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Introduction
The Question of Freedom

FREEDOM AS A SPECIAL CONCEPT: THE UNITY
OF THE HOW AND THE WHAT OF FREEDOM

Freedom is a natural subject for philosophy. The word expresses a concept
that is abstract, devoid of any sensory content: it does not represent either a
specific or a generalized image. Yet freedom is also something very worldly.
It is more than heavily used in a variety of contexts and is related to a spec-
trum of unmistakable and related meanings in a plethora of situations, per-
sonal as well as political. The concept of freedom, through a variety of its
conceptions, plays a pivotal role in the design of various systems of govern-
ment, motivates massive political movements, and is being used as a justifica-
tion by innumerable individuals trying to explain their decisions and actions.

Few would fail to understand the use of ‘freedom’ in the contexts of slaves
proclaiming their desire to be released form bondage, the laments of a teen-
ager about the restrictions imposed by her parents, when asserting the ability
to follow whatever alternative one prefers, as related to releasing animals
from confinement, or in the ‘degree of freedom’ when addressing the range
within which a certain parameter might fluctuate. All the uses of this term,
except the metaphorical one as in the last example, pertain to the condition
of agents in their relation to the world as being able to behave in it as they
please; the limits of freedom address the degree to which the agents can do
so. Since the core of the concept refers, however loosely, to the ability of
agents to determine their own behavior, its very essence is self-determination.
Freedom is about defining itself, it is its own starting point. The concept of
free action is about being one’s own cause, not being caused by an exter-
nal factor. This makes it similar to the original condition of Hegel’s Spirit,
the beginning of reasoning — and, therefore, the conceptual birthplace of

1
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2 Introduction

philosophy, a discipline that creates its own foundations. At the same time,
this suggests that a philosophical inquiry into the concept of freedom cannot
assume that freedom simply refers to a certain condition as, for example, the
concepts of mind or politics are assumed to refer — freedom is about defining
itself, a free entity is an entity that determines itself.

As such, the concept of freedom cannot have any externally given content
— otherwise it will not be free, will not be self-determining. This has a num-
ber of consequences which will be discussed throughout this book. However,
the one that is crucial for understanding why most of the debates on freedom
have led to the dead-end of a battle of definitions is that for a concept that is
about defining itself, the descriptive and the functional aspects collapse: to
explain what freedom is is to describe how it is possible, how it can be carried
out by agents that are purportedly free. For other concepts that claim to have
an external referent, e.g., ‘tree’, ‘idea’, ‘mind’, or ‘epistemology’, these two
aspects are separate. One can explain what the tree is by defining it and thus
providing an idea of what sort of phenomena would fall under the concept of
a tree. Explaining how the concept is instantiated is a different enterprise that,
once we understand the concept of a tree, can be carried out by botanists, for
example. The concept itself might be clarified based on their feedback, yet the
separation between the descriptive and the functional aspects still stands. The
same applies to ‘epistemology’: defining it as a philosophical discipline that
pertains to the ways of knowing and figuring out whether knowing is possible
or how it can be carried out are two distinct endeavors. Even if epistemo-
logical exploration will discover that knowledge is impossible and the word
‘knowledge’ is empty of meaning, the term ‘epistemology’ will still make
sense as referring to this specific failed undertaking.! This approach does not
work with freedom. Since it is not about something else but about itself, we
cannot define it first and then inquire into how it works: the way it works is
what it is, and what it is amounts to nothing more and nothing less than the
way it works. If we separate these two aspects, then we will have no way to
adjudicate between the different conceptions of freedom and will get mired
in a war of definitions — which is precisely the state of the freedom debate for
the last few decades.”

