berlin 

speaks about is not just the pluralism of good 

and goodness,  but it has its own bad and 
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worthless values. This choice of man is auto-

nomous and independent, which can separate 

good from evil. Generally, Berlin's negative 

freedom is intrinsically valuable, even if it does 

not lead to a good choice, because they will be 

able to rethink their circumstances.  

In this view, definite definition of freedom 

by Berlin is the same freedom with a rival and 

uneven values that one has to choose and pri-

oritize in this context. As we have mentioned, 

the most important political goodness for Berlin 

is freedom. But a negative freedom, not a posi-

tive one. According to the definition of Berlin, 

negative freedom (or freedom from) means not 

imposing an obstacle or limitation by the oth-

ers, and positive freedom (or freedom to) 

means the ability (and not just possibility) to 

pursue and achieve the goal, and on the other 

hand means independence or self-control over 

dependency on others (Berlin, the same: 30). It 

can be said that he creates positive and negative 

concepts for freedom of action to prevent un-

conditional freedoms that cause chaos and con-

fusion of the community. Gary correctly wrote : 

everyone knows that Berlin is cautious about 

the positive concept of freedom, which he con-

siders it to be based on rational autonomy, and 

warns, and he does this in favor for negative 

freedom. That is, the absence of the constraints 

imposed by others (Gary,  2010: 14).  

Therefore, we find that Berlin believes in 

freedom so much that it does not lead to the 

loss of freedom or to be in conflict with the 

freedom of others. Therefore,  freedom is li-

mited in the interpretation of Berlin and is Sub-

ject to other freedoms or the freedom of others. 

 

4. The Ratio of Political Goodness and 

Negative Freedom in Communist Russia 

For this, we need to see that due to Berlin's 

attention to the communism in the territory of 

Soviet Union, and his presence in the field of 

diplomatic and cultural affairs in Moscow in 

the mid-20
th
 century, how his political 

thought (believing in pluralism) formed his 

critical look toward the political system of 

the Soviet Union.  

In the case of Russia of the nineteenth 

century, various views were presented,  in-

cluding that Marx saw Russia as a place of all 

kinds of backwardness,  oppression, and re-

pression, which made it almost impossible to 

achieve freedom and democracy. Berlin's 

picture of Karl Marx from Russia of the nine-

teenth century is an undesirable picture: Rus-

sian state throughout the nineteenth century 

was the largest manifestation of darkness, 

tyranny, oppression, and repression in Eu-

rope,  a vital reservoir that reactionary of oth-

er nations were able to use it on their own 

benefits. Hence, it was a source of trouble 

and concern for the various types of Western 

liberals (Berlin,  2013: 108).  

Now, to have a clearer understanding of 

the intellectual developments in Russia, let’s 

take a look at the history of thought in that 

country. It is better to start this analysis from 

the eighteenth century with the reform of the 

Great Peter,  which led to the emergence of 

the henceforth intellectual currents. Accord-

ing to Dancus :  Peter claimed that we need 

Europe for some decades, then we can leave 

them up (Dancos, 1992: 174). He published 

the first newspaper in his country, codified 

the legal system of the country, and noted the 

concept of political interest, but his method 

contradicted a lot. On the one hand, there was 

a great distance between the actual govern-

ment's design and method, and on the other 

hand, there was a gap between the interests of 

the state and the interests of Tsar (Dances, 

ibid: 178- 9).  
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Simply put, the open -windows culture for 

Europe was opposed to the traditional Rus-

sian culture. Russia in the eighteenth, nine-

teenth, and twentieth centuries was formed 

on the orbital transformation that began from 

Saint Petersburg and Peter the Great, and se-

parated it from Russia in the seventeenth cen-

tury and earlier. During this period, the aris-

tocracy and upper classes of Russia were 

drawn to philosophical theories such as Vol-

taire and Diderot. According to Brydyayev, 

Radyshev was the first Russian intellectual 

who studied French philosophy in the 18
th
 

century, and benefited greatly from Voltaire, 

Diderot, and Rousseau's writings, and in his 

mind, he combined French thoughts with 

Russian spirits (Berdyaev, 2004 : 30). 

