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4. Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic  
 
4.1. Freedom versus security? 

As a result, it is frequently thought that there is a need to ‘balance’ or ‘trade 
off’ freedom and security in public decision

The ‘freedom vs. security’ frame also emerges in the discussion about the 

present it in the form of a ‘tradeoff thesis’ (p. 21). They 

how the language of ‘liberty’ can frequently even be translated into that of 
‘security’. These and othe
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attention to the danger of calling anything a ‘security issue’ at all, alluding 
that this almost inevitably invites the state to restrict people’s freedoms.

–

security may indeed get in each other’s way –

Furthermore, there exists a broader field of ‘critical security studies’, which is mainly concerned with 
practices discourses

discourses for people’s liberties form a recurring theme in this branch of literature. 

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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4.2. The concepts of freedom and security 

Political philosophers have long debated the meaning of the word ‘freedom’, 

freedom as ‘the absence … of externall Impediments of motion’ (p. 145). A 
similarly ‘negative’ view of freedom is defended by Berlin 
suggests that someone’s freedom consists in the absence of one particular 
kind of impediment: other persons’ interference. In order to protect 

–
–

subject to other people’s arbitrary power or – to use Pettit’s preferred term 
–
idea that other persons’ interference or domination are the only things that 
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capability theorists draw attention to the fact that people’s material 

important element of what we tend to value as ‘freedom’: from not being 

When it comes to debating the meaning of the word ‘security’, 

risk
This risk can be one of ‘personal violation’ 
‘deliberate attacks’ 

said to have (or lack, or want) ‘security from’. 
good

fulfilment of ‘basic needs’ 
‘normal human physical functioning’ 

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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want) ‘security of’. Now, what would it mean to have security of a good? 

is in fact
believes has no fear that she won’t.

adherents of ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ conceptions of freedom, MacCallum 
agent

constraint action condition

individual risk good

the terminology of ‘security’ under the heading of ‘freedom’ (say, by 

and the emotional condition as described above also have to be ‘appropriate’: they have to be based on 

Chapter 4



636720-L-bw-Daemen636720-L-bw-Daemen636720-L-bw-Daemen636720-L-bw-Daemen
Processed on: 18-3-2024Processed on: 18-3-2024Processed on: 18-3-2024Processed on: 18-3-2024 PDF page: 83PDF page: 83PDF page: 83PDF page: 83

‘securities’ into ‘freedoms’ could work 

–

Neither do I require that the word ‘security’ is always accompanied by an 
explicit reference to a risk that someone is ‘secure from’ and a good that she 
is ‘secure of’. Although these referents are generally there in the background, 

pandemic, for instance, talk of ‘security’ normally regards the risk of 

–

, I generally speak of people’s security 

–
whom it applies are significant enough to warrant considering people’s 

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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4.3. How freedom can come at the cost of security 
–

–

kind came at the cost of people’s security of health, and would have to be 

called ‘pure negative’ theorists.
In the previous section, we already came across Hobbes’s canonical 

description of freedom as ‘the absence of … externall Impediments of 
motion’ 
as the absence of constraints. He thereby takes someone’s freedom only to 

restricted by ‘walls’ and ‘chayns’, but not by ‘sicknesse’ and ‘feare’ (p. 146). 
Later proponents of what has come to be known as the ‘pure negative’ view 

account in two ways. Firstly, they consider someone’s overall freedom as a 

somebody’s particular freedom to do a particular thing is not only restricted 
actually

would puts it: ‘If 

whether the attempt and the locking ever actually take place’ (p. 38). 

options
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theorists generally only take constraints to limit someone’s freedom if these 

constraint: ‘interference by other persons’ (p. 122). On the modified version 
en, an individual’s freedom is determined by her 

that this section started out with: at the beginning of the pandemic, people’s 

exactly? At the most basic level, what was happening was that people’s 
actions were coming at the cost of people’s goods

people’s health being damaged. Not every single time that this action was 
–

–
risk

security freedom

inclined to make use
–

homebound by ‘sicknesse’ or ‘feare’ –
people’s security of health to be compromised to such an extent that 

to restrict people’s freedom to come close to one 

‘externall mpediments of motion’.

people’s options for acting without being constrained by others, can come at 

need

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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exchange