Frustrated with the unyielding nature of freedom, several philosophers
have suggested that comprehending its meaning is beyond human under-
standing. Kant, for example, considered freedom to be “an inscrutable faculty
which no experience could prove.”® More recently, Noam Chomsky hinted
that free will might be beyond the limits of our comprehension.* This seems,
however, misguided. We feel that we do have freedom to choose in many, if
not most situations, and that others like us have it too. This feeling, this per-
ception that is cognitive rather than sensory, not unlike Descartes’s “clear and
distinct perceptions,” seems to be fundamental to our social functioning. Our
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Introduction 3

moral judgment, planning of actions involving more than one person, judi-
ciary — pretty much every aspect of life that involves human beings and, in
some cases, other mammals — assume freedom to choose what to do, implic-
itly or explicitly. This alone would justify attempting a serious exploration of
freedom. Moreover, any layman can provide a commonsensical account of
freedom: being able to do what you wish. A bit more thinking would yield a
conclusion that the ability here is limited by various circumstances, yet this
would not eliminate the fact that a basic account of freedom can be given
quite easily. This is different from the cases of many other concepts, e.g.,
those of infinity, cardinality, space-time, and multi-dimensional universe. In
all those cases a coherent verbal account is not easy for a non-expert to pro-
vide, and yet none of them is usually considered intractable.

The problems start cropping up when we try to flesh out the meaning of
being able to do what you want. Can we ever do what we want, given that we
live inside a world of physical, social, and other constraints? Can we control
what wishes we have, given that we are frequently driven by the urges that
are rooted in our physiology, e.g., hunger or empathy? Even the repertoire of
our desires that do not seem to be driven by our genetic endowment is lim-
ited — a person who does not know anything about Jackson, Missouri cannot
wish to travel there. Finally, we might wish for two opposite things at once,
for example, to steal a cookie to satisfy a genuine desire to eat it and not to
steal a cookie to satisfy a no less genuine desire not to steal that follows from
a deeply held conviction that stealing is wrong, a conviction that elicits strong
emotional reactions. How is a coherent conception of freedom possible, given
all these issues?

Philosophers usually concentrate on answering these questions by provid-
ing a clever definition of freedom that would satisfy as many of them as
possible, and then focus on trying to render the other questions meaningless.
Alternatively, some embrace the issues and argue that freedom is indeed an
illusion. The subsequent debate frequently turns into a battle of definitions,
where different sides are trying to poke holes in the definition of freedom
provided by their opponents. A typical case here is the debate between com-
patibilists and incompatibilists.® Within the incompatibilist camp, a no less
active discussion is raging between the libertarians who argue that some sort
of absolute freedom of choice is possible in embodied beings and the deter-
minists who deny that physical beings can have even a grain of absolutely
free choice. Both incompatibilist camps are at odds with the compatibilists
who are trying to provide a definition of freedom that accommodates the
deterministic nature of physical reality. All sides supply numerous definitions
of freedom, some less susceptible to the opposition’s critique than others. Yet
no camp that argues for the possibility of freedom is making serious attempts
to explain how their version of freedom can be instantiated in the allegedly
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4 Introduction

free agents and how it came to be in terms of the development of these agents’
biology and cognition.

What eludes us is not necessarily the what of freedom but the how of it, the
flesh on the skeleton provided by the most plausible model. This is crucial, as
the what and the how of freedom are one and the same thing. This book will
attempt to shed a light on the how of freedom, the details of how freedom
as self-determination in the world is possible. Specifically, I will highlight
one of the more important aspects of understanding freedom: the nature of
self-determined choice and its relation to cognition, and thus to the life forms
of the agents who are allegedly free. To do that, I will try and explore the
most plausible conception of freedom given the way it can be instantiated
in the world of material agents, and what capacities are required so they can
exercise freedom. The latter, if we are considering biological agents, neces-
sitates exploring freedom’s phylogenetic development, explaining how the
capacities that underlie freedom evolved in the course of the development of
species.