Subsequently, Slavic Thought, which it-

self was the product of the civilization and 

the culture of Peter's time, always prevented 

the entry of Western culture, or even the 

combination of Russian culture with the 

Western culture. The Slavs considered Peter's 

performances as betray to Russia's national 

foundations. On the other hand, the influence 

of Hegel's and Schelling's thoughts in the 

nineteenth century, which were more consis-

tent with the intellectual and thought of Rus-

sian classes, propagated religious ideas in the 

Slavic. Khomyakov transformed the Chris-

tian faith in such a way they the motives of 

the philosophy of the originality of concep-

tion in Germany (idealistic) were transformed 

and adapted to the Russian environment. The 

originality of the Slavic people was that they 

tried to think in the direction of Christian Or-

thodox of the Orient, which was the basis of 

history of Russia,  as well as the principles of 

monarchy. There was a difference between 

the official Russian nationalist system and 

the understanding of the Slavic people from 

the nation and society. The principles of the 

Slavic religion included Orthodox Christiani-

ty, monarchy, and nation.  

They believed in the superiority of reli-

gion, and were in search of the Orthodox 

Christianity which have been refined of any 

pollution and devastating effects of history,  

especially since the Peter the Great era. They 

wanted the Russians to take a facade away 

from the rational and Western distortions, 

and expected the Tsar to take the heavy re-

sponsibilities of the country (Karami, 2014: 

104-105). That is, the Slavic people disa-

greed with civilization and urbanization, and 

considered rural life as originality.  

We can point to Dostoevsky. Being the 

symbol of the spiritual and inner revolution, 

he wanted the revolution to be with God and 

Christ. He was a socialist based on Orthodox 

Christianity. In fact,  he hated progress. In the 

second half of the eighteenth century, various 

movements and intellectual movements 

emerged in Russia which were influenced by 

European revolutionary thoughts. But, the 

difference between these revolutionary 

groups and the European movements were 

mainly about freedom of speech and action 

for people who were politically and socially 

lagging behind the European people. Funda-

mentally, the people of Russia were satisfied 

with their hard-working conditions, and be-

fore the modern changes and the emergence 

of new ideas,  this state of the society was 

considered natural.  

From the eighteenth century onward, the 

two forms of thoughts in the 1840s were 

Slavic and Western thoughts. Koolaei be-

lieves that the Slavic people were National-

ists who demanding a return to the Russian 

state, as before the reforms, Petre and his 

successors were in the direction of Westerni-

zation of Russia. Their ideal was an isolated 

state based on rural communes, pure Ortho-
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dox churches and authoritarianism without 

bureaucratic interventions (Koolaei, 1997: 7). 

It is possible to be in same nature with the 

thought of Berlin that refers the anti-liberal 

roots of Russian thought in the nineteenth 

century to the violence and repression of the 

first Nicolai, and says in “Russian Thinkers” 

book : The first wave of rational optimism 

followed by war Religious sects came up 

against the brutality of the French Revolution 

and the political tyranny and economic and 

social misery. There was a similar story in 

Russia, but this wave fell down due to the 

intense actions of Nikolai I to suppress the 

consequences of the uprising of the Desem-

briists in the first,  and about a quarter of a 

century later, to repel the effects of the revo-

lutions of 1848-49. In addition, the material 

and artificial results of the Crimean War's 

disgrace that came a decade later must also 

be taken into account. In both cases, the  ab-

solute power eliminated a great deal of subtle 

and elegant ideals and brought different kinds 

of realistic and stuborness, including material 

socialism, tyranny neo-feudalism,  ironical 

nationalism, and a variety of other methods, 

which were severely anti-liberal (Berlin,  

1998: 102).   

