The principle ojjreedom cannot
require that he should be jree not to
be jree. It is not jreedom, to be allowed
to alienate his jreedom.
John Stuart Mi ll .  סn Liberty

There is something about Mill' s sentence
that conveys the promise, the excitement,
and even the exhilaration of the
Enlightenment. Freedom is an imperative,
a certainty about the nature of human
beings and how they must inevitably
develop if they are wise enough to
understand themselves. Like others of his
contemporaries, Mill was concerned with
institutionallimits and constraints, and the
belief in reason and the right application
ofknowledge in order to create the optimal
context for the developing person.
Freedom is first and foremost freedom
from impositions- tradition, superstition,
religion, caste, status, even gender - that
distort, enslave, and limit possibility. If we
are intelligent enough to see clearly what
we really are, we can only act to constantly
improve the human condition.
But then there is that troubling phrase " .... to
be allowed." Here is a hint that there is
something in us that may turn away from
freedom, an inner attitude that can
undermine the whole project. It has the
smell of pathology, a nervous sense of an
inner world of fears, emotions, and desires
that may enslave and limit no less, and
perhaps even more, than any institutional
or political context. Perhaps this is reading
too much into Mill, but it foreshadows one
of the most powerful variations of the
Enlightenment ideal that would take shape
in psychology' s treatment of the individual.
No less than their Enlightenment forebears,
those psychologists we group together as
"personality theorists" and "schools of

psychotherapy" - all in their own way- have
incorporated a vision of man as potentially
productive, creative - and free. And like
their predecessors, they are convinced that
this vision can be realized through the
liberating effect of understanding, the
retraining of thoughts, emotions, and
behavior, and the awareness of choice.
But there the resemblance ends.
Their language and techniques have
become the common currency of how we
explain and manage ourselves, their
promise of change a new inalienable right.
Noone, they say, can be free as long as
they remain blind to stifling residues of a
personal past, or as long as they deny the
full expression of what they are meant to
be. These are promises of untold possibility
and plenitude that lend a strange new
meaning to the word, "freedom."
The profound emancipatory project begun
in the Enlightenment continues,
but increasingly focused on a personal
space of fears, prejudices, wishes, and
behaviors that constrict and prevent what
has been romantically termed: "(to be)
the self one truly is."
The results of this shift in focus can be
neatly grouped under the heading once
suggested by Russell Jacoby: "Social
Amnesia." It can be traced back to Freud
with his skepticism of al1 political
arrangements, his view of all social
relations as coercive and distorting, and
his insistence that "Individual health, not
the perfection of society, is the
psychological measure." And perhaps most
devastating of all are the conceptual tools
he left us for reducing the public to the
private: the suspicion that all enthusiasms,
all ideologies can be attributed to personal
motive and desire. It is a convenient way
for not taking anything political very
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seriously, fitting neatly with contemporary
trends that glorify private preferences over
common or group interests.

of the current shelfloads of self-help
manuals on everything from assertion and
love to marital bliss and business success).

Freud's successors, particularly those
known as the "Neo-Freudians," tried to
put a different face on the matter. Echoing
the Utopian writers of the 17th and 18th
centuries, and with elements of Marx added
for good measure, they sought to identify
the healthy individual with the good citizen
and the good society, thus establishing a
psychological warrant for a liberaldemocratic system. These thinkers were
as ruthless in their critique of modem
society as Freud ever was, even updating
his observations to take into account
twentieth century changes. However, where
Freud's basic premise was the inevitability
of conflict between the individual and
society, the neo-and post-Freudians found
ways to soften the message. They offered
an ideal of perfection: only make changes
in the trappings of power and restriction
and a flowering of the individual will be
released that will result in a peaceful world
of harmony, productivity, and brotherly
love.

Freedom as the application of a technical
fix to oneself is a strange variant on the
struggle of Mill and his contemporaries to
link the personal and the social/political.
In place of a difficult exploration of the
possible aims of human action, Fromm
and others who came after him have
substituted a simplified vocabulary of
motives: "spontaneity," "autonomy",
" authenticity," "openness," "selfactualization." The world is left more or
less as it is, while its inhabitants are
encouraged to explore and develop
themselves. The more that issues of control
and power are removed from view, the
more extravagant are the promises, the
more na:נ:ve the anomalies: Maslow and
Frankl search for representative
psychological "heroes" and find them in
politicians, university presidents, and even
astronauts; the National Training
Laboratories set out to democratize
business and politics and end up fascinated
by techniques for self-exploration; Rogers
bemoans racial and ethnic tensions and
industrial conflict, prescribing as a solution
the willingness to expose ourselves to one
another openly and honestly; self-and
narrative theorists offer a solipsistic vision
of an imperial self playing with endless
versions of its own coherence. Even
Bandura, the neo-behaviorist at the end of
a determinist tradition, must tell us that :
" A person is considered free insofar as he
can partly influence future events by
managing his own behavior.... within the
limits of his behavioral capabilities and
environmental options, (a person can) plan
and systematically carry out radically
different courses of action on alternate
days ".

Erich Fromm is a good example. Still in
the Enlightenment tradition, he began by
seeing all forms of irrational authority as
the source of illness and evil. But here the
critique ends. Having "discovered" in the
human blueprint the potential for creativity,
productiveness, and individuality, Fromm
began sermonizing on a "Religion ofLife."
Freedom turns inward, a private enclave
in which we are encouraged-even obligedto "become," to "love," to "be." The social,
economic, and political contexts fade into
insignificance as Fromm enthusiastically
offered a set of personal exercises and
instructions for developing these potentials
(thus establishing himself as a true ancestor

"Within the limits," etc. - exactly so.
In precise and unsentimental academic
language, Bandura sums up the thrust of
this approach. We are obliged to be free
to express ourselves, to "choose among a
predetermined and limited set of
altematives", and perhaps even play around
with our identities on different days of the
week. Personal choice, expressiveness,
and, lately, even spirituality are the
elements of a new definition of the "free"
individual, one no longer anchored in the
language of social responsibility and
authoritative action. Instead, a market
imagery predominates, a Hypercol of
possibilities for the self that can be put on
or taken off as in an endless fashion parade.
Visions and imaginings of more perfect
futures are no competition for celebrations
of the present.
To be free to feel and emote, to idealize a
personal space devoted to novelty and
impulse- these are a peculiar take on Mill's
epigram and the responsibilities for
struggling with social reality it was meant
to entail. Perhaps, as Rose suggests, this
version of freedom is an evolving solution
to the problem of fitting the means of
personal fulfillment to political and market
forces that, in their complexity and
vagueness, slip further and further from
our grasp. We are enjoined to celebrate
diversity, to live an experimentallife, to
reach for no more than a sense of wellbeing with whatever materials are available,
and, of course, to be left alone to pursue
these ends. In place of Mill's principled
combination of passionate discontent and
engagement, we can say, in the words of
an old Gershwin song, "Who could ask for
anything more?"
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