FREEDOM AS A MULTIFACETED PHENOMENON

Bookchin claims that the term ‘freedom” is absent in preliterate societies.’
While this statement is hard to substantiate, any major language in use today
has a term for freedom, and these terms can be relatively easily translated
to other languages. This points to the universality of the condition to which
the concept relates. Even more interestingly, the etymology of the terms
used to express the concept of freedom in various languages points to dif-
ferent aspects of the use of the concept. In all Slavic languages the word
for freedom is a variation on svoboda (cBo6oxa).? It has the Indo-European
root sva, which means “own” and is used in words like svoj (one’s own); the
Sanskrit swatantra (@a), ‘freedom’,’ literally ‘own doctrine’, and swaraj
(=), ‘self-rule’, use the same root. Similarly, the Chinese word for free-
dom, ziyou (I H), consists of ‘self’ and ‘by the means of’, or ‘cause’. Here
the aspect of self-determination, as an important element of the way the term
is used, is emphasized. However, many of the Slavic languages also have a
variation of wolja (Bomst) which also means freedom yet is usually used in
less formal contexts, e.g., when talking about animals being unrestrained
in their natural environment as opposed to being confined in cages. This
clearly relates to the Germanic ‘will’ and, in fact, in some languages, like
Russian, is also used to refer to the agent’s will. The English ‘freedom’, with
its Germanic sisters like the German Freiheit, is usually traced to the Proto-
Indo-European pri, ‘to love’, which is still in use in this sense in Sanskrit,
Hindi, and Marathi; the hypothesis here is that it came to designate freedom

Yudanin_9781793620187.indb 4 3/29/2020 3:08:02 PM



Introduction 5

through ‘beloved’ or ‘friend’, one of our own, a free person. Persian azadi
(w3, which is also used in a variety of languages, e.g., Kurdish, Armenian,
and Kashmiri, is rooted in the Proto-Indo-European genh, ‘to be born into a
clan’, and by extension — ‘noble’, is of a similar etymology. In the modern
Semitic languages, the ancient root hrr gives rise to the Hebrew herut (m-m)
and Arabic huriya (2); its etymology is uncertain, and in all extant texts
it always meant free as opposed to enslaved. Yet Hebrew also has hofesh
(wom), of uncertain etymology, and dror (71117), which is related to ancient
Akkadian, both meaning ‘freedom’ — which suggests that they descended
from different words that probably addressed different aspects of freedom.
Finally, the English ‘liberty’, with its Latin roots that gave rise to the word
in Romance languages, originates in liber, ‘free’, itself having the origin in
the Indo-European lewd, meaning ‘people’, from which the Greek éiedfepog
originates as well. This hints at the understanding of freedom as something
that is characteristic of humans. As such, it relates the oldest use of the word
‘freedom’ in writing, around 2,350 BC in the Babylonian city of Lagash.
In the Lagash tablets the word amargi is used to refer to the deliverance of
the people from the oppressive rules of abusive elites; later, the same word
has been widely used to designate the condition of a free as opposed to an
enslaved person. The literal meaning of amargi is ‘return to mother’!° — per-
haps, as Bookchin suggests, to the natural condition of humankind."

This little etymological survey suggests the multiplicity of the aspects of
the concept of freedom as it has been used since the dawn of history. Any
serious exploration of freedom has to address it as a phenomenon. In other
words, philosophical investigation of the concept of freedom should address
the different aspects of freedom that are highlighted by the different uses of
the term, try and test different conceptions of freedom against such uses and
explore their legitimacy.

THE INVESTIGATION

To try and provide an account of the how of freedom that is possible for mate-
rial agents, the investigation will proceed in three steps. First, I will explore
the basic characterization of freedom. Then, I will develop a descriptive
account of how freedom can be exercised in our material world, examining
the different types of its instantiation, specifically distinguishing those in
non-verbal animals capable of choice and in discursively intelligent humans.
Lastly, I will investigate the evolution of choice as underlied by the biological
evolution and proceeding in interaction with it.

