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Introduction


It feels as if the world is becoming more political. Or maybe it’s just that, through social media and the internet, we are all now more exposed to political issues. If we want to, we can now find news updates 24 hours a day, on almost any topic and from anywhere on the planet. So, whether it’s the growing threat to Southeast Asia’s coral reefs, the heart-rending plight of Syrian refugees, the extravagant excesses of Wall Street traders, or some more local issue, it’s now much easier to stay informed, get involved, share and comment, promote or condemn. This also makes it much harder to escape from it all, as – perhaps more so than ever – we are exposed to the political opinions of friends and casual acquaintances, work colleagues and even complete strangers.


Of course, it’s not just in reading or discussion, online or in the media, that we are faced with political issues, but also, as we go about our daily lives, in the form of common practical dilemmas. Should you buy fair-trade coffee? Do you have a moral duty to give to charity? Is there any good reason to get married, and is it a good idea to have children? Is it OK to want a better job or a bigger house? Even whether you should wear a bicycle helmet, or look after a friend’s pet. These might not seem like political questions at first, but, when you look deep enough and in the right way, you will find that political philosophers have had lots to say about such questions. So, Plato might not have explicitly addressed the question of Facebook-addiction, but he had lots to say on the role of government in helping us to be rational and free from destructive passions. John Stuart Mill never saw a tweet in his life, but would have argued that your right to say what you want on social media should be limited as little as possible. Therefore, when we ask “what would Marx do?”, and consider how the great political minds would have dealt with everyday situations in the 21st century, it is not some frivolous exercise, but a serious attempt to understand how the insights of some of history’s great political thinkers might be applied to our everyday lives – which, after all, is what politics is about, isn’t it? How we live our lives?


Underlying most common dilemmas that we face are various unquestioned assumptions: ethical attitudes about the nature of good and duty; beliefs about the freedom and power of the individual in relation to the state; views concerning justice and fairness; or regarding the distribution of wealth and poverty; and so on. In analysing these mundane problems, we can therefore unearth and explore these issues, and find out what a wide spectrum of political philosophers have had to say about them. As you might expect, they didn’t always agree, and so in considering their different views you will not always end up with a simple piece of advice that you can follow and apply – that’s not really the point of philosophy. Rather, what you’ll get is a deeper understanding of why the issue in question has been so contentious, and why many of them continue to be the subject of vigorous disagreement. By the end of it, you’ll know what Marx would have done, and Plato, and Mill, and Aristotle and Hegel, and many others besides. Some you’ll agree with, and others you won’t, and you’ll probably be left with many more questions than you had before – but that’s just the nature of philosophy. However, with that understanding, you’ll also be in a better position to make up your own mind, and to answer the most important question: “What would I do?”
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My car has just been stolen! But can I hold the thieves responsible?


My friend says that I’m getting too fat. But, surely, it’s none of her business?


Should I watch what I say on Twitter?
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Do I really have to wear a bicycle helmet?


If I believe that eating meat is wrong, shouldn’t everyone else?


Is it wrong to want a bigger house?


I’ve just lost my job to a robot! What can I do?












My car has just been stolen! But can I hold the thieves responsible?


Democritus • Sartre • Hobbes


At first, you think you’ve just forgotten where you parked. Then, gradually, with a mixture of horror and disbelief, it dawns on you: your car has been stolen. Maybe it’s your own fault. You shouldn’t have parked the car down that shady side-street. And this isn’t exactly the best neighbourhood. And the car itself – I mean, a Bugatti Veyron EB 16.4 is almost asking to be stolen.


Later, the police contact you. Your car has been found burned-out, and the culprits have been caught – some local teenage delinquents on a joyride. “Don’t worry,” says the police officer, “they’ll get what they deserve.” But should they?


At the root of all questions of political freedom – or “liberty”, as it’s often termed – is the deeper question of to what extent we have free will. Most political philosophers assume that we have it, to some degree. After all, how can you vote if you don’t really have a say in what you decide? How can you be held accountable for your actions if you are not ultimately in control of them? To ask whether we have liberty, we must first assume that we have free will. But do we?


Determinists and indeterminists


Ever since the Greek philosopher Democritus (c.460-c.370 BCE) first proposed that everything that exists consists of atoms, the idea that everything that happens might be down to nature – not God or “fate” – began to take root. As science developed, identifying the laws that govern matter, a materialist conception of human beings became possible, one where soul or spirit played no part. However, if we are merely atoms, and the behaviour of those atoms necessarily obeys physical laws, does that mean that our actions, too, are determined by those laws? But doesn’t that mean that we’re not free? That life is just a meaningless piece of theatre? And what does that mean for political freedom?


