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liberty can consist only in having the power to do what one should want to do and in no way being constrained to do

what one should not want to do*--Liberty is the right to do everything the laws permit.”
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Yan Fu’s Liberalism: Social and Political Liberty
ZHANG Shiyu

Abstract: This article analyses Yan Fu’s understandings of social and political liberty, arguing that
Yan was aware of the core of western classic liberalism while he differed himself in two ways. Though
Yan understood that the core of liberalism is individualism, focusing on the nature and limits of the power
which can be legitimately exercised by society and state over the individual, he paid his attention more on
individuals’ own capacities and responsibilities in social and political life than on the limits of external
power. On the other hand, while he agreed that social and political liberty is normatively valuable in itself,
he argued that the scope and degree of state power is an empirical issue determined by actual needs. Overall,
though Yan understood and endorsed the value of social and political liberty of individuals, he emphasized
on the capability and responsibility of the individuals and approved the unrestrained state power when
necessary.
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