Part T of the book is dedicated to exploring the concept of freedom and
its possible forms. Chapter 1 will investigate the basic characterization of
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6 Introduction

freedom. It will start with the common meaning of the concept and then
extract three aspects of this account: the abilities that underlie it, the action
that is necessary for it to be meaningful, and the self that wields freedom.
Then, I will explore the necessary characteristics of a free entity, or the desid-
erata of freedom. I will argue for five such desiderata: access to realizable
alternatives, imagination, activity in the world, self-control, and conscious
intentionality. I will briefly address other criteria that are frequently suggested
in the literature, and try to establish why the criteria of being able to act oth-
erwise, unpredictability of action, and rationally made decision should not be
necessary for defining a free entity. Based on the established desiderata, I will
outline the specifications of a free self and its world. At this point, we will
proceed to address the central problem of freedom — the seeming contradic-
tion between free choice and determinism. We will examine this problem not
as hanging in a philosophical vacuum but through the rich characterization
of freedom provided in the preceding sections. Then, I will briefly discuss
the main accounts of freedom. First, libertarian freedom, which argues that
the only meaningful freedom is absolute, unlimited power of choice, and that
a grain of such choice is present in free agents. Second, the deterministic
approach that agrees that the only meaningful account of freedom is that of
absolutely free choice, yet argues that such freedom is impossible. Lastly, I
will explore the compatibilist account. It agrees with the determinists that
absolute freedom is impossible in material beings, yet argues that on a more
humble definition of freedom, that of freedom limited to choosing between
available alternatives, some material agents can be free. I will suggest that the
compatibilist account is the only account of freedom that is feasible, given
the physical nature of the entities that can be thought of as free in our world.
Then I will outline the problem of this account: the lack of adequate speci-
fications of how the compatibilist freedom is possible in our world. The rest
of this book is dedicated to an attempt to solve this problem by exploring the
descriptive and the evolutionary aspects of compatibilist freedom.

Chapter 2 provides a differential characterization of freedom. It starts by
suggesting that life is a phenomenon that answers the core requirement of
freedom — self-determination. Living entities constitute meaningful selves
that are functionally separate from their environment and carry the factors
determining their activities and development within their bodies. Thus, if
there is freedom, it will be instantiated in biological entities. Then, I will
proceed to explore the different forms of life and discuss whether they dem-
onstrate the abilities that answer the desiderata of freedom. I will argue that
plants cannot be free, while animals can — and discuss the different abilities
animals possess and their relation to choice. Exploring awareness, sentient
consciousness, and representing consciousness, [ will argue that the latter is
the birthplace of freedom. After that I will address instincts and their relation
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Introduction 7

to choice, and argue that instincts do not preclude choice but necessitate some
degree of it. Before proceeding further, I will characterize animal choice and
its limitations — this will be a segue to the discussion of human freedom.
Addressing the latter, I will investigate how language and discursive intelli-
gence are its defining characteristics. This will be followed by a characteriza-
tion of human freedom, contrasting it with animal choice.

Part IT will address the last crucial aspect of the how of freedom — its evolu-
tion. If, as Chapter 2 argues, some animals, including humans, are capable of
self-determined choice, we should be able to trace the phylogenetic develop-
ment of this ability. To do so, I will start with a brief discussion of life and
evolution in Chapter 3, arguing, following Hans Jonas, that living entities
cannot but evolve. Then, in Chapter 4, I will address those principles of
biological evolution that are relevant to the discussion of freedom, and spe-
cifically variation, heredity, natural selection, and increase of complexity. I
will try to establish that biological evolution is characterized by directionality
toward an increase in complexity, and that this is likely to lead eventually to
the development of animal choice and human freedom. In this way, biologi-
cal evolution is somewhat similar to Hegel’s unfolding of Spirit. While Hegel
rejected the theories of biological evolution with which he had been familiar,
I will argue that his account is evolutionary in nature. With that, in Chapter
5 I will proceed to build an account of biological evolution as the unfolding
of freedom, providing the evolutionary aspect of the descriptive differential
account outlined in Chapter 2. I will start with addressing the development of
unicellular life, continue with the evolution of multicellular organisms, and
argue that plants constitute a branch of the tree of life that exemplifies a dead
end in terms of the evolution of freedom. Then I will address in more detail
the evolution of non-verbal animals, emphasizing how the representing con-
sciousness had evolved before the evolution of freedom could proceed any
further. I will also address the limitations of animal choice that are imposed
by its non-verbal nature. Finally, I will provide an account of the evolution
of discursive human freedom, emphasizing the development of its precur-
sors: discursive metacognition, the ability of the mind to consider its own
non-sensory contents. Throughout the discussion of the evolution of animal
choice and human freedom I will emphasize the dialectical nature of choice
and evolution, arguing that choice becomes a factor in evolution when it
emerges in non-verbal animals and starts playing a decisive evolutionary role
with the appearance of humans.
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FREEDOM AND ITS FORMS
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Chapter 1