The belief that we have no real freedom of the will is known as hard determinism, but there are also various soft varieties. For instance, we may argue that our early experiences in life shape who we are, as do economic factors (how well-off our family was), the attitudes and expectations of our parents and friends, as well as our educational experiences. Such environmental factors may therefore partly determine our actions in life. This doesn’t mean that we have no ultimate freedom to choose, but merely that not everything about what we are and do may be freely chosen, and that behaving morally and rationally may be harder for some than for others. One defence of your teenage joyriders may therefore be that they’ve grown up on the “wrong side of the tracks”; that, given a better start in life, they would not have become delinquent at all. Before we talk about liberty and accountability, shouldn’t we therefore also consider social and environmental factors? Even, perhaps, the possibility of the influence of “bad genes”? Of course, genetic determinism can also be “hard” or “soft”: perhaps everything we do is hard-wired or maybe, like other factors, genes provide only a tendency, an influence that can be overcome.
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If determinism broadly argues that we have no real freedom (or, at least, less than we think), then the opposite view – indeterminism – argues that our choices are freely made. (Such a view is also sometimes called libertarianism, which confusingly is also the name of a political philosophy.) As already noted, this standpoint is important for many political doctrines, which generally assume us to be responsible for our actions. As there are hard determinists, so there are hard indeterminists. For instance, French existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–80) argued that “Existence precedes essence”, by which he meant that what we are (our “essence”) is not determined by human nature, or genetics, or any outside factors, but must be something that we choose after we are brought into existence. As such, it is our choices that define us, nothing else: “In life, a man commits himself, draws his own portrait, and there is nothing but that portrait.” Returning to your car thieves, Sartre would argue that they were responsible for their choices, no matter what other mitigating circumstances there were – they cannot blame their background. Sartre’s notion of freedom is therefore radical; even in prison or at gunpoint, you are still “free”, because you may still choose how you respond to those situations. Freedom does not therefore mean complete control – getting whatever you want – but rather freedom to think and act how we want. Even if there seem to be limits upon our actions, we still have freedom of choice (even if we don’t like the consequences).
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Sartre himself was very politically active, so we should not assume that he did not care about political freedom. In terms of political liberty, however, radical freedom would seem as problematic as hard determinism. Aside from the question of whether I do actually possess free will, if we are free no matter what our circumstances, then how does that help us decide (for instance) how much power the state should have over us, or what I am legitimately allowed to do in society?


The middle ground – compatibilism


Arguably, a more politically useful definition of freedom can be arrived at if we adopt a middle ground. Such a view is known as compatibilism, as it argues that a person may be said to possess a degree of freedom (he or she may make choices and be accountable for them), while also leaving open the possibility that there are mitigating factors beyond his or her control (environmental, social or even genetic factors). A compatibilist will therefore argue that, while, in a sense, all things are determined by cause and effect, we may be said to be free in as much as our actions are based on our own motivations.




Basic philosophical question:


What is the nature of political freedom? How does it relate to the deeper question of freedom of the will?





A well-known compatibilist is the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679). In his book of political philosophy Leviathan (1651), he characterized freedom as “absence of opposition”. In other words, if you want to do something, you can do it, and no one is stopping you, and it can be said that you are “free” to do it. Political freedom is therefore simply freedom from external coercion, where the individual may follow his or her reasonable desires within legal limits. Of course, the law itself is a form of external restraint: laws stop you doing things, and, if you break them, the state would be entitled to coerce you to obey – by physical force or, by taking away some of your freedoms, through physical imprisonment. The extent to which you are free is therefore also determined by the extent of the law and the power of the state. So, Hobbes thought, as long as you obeyed the law, then there was a sphere of life that was just yours, within which you could be free.




“[T]he liberty of the man…consisteth in this, that he finds no stop in doing what he has the will, desire, or inclination to do.”


Thomas Hobbes





It seems fair to say that the state should regulate at least some of our social behaviour – after all, our actions may affect others, curtailing their own freedom. The car thieves’ desperate desire to drive my Bugatti Veyron EB 16.4 conflicts with my desire to retain ownership of that car; therefore, the state should protect my right of ownership against their illegitimate desire to steal it. In terms of their accountability, no one was forcing them to steal it (as far as we know), and, since we may argue that they were therefore free not to steal, we must hold them accountable for their actions.


And the debate goes on…


But what about soft determinism? What about all those genetic influences, the social deprivation, the turbulent home lives, all of which may have contributed to the thieves’ criminal behaviour? Shouldn’t they be judged more leniently? Doesn’t the state have a duty to work to alter those determining factors?