–

4.4. How security can come at the cost of freedom 

Social Distance, Swedish Style: It’s Not Disruptive if It’s How You Live All Year Round
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–
–

is focused on what we tend to refer to as our ‘basic liberties’.
The section above already mentioned Berlin’s 

human flourishing, which indeed requires ‘the cultivation of individuality’ 

summum bonum

favour the idea of ‘basic liberties’: that individuals hold a core set of legal 

people’s exercising

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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the state’s respecting

need

extent particular freedoms pose risks to people’s goods is very much 

e coronavirus pandemic as well, people’s security of health can increase 

health dangers temporarily decrease because of the virus’s seasonal effect 
. Again, this challenges Posner & Vermeule’s 

need
do interfere with people’s basic liberties, their 

does

One of the Country’s Largest Megachurches Says It’s Canceling All In-person 
Services for the Rest of 2020 over Coronavirus Concerns
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generally only by reference to ‘security’, ‘public safety’, or a ‘national 
emergency’ that such far

extensive research into what has come to be known as ‘securitisation’ 

matter of security, and is consequently raised ‘out of normal politics and into 

measures’ 
wants issues to be securitised, the process is not without dangers: it may ‘for 

liberties, an increase in police powers, ‘othering’/alienation of suspect 

process’ (ibid.). From this it seems that securitisation, and the loss of 

people’s well –

4.5. How freedom can work to the benefit of security 

all governments claimed to be acting in their citizens’ own interests, and it is 

–

‘national security’, ‘public safety’, and the occurrence of a ‘public emergency’ as potential grounds for 

Liberty in the Time of Corona
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understanding of freedom: the republican idea of freedom as ‘non
domination’.

on an arbitrary 
basis –
she is not subject to ‘domination’ (p. 52). On the one hand, this view implies 
that people’s freedom can be compromised even if they are never actually 

‘Slaves whose choices happen never to fall out of conformity with the will of 
their masters may be able to act without the least interference’, and yet they 
‘remain wholly bereft of liberty’ (pp. 89

lies that people’s freedom can be left untouched even if 
they are indeed subject to another agent’s power to constrain them in their 

– to use Pettit’s (1997) words again – it is instead ‘forced to track the 
interests and ideas of [those] suffering the interference’ (p. 55), then this 
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–
–

people’s choices, thus constituting an interference. But as long as the 

arbitrary
must

concept of freedom as republicans understand it, namely, ‘security aga
interference on an arbitrary basis’ 

–

–
–

that citizens display ‘eternal vigilance’ in relation to ‘those who hold power 

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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within the state’ 

4.6. How security can work to the benefit of freedom 

more: an understanding of freedom that is focused on ‘capabilities’.

sections are ‘negative’, in the sense that they render someone free to the 
absent

. Interviewees report feeling ‘safe’ and ‘secure’, but 
also ‘free’. As one Portlander puts it: ‘I’m free, COVID 19 can’t catch me anymore’

ne complication here is that in many countries at some point vaccination did not just expand people’s 
legal

states. Austria even banned unvaccinated people from leaving their home ‘for non essential reasons’, as 
‘No Way around It’: Austrians Queue for Jabs as Unvaccinated Told to Stay 

Home

–

– –
–
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philosophers, however, adopt a ‘positive’ understanding of freedom instead, 
relating someone’s freedom to what is present

latter as ‘capabilities’ or ‘well being freedom’ 
. Capabilities can be described as an individual’s actual opportunities to 

, are the ability ‘to have good 
health’, the ability ‘to move freely from place to place’, and the ability ‘to 
engage in various forms of social interaction’ (p. 41). Importantly, what 
matters for someone’s overall well single

–
– combinations

– and

– –

–
–

and
and

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic
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did not know and
unsure

call ‘paralysis of the will’, ‘where much 
of the world begins to appear beyond one’s control, even when in fact this is 
not the case’ (p. 69). This may in turn strengthen their capacity for exercising 

–

4.7. Taking all four connections into account 

of security, and security can work to the benefit of freedom. ‘The’ 
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’s core theoretical lessons into a number of practical 

Firstly, remember that we found that people’s freedom to move 

governments should also think of measures to 

Freedom, Security, and the COVID-19 Pandemic



636720-L-bw-Daemen636720-L-bw-Daemen636720-L-bw-Daemen636720-L-bw-Daemen
Processed on: 18-3-2024Processed on: 18-3-2024Processed on: 18-3-2024Processed on: 18-3-2024 PDF page: 96PDF page: 96PDF page: 96PDF page: 96

prevent circumstances in which the freedom of movement comes at the 
expense of health security to begin with

–

governments should try to preserve health security first and foremost in ways 
that do not infringe on basic liberties

intervenes in people’s lives in far –
–

measures that 
governments adopt in the name of health security should be the product of 
democratic politics
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governments should try to enable people to stay 
healthy and at the same time achieve other valuable beings and doings
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