Basic Characterization of Freedom

One of the core problems besetting the philosophical discussion of freedom
is that disagreement between different approaches seems like a war of defini-
tions. In this way, different schools accuse their opponents of re-defining the
subject so that the word ‘freedom’ does not make sense anymore and diverges
greatly from the meaning that emerges from its common use. Then the whole
discussion starts seeming futile: one might think that, since the definitions of
the subject in question differ so much, it well might be that the opponents
are discussing different things. In order to avoid this problem, I will start
with identifying rather than defining freedom:' pinpointing the focus of the
discussion. Here I will rely on the day-to-day use of the word ‘freedom’. This
approach will yield a definition that would be necessarily vague, yet it will be
at the basis of any approach to the topic — for those that wish to maintain the
reality of freedom as well as those that deny it; in other words, it will create
what Adler calls a “topical agreement.”” Then, I will suggest a number of
characteristics required from any approach to freedom in order to make good
of the common use of the term — the desiderata of freedom. Following that,
I will propose several characteristics of a free entity that are needed to sup-
port the desiderata — the specifications of freedom. Then, after addressing the
main problem of freedom no discussion on the subject can ignore, that of the
seeming contradiction of embodied freedom, I will proceed to discuss major
accounts of freedom, those that deny it and those that allow for it. Based on
the analysis of the different accounts in light of the desiderata of freedom and
its specs, I will argue that the compatibilist approach is the most promising
and then will address the major criticisms of this approach as a challenge it
has to answer.

11
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12 Chapter 1

THE COMMON MEANING OF FREEDOM

As Woody aptly notes, the concept of freedom is so frequently invoked that
an inquiry into it must begin with its common meaning, or with the meaning
that can be extracted from its common use.® Such use can roughly be divided
into two types that are reflected in the philosophical debate as negative and
positive freedom.

Negative freedom is freedom from impediments to agents’ actions. Berlin,
one of the leading proponents of the virtues of negative freedom in the 20™
century, notes that this is different from the absence of frustration — the lat-
ter can be achieved by eliminating desires.* Instead, negative freedom is the
“absence of obstacle to possible choices and activities — absence of obstruc-
tions on roads along which a man can decide to walk.” This view does not
ignore the inevitability of constraints — after all, our physical nature is a con-
straint to our desire to fly without the help of technology, and physics as of
now seems to prevent time travel; these are hard to ignore. Negative freedom
is a matter of degree, proportional to the available opportunities.®

The main line of critique that has been levied against the notion of negative
freedom is that freedom needs a goal, not only absence of obstacles. Freedom
is exercised by agents endowed with intentionality, and as such it is always
about doing something, or at least wanting to do something; therefore, a
conception of freedom that ignores the purposiveness of choice is lacking.’
To answer this criticism, a variety of conceptions of positive freedom have
been proposed before and after Berlin. For example, Rousseau in his Social
Contract argues that freedom can be realized only through participating in
the General Will of the society of individuals banded together for the purpose
of self-preservation and in a submission to such society’s authorities.® Kant
distinguishes between positive and negative freedom by identifying the for-
mer with acting in accordance with the law of “pure and, as such, practical
reason,” with no heed given to impulses and inclinations.” Other conceptions
of positive freedom have been offered as well.