The free will versus determinism debate is a very old and complex one, and still rumbles on, and we may say that there’s still no complete agreement on the matter. Also, as you can see, while it’s a separate issue, it does have relevance to the question of political liberty. For even if we admit that we all possess free will, there is still the question of whether all of us possess it equally, and what part external factors play.




Making a decision:


While we may like to think of questions of law and criminality in black-and-white terms, a closer look reveals that it may not be so simple. Your car thieves, while they may possess “free will” in Hobbes’s sense, are also the products of social, biological and environmental forces. So, while we might like to agree with Sartre that we all equally possess “radical freedom”, a more justifiable and compassionate perspective will allow for the possibility that there may be other factors that shape and influence the thieves’ decisions. And, if we were to swap our backgrounds for theirs, do we know for certain that we would behave any differently?









My friend says that I’m getting too fat. But, surely, it’s none of her business?


Hobbes • Machiavelli • Plato • Mill


Some friendships are robust, encouraging mutual honesty and openness, and seem able to withstand anything; others are more fragile, awaiting only a single thoughtless remark to bring them crashing down. So, from that point of view, it all depends on which type your particular friendship takes, and where you both agree “the line” is. However, the question of how your actions affect others, and at what point others may have a right to intervene, is a central one in political philosophy. The main issue here is the potential conflict between individual freedom and the rights of others not to be affected by your actions.


Order, order


In answering this question, many philosophers have favoured order over freedom. Thomas Hobbes took such a dim view of human nature that he thought that this justified an all-powerful state, with sweeping, pervasive powers. For Hobbes, maintaining social order was of such importance that the state might be justified in almost any degree of intervention. Similarly, the Italian political philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) advocated all manner of oppression and underhand dealing in order to maintain authority. In The Prince (1532), a sort of textbook for would-be rulers, although he admitted that “the best possible fortress is – not to be hated by the people”, a ruler cannot always count on being popular. Faced with a choice, he therefore argued, “it is much safer to be feared than loved”. Even the ideal republic imagined by the Greek philosopher Plato (c.429–347 BCE) was not one of individual freedom, but rather a carefully structured hierarchy, where only the most “rational” were fit to rule and everyone else was allotted a place according to birth and educational merit.


Classical liberalism – the individual as sovereign


It is only really in the 19th century, with the development of what is known as classical liberalism, that political philosophy begins to emphasize the rights of the individual. One of the key developments of classical liberalism was its emphasis on civil liberties, or those personal freedoms of the individual that the power of the state cannot curtail. One of the most famous expressions of this view can be found in On Liberty (1859), a work by the English utilitarian philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–73). Mill was especially concerned with what he termed the “tyranny of the majority” – that is, the power of the majority within a democratic state to suppress the views and interests of those who are in a minority. As an illustration of Mill’s point, we can see how, if most people within a democratic state were Catholic, its laws and customs would reflect that – laws on marriage and divorce, on contraception and scientific research, for example. Since most elected officials and politicians within such a state would be drawn from the majority view, and public opinion and pressure groups would try to influence the government to adopt certain laws that are in the majority’s favour, then it’s difficult to see how the minority, and the rights of the individual in general, might be protected. Mill proposed that the only way to ensure personal freedom was to limit the power of the state, so that all individuals, no matter what their beliefs, are allowed freedom to act, speak and think exactly as they please, provided there is no harm to others.


This view, which has since become known as Mill’s principle of harm, is a radical defence of personal freedom. For Mill, the only reason that the state can force an individual to do (or not do) something is to protect other members of society. And so, “The only part of the conduct of anyone, for which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign.”




Basic philosophical question:


At what point is it legitimate for the state to interfere with personal liberty?





So, just to be clear, here: the “harm” in question is only in relation to others; if the action is “self-regarding” (as Mill termed it), no matter how harmful that person’s actions, the state may still not intervene. Want to stay at home all day and eat cream cakes until you die of coronary disease? Fine! Spend every night passed out in an alcoholic stupor? Go ahead! Your friend may, of course, express her disapproval – she would rather not see you eat or drink yourself to death, so she might try to persuade you to stop your excessive behaviour or seek professional help. But the only basis on which the state can legitimately intervene is if the actions in question cause harm to another person. A man who is an alcoholic may find it difficult to hold down a job as a bus driver, may become short-tempered or forgetful, and so on, but it is only at the point at which the person’s alcoholism causes him to neglect his duties – by causing a traffic accident, by being drunk at work – that his condition becomes a public concern.




“The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others.”


