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Western Heritage in a Global Context 
Section Day on Freedom 

 

 

Ancient and Modern Contexts  

Professor Brunello’s excellent lecture on the nature of freedom in the modern world 

provides a theoretical framework to guide our discussions of The Communist 

Manifesto, The Declaration of Independence, The Declaration of Sentiments, Beloved, 

The Four Freedoms, and Freedom from Fear over the next few weeks.  My approach 

on the section day following Professor Brunello’s lecture has commonly been to 

address his question concerning the relation between freedom, justice and human 

happiness in light of ancient and modern political theory.  

 

In the first semester of WHGC we read Plato’s Republic, which can arguably be seen 

as a model of ancient political theory.  Plato defines good political association in 

terms of our ends- the human ideal.  He holds the view that the role of any good 

political structure is to provide the environmental conditions necessary for human 

flourishing (eudaimonia).  Thus, the goal of any good political state is the well-being 

or happiness of its citizens.  To flourish amounts to performing an assigned role with 

excellence.  One’s role is ultimately determined by her ability to actualize her 

potentials.  Consequently, the theoretical basis of the ideal state is the ideal human, 

i.e. the one who actualizes her potentials, or what we might call the end of human 

beings.       

 

What results from this is Plato's tripartite class structure and the rule of wisdom.  

The guardians are chosen for their intellectual prowess and their ability to master 

themselves.  Mastery of oneself involves acting according to reason, not passion or 

appetite.  The just or well-ordered soul is ruled by reason, as is the just state.  Notice 

that with this schema wisdom takes precedence over consent.  While the just human 

would not ask for the consent of his appetites before ruling them by reason and 

courage, the just political state does not ask for the consent of the artisans before 

ruling them by the guardians.  The better, by natural right, rule the worse.1  
 

Modern political theory turns this schema on its head.  Modern political theorists, 

such as Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, reject the teleology of the ancients and define 

human nature in light of what they consider the beginnings of human beings, the 

state of nature.  For Hobbes and Locke, humans exist in a state of nature prior to the 

community.  Standing outside of civilization, they are governed by no rules and 

recognize no authority.  Consequently, they live in a state of war, “of every man 

against every man” (Leviathan, 76, XIII, 8).  They are threatened by one another 

because as self-interested and rational animals they are aware of one key feature of 

the state of nature, namely, the scarcity of resources.  This scarcity results in 

competition and fighting over resources in order to survive.   

 

                                                        
1
 See Leo Strauss’ Natural Right and History (Chicago, 1974) 
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In order to escape this intolerable state of affairs, humans devise institutions that 

enforce rules of conduct that are conducive to peace.  This is the genesis of the social 

contract (and we saw glimpses of it in Glaucon’s challenge to Socrates). Thus, 

modern political theorists argue that humans have the right to protect themselves 

and live freely.  They contract with one another in order to bar the alienation of 

these rights by another.  The result is ideal political institutions function as 

protectors of freedom, not happiness.  Happiness is a subjective consideration and 

the right to define and actualize it is everyone’s.  Thus, the authority of the wise is 

transposed by the consent of the commoner.   

 

Freedom from Capitalism 

Karl Marx’s conception of freedom is grounded in his conception of human beings as 

social animals, hearkening back to ancient political theory.  He uses the term 

Gattungswesen to refer to human nature as his predecessors Hegel, and Feuerbach 

did.  Feuerbach played on the etymological connection between Gattung (genus or 

kind) and Gatte and Gattin (poetic words for husband and wife) in order to show 

how it is that we are essentially connected to others rendering the notion of 

individual identity a myth.2  Because there are essential ties between identity and 

community, Marx’s conception of freedom involves the ability to shape social 

conditions.     

 

Marx conceives of freedom in two senses: the ‘negative’ sense of freedom which 

involves the absence of constraint (or as Professor Brunello describes it “freedom 

from”) and the ‘positive’ sense (“freedom to”) which is concerned with self-

actualization.  Marx argues that we need freedom from the constraints of capitalism 

in order to avoid alienation from self, community and nature.  I’ll leave it to you and 

your section to discuss the myriad of ways Marx critiques capitalism in the 

Communist Manifesto, but in his other works such as The Philosophy of Man and the 

Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy, Marx examines a foundational 

presupposition of capitalist institutions that work and leisure are antonyms and that 

the former is a means to the latter.  That is, leisure is assumed to be a form of free 

time that is essentially wasted through play and entertainment and we work in 

order to have this time off and the resources to enjoy it more.  Marx argues that this 

is a false dichotomy because he envisions a social state wherein citizens will 

perform a small amount of necessary work leaving them much more time for loftier 

pursuits.  He argues that we should reconceive of leisure (as Aristotle does in his 

Politics) as time to actualize our potentials as contributing members of the 

community.  Therefore Marx’s conception of freedom has intimate ties to his 

conception of human nature and human flourishing.     

 

 

 

                                                        
2
 See Allen Wood’s excellent commentary on Marx in The Arguments of the Philosophers: Karl Marx 

(Routledge, 1981) 
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Freedom from Imperialism and Patriarchy 

Looking forward to our discussion of the Declaration of Independence, I emphasize 

Jefferson’s debt to modern political theorists such as Locke and Rousseau and ask 

students to seriously consider our supposed natural right to ‘Life, Liberty and the 

pursuit of Happiness.’  I ask them to examine the meaning of this proclamation in 

the context of the disparate notions of constitution that our forefathers held.  While 

all of the framers sought to limit government, they differed concerning degree.  

Some were strict libertarians in the way that J.S. Mill defines it: the only time 

government is justified in limiting the freedom of its citizens is to prevent harm to 

others.  Thus there is no room for paternalism or moralism in legislation.  Others, 

such as Franklin and Jefferson, saw an intimate tie between private and civic virtue 

and as a result a necessary connection between freedom, responsibility and 

happiness.      

 

 A major criticism of the liberal tradition is its focus on theory and ideals as opposed 

to practice and actual conditions.  The Declaration of Sentiments is a reminder that 

freedom in action is often distinct from freedom in theory.  By rewriting the 

Declaration of Independence to include the rights of women 72 years after it was 

drafted, Stanton poignantly reminds us that we did not truly escape tyranny because 

we still subjugate more than half our population.  

 

Freedom from Bondage 

In Beloved, Morrison considers whether African Americans are truly free after being 

released from centuries of bondage.  Morrison appears to suggest that erasing a 

culture’s history is one of the worst legacies of slavery.  Individuals such as Paul D 

seek to forget their horrifying past, while the culture loses its identity in amnesia.  

This may be why Baby Suggs’ sermons play such a pivotal role in the text.  She 

reminds her community of who they are and warns that the past, no matter how 

painful, is part of their identity that cannot be escaped.  Thus Sethe is visited by her 

dead child.  

 

Beloved is a reminder that political freedom is not sufficient to human flourishing.  

Social, psychological and economic conditions must be accounted if we are 

concerned with the flourishing of all citizens.  We need to examine the actual 

conditions that make the determination and actualization of our fulfillment possible. 

Like Marxist and Feminist analysts, Morrison is concerned with the material 

conditions that make freedom and happiness viable for her community.      

 

 

 

 