The problem with these objections to the value of negative freedom, notes
Berlin, is that the lack of a definite purpose or type of purposes does not make
the removal of obstacles to agent’s actions meaningless.!® Moreover: postu-
lating a privileged goal goes contrary to the core of freedom, i.e., having the
agent making her own choices, as such choices can pertain not only to means
but also to goals and ways of achieving these goals. Therefore, if we are to
talk about positive freedom, we will need to abandon the approach of setting
a priori goals for choice.

What can be the essential characteristic of freedom that follows from
its common negative characterization? One does not need to labor hard to
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Basic Characterization of Freedom 13

discover a common definition, one that aligns with freedom as absence of
obstacles to chosen actions: “the ability to do what we want,”"' choosing how
to act, opting for this or that way, this or that alternative. This is the way
freedom is used in the context of a teenager who wishes not to be restricted
by parental supervision and in the case of an ethnic group that wants to get
rid of foreign domination. Here, no privileged goals are postulated, nor do we
have any preferred means. This definition is, admittedly, very vague. It does
not specify the kind of willing involved: any willing qualifies, whether it be
rational willing, willing determined by desires, limited or unlimited willing.
The nature of ability is similarly not defined: it could be an acquired ability,
a genetic endowment, or a mix between the two. Finally, the subject is not
clear: the we of freedom might pertain to individuals or to groups. The indi-
vidual might here be a rational self, however we define it, or an instinctually
driven one. Would it include only human beings or other animals too? Would
it apply to any human or exclude certain members of our species, e.g., non-
verbal children, from the community of free agents?

However, with all its vagueness, the definition of freedom as the ability to
do what we want identifies the subject well enough to have a common locus
of discussion for different theories of freedom, those that argue for its exis-
tence as well as those that deny its reality. Many of the theories will answer
the questions stated in the last paragraph differently and derive different con-
clusions from considering them, yet this initial definition of freedom enables
us to continue the investigation. Hobbes emphasizes the ability to carry out
this or that action and the absence of hindrance, by stating that “a Free-man
is he that in those things which by his strength and wit he is able to do is not
hindered to do what he has a will to.”"* Hegel sees freedom as tied together
with will, as basic to its determination as weight is to material bodies;'* when
he later labels freedom to do as one’s “natural drives” suggest as arbitrariness,
he further qualifies the basic form of freedom, to do as one wishes, by quali-
ties of the will rather than denying it."* Mill treats freedom as doing what one
desires." For Schopenhauer, freedom is “merely the absence of hindrance and
restraint,”!'® yet here the absence of hindrance assumes that the agent can and
wills to act as she wishes.!” Wolf argues that free behavior is governed by the
actor’s will and the will — by actor’s own desires.!® Harris, with other hard-
core determinists, suggests that meaningful freedom requires being conscious
source of one’s actions and the ability to “slip the influence of impersonal
background causes,”" yet this is merely a clarification of what would it mean
to do what one wants. The same applies to Sen’s emphasis on economic and
educational enablement of freedom?® — such enablement can hope to be effec-
tive only if there is the capacity to act as one wishes. All have one common
subject: freedom, identified as the area of one’s ability to do as one pleases.
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14 Chapter 1

The vague common definition that identifies the subject of freedom has
three important components that any theory of freedom needs to address: the
ability, the action, and the self. These three have to be connected in a way
where it is the self that has the ability to will something and to act on what it
wills, as I will argue in the next section.

FREEDOM'’S ASPECTS: ABILITY, ACTION, AND SELF

In the context relevant to freedom, ability has two prongs: it pertains to being
capable to wish for some future state of affairs and to being capable of car-
rying out some action in order to achieve it. If an agent is incapable of either
envisioning, in however simple way, some future and desiring for it to obtain,
freedom is impossible. As the proponents of positive freedom rightly observe,
agency entails intentionality. This, in turn, necessitates a mental disposition
like desire, if it is to relate to something by wanting it. In order to want some-
thing that is not immediately sensed, the agent should be able to imagine it in
some way — as a feeling of pleasure caused by sensory impressions, as a state
of one’s own mind in regard to knowledge about self or society, etc.