John Stuart Mill
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The limits of personal freedom


But what if, instead of “slow death by cream cakes”, you planned to commit suicide? Mill never explicitly discusses this question, but he does raise a related point. If you signed some horrible contract that essentially made you your employer’s slave, then the state could intervene to free you from it, despite your having freely agreed to its terms. As Mill says, “The principle of freedom cannot require that [an individual] should be free not to be free.” Our reason for not interfering in another’s self-harming acts is to protect that person’s liberty; but, in relation to suicide, if you’re dead, there’s no liberty to protect! To protect someone’s liberty, then, the state may prevent you killing yourself, for – though it may sound odd – it would be ensuring your liberty!




“The best friend is he that, when he wishes a person’s good, wishes it for that person’s own sake.”


Aristotle







“Whatever crushes individuality is despotism, by whatever name it may be called, and whether it professes to be enforcing the will of God or the injunctions of men.”


John Stuart Mill





But, even if we accept this application of Mill’s principle, what’s the difference between habitual self-harm (killing oneself slowly) and suicide (killing oneself quickly)? And on what grounds could your friend interfere in the latter but not the former? This is a question that is still debated, especially in terms of “assisted suicide”, but the bottom line – and one reason why Mill might have resisted advocating intervention in suicide – is that such interference would be a slippery slope: intention to commit suicide is a definite act, but since how we define “harm” is to an extent subjective, your friend might start with saving you from your intended death, then “death by cream cakes”, and finally end up forbidding cream cakes altogether – and what a world that would be!




Making a decision:


The question of whether your friend is “allowed” to make personal comments is really down to the sort of friendship you have. However, it opens up the broader question of whether individuals are free to live their lives as they wish, and when the state may intervene. Hobbes, Machiavelli and Plato all favoured preservation of order over individual freedom, while Mill argued that, to protect liberty, we must confine the power of the state almost solely to those actions that affect others. Your weight and cream cake consumption are issues for the state only insofar as they affect your public duties. Your friend can say what she likes – if she is still your friend…









Should I watch what I say on Twitter?


Mill • Feinberg • Greenwald


You’re trending again. You didn’t mean to, but your humorous meme poking fun at a religious cult has gone viral, and now the secretive cult’s high-powered lawyers are threatening you with all sorts of legal nastiness. But it’s a free country, right? Can’t you say what you want?


Freedom of speech has long been enshrined as a fundamental principle of democratic society. The First Amendment to the US Constitution guarantees it, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) broadens this out into “freedom of expression”, thus covering both spoken and written communication, whatever the medium. However, as with action, free expression is generally thought to require limits so as to protect the public.


John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty (1859) allots a great deal of space to defending the value of free speech. In a democratic society, those in power, representing the majority, are often tempted to suppress what they consider extreme, immoral or harmful views, or simply views they disagree with (on whatever basis). However, apart from making society less free, suppressing such dissent is harmful in a number of other ways, of which Mill considers three to be most important:


(1) the dissenting (minority) view may be true, and suppressing it denies the majority the opportunity to have its own false views corrected.


(2) even if the minority view is false, the (correct) majority view is strengthened by having to defend itself, and we learn more about why that view is correct.


(3) it may be that both minority and majority views have some truth in them – they are both “partial” truths – and that free discussion will bring out the complete picture from which both sides, and society as a whole, will benefit.


These seem like sensible, even convincing, arguments. But what then of the limits?


Harm and offence


In comparison, Mill dedicates comparatively little space to arguments for limiting freedom of speech. This is partly because he felt that, in contemporary society, freedom of speech was endangered, but also because there seemed less justification for limiting freedom of speech than for protecting it. The only basis, he argued, was to protect someone against harm, which should either represent grave danger (inciting a mob to sack someone’s house), or to protect someone from slander or libel (spoken or written falsehoods that damage a person’s reputation). Beyond that, no matter how repugnant the views expressed, or the personal offence caused, any restriction upon free expression would ensure that the damage to liberty itself would be much greater.
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The problem with Mill’s view, arguably, is that it underestimates the subtle harm that falsehoods can have. For example, racist or sexist views may not fall under incitement to violence, libel or slander, but may yet help spread general attitudes of intolerance and bigotry, which may eventually cause actual harm. As Mill would argue, such incorrect views should simply make the majority (non-sexist, non-racist) views stronger, through having to rationally justify themselves against these falsehoods. But doesn’t this overestimate the general ability of people to critically analyse views in this way? In other words, it represents too optimistic a view of human nature and contemporary society, and places too much emphasis on literacy and rationality.