An important fact about Russia is that the 

Russians generally do not pay attention to the 

principle of categorization and the division of 

objects and phenomena on the basis of the 

categories; but they see the issues black and 

white and turn up to absolutism and become 

idolatrous. Therefore, we can see the unila-

teral and dogmatic veins of this type of think-

ing after the October Revolution among the 

Bolsheviks. In other words, th Russian com-

munism, criticized by Isaiah Berlin, has built 

such a culture and is a one-sided look that 

can be found in the uniqueness of a backward 

Russia, and on the other hand without a mid-

dle-class and civic institutions. According to 

Berlin, in 1846, Blensky wrote to his friends 

that, people need potato, but they do not need 

a constitution. The Russian revolt of 1848 

occurred in 1905, at which time the middle-

class of Western Europe was neither a revo-

lutionary nor even a hard-core reformer,  and 

this fifty-year-old backwardness was itself a 

powerful factor in creating the final split be-

tween liberals and powerful socialists in 

1917, and the separation of Russian route 

from Europe in future years (Berlin,  ibid: 

25). 

Based on this paradigm, Berlin believed 

in dogmas of the Bolsheviks under the com-

munist rule. In his opinion, one must always 

seek the truth, and grow up habits like criti-

cism, thinking, independence, and conceal-

ment of the congregation, even if this dissi-

milarity causes knowing him discordant. The 

acquisition of that truth and growth of that 

habits are possible just when freedom is dom-

inated (Berlin, 2007 : 245). 

Our claim at the beginning of this article 

was based on the plurality of political good-

ness in Berlin's thought which, from a plura-

listic point of view, was linked to the concept 

of negative freedom; and Berlin considered it 

to be dependent on specific cultural and so-

cial contexts, and therefore, Russian com-

munism was criticized due to a monistic look 

at the human community. 

Essentially, political systems based on in-

clusive ideologies were one of the important 

phenomena of the first half of the twentieth 

century, and among them,  Russian commun-

ism as a unique political phenomenon had its 

roots, function,  continuity, and decline. In 

fact, Russian communism was not a military 

one formed on an incident, but rather a 
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process of a mixture of interactions and ref-

lections at the level of philosophical, intellec-

tual, political and social,  and many deep - 

seated analysts believe that its roots are in 

developments in Russia after the French 

Revolution, but more and more previously, 

they are linked to the European moderniza-

tion of the Peter era. 

The social changed that started from 18th 

century's modernization and the effects and 

consequences of the French Revolution, and 

the movements of the Decemberists to the 

Narodnists and Constitutionalists, and the 

failures of the intellectual reformers in Rus-

sia, have paved the way for acceptance of the 

Left Thoughts which were the most radical 

and sharpest ideas of that day of Europe, in 

Russia. Berlin's idea was opposed to com-

munism which arose from the unity of the 

Russian Communist Party and the lack of life 

of political parties and other institutions in 

Soviet Russia. Soviet- dominated commun-

ism involves confronting dissent and intoler-

ance of critical thinking, which originated 

many of the works and ideas for him. 

Berlin believes that Russian communism 

is different from Western communism.  He 

makes a comparison  between the two, and 

concluded that Russian communism is stem-

ming from the subordinate culture of the 

Russian people who had always been domi-

nated by the Mongols and Cossacks, with 

Western communism, based on the advent of 

scientific and social progress Renaissance 

events and thinkers of the Enlightenment,  

there are a huge difference. He says, Bol-

shevism founded that there is a big difference 

between him and his father, Western Marx-

ism. With this, Bolshevism became not only 

a set of beliefs with political or social or eco-

nomic guidelines, but also a kind of lifestyle, 

inclusive and imperative, with full controls 

by the party or the central committee of the 

party. So that, even in the most radical terms 

of Marx or Engels, there cannot be any sup-

port for it (Berlin, 2013: 243). 