“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”


Universal Declaration of Human Rights





The American philosopher Joel Feinberg (1926–2004) proposed that limits on freedom of expression should indeed go further than mere “harm”, and made a case for what has been termed the offence principle. In a thought experiment, Feinberg envisaged “a ride on the bus” during which you witness various things that cause you annoyance, disgust, outrage, embarrassment, shame, anger and other negative emotions, but none of which cause actual “harm” to you as defined by Mill. Feinberg’s point was that at least some of these offensive actions should be criminalized because people should also be protected from offence or upset (that is, “harm” in a broader sense). Most liberal societies do, in fact, protect the public in this way. In most places, you can’t walk naked through the town centre or have sex in your local grocery store.


However, unlike Mill’s “harm”, Feinberg’s “offence” is much more difficult to define. As with the “tendency to deprave and corrupt” the mind of susceptible persons – the so-called Hicklin test, for long a foundation of obscenity legislation – the tendency of something to cause offence is an ultimately subjective and varying standard. Obscenity legislation has accordingly shifted over the past century and a half to reflect modern changes in public attitudes, and many works that were once banned on grounds of “inappropriate” or “immoral” content” – James Joyce’s Ulysses, D H Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover – are now accepted into the canon of classic literature. Censorship, especially in the age of open borders and the internet, some would argue, is therefore as outdated as the Vatican’s Index Librorum Prohibitorum, which sought to seize and ban publications that might corrupt the faith and morals of the flock, and which the Church abolished in 1966. Feinberg does attempt to identify principles that would help to decide whether offence would be sufficient for criminalization – the extent of the speech, its duration, how easy it would be for others to avoid it, and so on – but it still seems to represent too broad and unwieldy a standard for easy application.




Basic philosophical question:


Should there be legal limits to freedom of expression? If so, on what grounds?





The free speech dilemma


Others will argue that the fact that the internet makes it easier to share our views argues for more vigilance, not less. A case in point would be hate speech – that is, an attack upon a person or group that possesses certain defined characteristics (gender, race, religion, sexual orientation and so on). The USA perhaps goes farthest in allowing hate speech, so long as there is no imminent threat of physical harm, but many countries now more severely limit what can be expressed in this regard, imposing fines or imprisonment upon those convicted of such crimes. Your comments about the religious sect might come under such legislation, or even blasphemy laws, if the sect in question has been granted religious status, and recent years have seen a rise in prosecutions on these grounds too, even in traditionally liberal societies.




“Empowering the State to proscribe and punish speech … never achieves its intended effect of suppressing or eliminating a particular view. If anything, it has the opposite effect, by driving it underground, thus preventing debate and exposure.”


Glenn Greenwald





Writing on Salon.com, an American writer on censorship and surveillance, Glenn Greenwald (b. 1967), argues that not only is such legislation worryingly authoritarian, it will also never actually succeed in its aim. Instead, censorship will just drive particular views underground, where they will continue to exist, without debate or discussion. Greenwald’s solution, therefore, is similar to Mill’s: to combat extreme views, we must not only allow them, but engage with them, reveal where their errors lie. But in doing so, isn’t he also open to the same objections? Won’t more people be influenced or offended by hate speech than are disposed or able to rationally engage with it?




Making a decision:


Despite the emphasis on free expression in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other legislation, there seems to be a general growth in protection against blasphemy and hate speech. For the reasons given, we might agree with Mill and Greenwald that this is generally a bad thing, while acknowledging (with Feinberg) that certain types of view aren’t trying to make a rational point, but are merely intended to offend. Regarding your “meme”, the question is: are you making a serious point, or simply poking fun? Even satire may be legitimate (e.g. under the US First Amendment), but other countries may not see it that way. It all depends where you live.









Is it OK to be addicted to Facebook?


Berlin • Plato • Kant


What’s the first thing you do when you wake up? Check your phone for texts and social media notifications? What about last thing at night? Or when you sometimes wake up in the early hours? What about when watching TV? With friends? Or even – though you really shouldn’t – when driving? If you can say yes to one or more of these, do you think that maybe you have a problem? But you’ve freely chosen to do these things – I mean, no one’s forcing you, are they? And you could stop, if you wanted. Isn’t that all there is to freedom?


Some philosophers agree, defining freedom in terms of absence of external obstacles. Thomas Hobbes wanted authority to protect us from the inherent lawlessness of fellow citizens. John Stuart Mill was more concerned with the majority’s potential for tyranny over the minority. But others have disagreed.
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		A new political party promises “progressive change”. Can I believe that it can offer anything new?



		Should I have children?



		Should I give to charity?



		Why does Hollywood think the future is so grim?
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