In Berlin's studies of political goodness, 

there is also a conflict between two ideal val-

ues and the ultimate political goodness of 

freedom in West and justice in East. And 

these two are not simply crowded in any so-

ciety. From Berlin's point of view,  however,  

Russian communism sees political goodness 

of justice so absolute in the framework of the 

class system, which leads to diminishing or 

elimination of goodness or other value, 

named as freedom. As Berlin's belief in the 

conflict between values, and ultimately wea-

kening of one in comparison with another, it 

can be concluded that in Russian commun-

ism,  attention to justice is greater than the 

component of freedom.    

 

Conclusion 

Berlin was born in Russia and migrated to 

another country in turmoils such as World 

War I, then the October Revolution,  and al-

ways thought about fascism and communism. 

From the beginning to the end of his life, he 

lived in this turbulent life and his main prob-

lem was communism.  

Berlin's bitter experience of Bolshevism 

and fascism caused that he raises a new con-

cept of pluralism, and this concept is used to 

avoid conflicts of values. He believes that 

there are many values in the world that are in 

conflict with each other and that the differ-

ence between these values will never dimi-

nish. He was a defender of principles such as 

difference, free action, choice, authority, plu-

rality,  and so on. Considering what Berlin 

says about political goodness,  he ultimately 

finds the true goodness only in choosing, 

which is the most valuable goodness. There-

fore, the notion of benevolence in Berlin's 

view is not a fixed definition but is a con-
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structive concept lacking a permanent and 

stable. It is a container that finds its own sub-

stance due to the time and place, and through 

human interaction.  

According to Berlin,  people have a fun-

damental right for freedom of choice, and the 

conflict of values and the conflict between 

different styles of life requires people to 

choose. Due to him, political goodness must 

be consistent with negative liberation, and if 

absolute freedom will be applied in society, 

in such a way that allows people to interfere 

in others life, the society will be mired in 

anarchy and providing the minimum needs of 

people will be impossible, and automatically 

political goodness will diminish or disappear.  

Naturally in this conditions, freedom of 

the weak or poor people will be violated by 

the owners of power. But, if freedom is to be 

positively dominated in societies, there will 

be formed many problems for justice, securi-

ty, general will, and prosperity that will pro-

vide a good fit for ideologies such as fascism 

or communism, which in practice,  in the 

years between the two world wars with such 

a situation, we have encountered. 

Berlin has a totally negative view toward 

the Russian Communism,  and considers it by 

the Fascism and Nazism and on the contrary 

to political goodness of liberty,  and this atti-

tude comes from two important resources : 

one is Russian political culture and the other 

one is Marxist ideology. Berlin combines 

these two as a catastrophic tragedy that has 

led to the betrayal of the political goodness of 

freedom. Therefore, the hidden eschatology 

in Russian history and its reinterpretation by 

the Russian Communists provided the condi-

tions for the emergence of a centralized polit-

ical system and ,on the other hand, the autho-

ritarian world's political conditions between 

the first two World Wars and the Second 

World War played an effective role in shap-

ing the Soviet-oriented political system. Es-

sentially, the hidden eschatology in the ideas 

of communism,  and in particular the inter-

pretation and interpretation of Lenin, and 

then the hard structure of the Party during the 

period of Stalin,  was such that negative free-

dom could not have any way in it. Therefore, 

what dominated on the fate of Russian man 

and Soviet society was many different from 

what Berlin's mean of political goodness.   

Since Berlin believes that there is a con-

flict between values, one can conclude that 

communist Russia, in order to establish a 

value  named as  justice, has limited another 

value named as freedom, and due to oppres-

sion and unrest in the Soviet Union,  no more 

ideas were  grown up, so today we see ex-

tremist movements in the former Soviet re-

publics after the collapse. 

In other words, with the opening of po-

litical space, the way to the birth and 

spread of ideas and extremist movements 

was paved.   
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