The ability to wish for a state of affairs, however, is insufficient for free-
dom — freedom is about trying to achieve the desired state, i.e., about acting
in the world. Unlike merely possessing free will, in the sense of the ability to
construct a desired state and wish for it to happen, freedom focuses on mak-
ing it happen, as Hanna Arendt agues in the context of political freedom.?!
Indeed, the lack of ability to try and carry out the choice makes freedom
meaningless. Confined to mind, it amounts to no more than a mental exercise
that is not principally different from imagination: imagining a state of affairs
and pairing it with desire, where the latter might well happen automatically,
as in the case when an organism that can feel pleasure imagines a pleasur-
able state.

Yet neither the ability nor the action are possible without the self. Imagining
some state of affairs that is distinct from what is the state of affairs now and
acting in order to make it reality requires a locus of willing and a source of
action, which must coincide if the action is to be driven by willing. This locus
is essential for the “we” of freedom, its “up to usness” — it is the agent who is
forming the desire and acting, not somebody else.?? This locus is to be acting
against the backdrop of circumstances, in the world that has to be changed for
the desired state of affairs to be achieved. Thus, we need a clear separation
between the agent and the world, the internal and the external, the self and the
non-self — without that intentionally acting in the world will be impossible.?

A viable conception of freedom, then, should be of a self capable to set
goals and act to achieve them in the world.
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THE DESIDERATA OF FREEDOM

What would be required from a conception of freedom that makes good on
the promise of the idea of freedom as doing as one wishes, or of a self capable
to set goals and act upon them in the world? Several criteria for examining
competing conceptions of freedom follow from this definition.?* Specifically,
free entity should have access to realizable alternatives, be active in the
world, be endowed with imagination, capable to control itself, and be con-
sciously intentional.

1. Access to Realizable Alternatives

Any theory of freedom should account for an agent having access to alter-
natives of action: if there is no way individual entities can act but one way,
the “what we want” in “the ability to do what we want” loses any meaning.
This is because we either cannot do what we want: we might want A, but the
only way we can act is B; or the world always coincides with agent’s will,
e.g., because of agent’s omnipotence.? The latter is not feasible for physical
actors: due to the material nature of the world, it would be subject to laws
of physics that will limit the ability of any physical agent. The former, if we
consider ontological possibility,? looks problematic as well: even a prisoner
who was born and grew up in a labor camp has the possibility to attempt an
escape; this alternative is potentially conceivable. However, if we consider
practical aspect, taking into consideration indoctrination, lack of education
for critical thinking, conditions of hard labor, and the near-certain outcome of
being killed when attempting to escape, the practical possibility of the agent
seeing an escape as an option for acting is vanishing. Therefore, access to
alternatives is crucial for doing what one wants, even though in practice the
range of alternatives one can choose is usually more limited than the alterna-
tives one can conceive of.

2. Imagination

To make a choice, one should be able to imagine its realization in the world.
If an action originating in an agent was such that no realization of it has been
imagined by the said agent, then we cannot talk about meaningful “want.”
Electing to do something requires imagining the desired outcome at the very
least — otherwise it would not be doing what one wants, as the agent would
not have access to the what. Reaching out for a bar of chocolate after imag-
ining what would be the consequences of it is a free act, yet jerking one’s
hand in an involuntary movement toward the chocolate bar while thinking
about the meaning of freedom cannot be seen as a free choice to grab the said
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snack. From here, freedom requires mentality,?” and specifically the ability to
imagine outcomes of our actions in some form.

3. Activity in the World

This is the “do” aspect of the common definition. Choice made but not
realized is, to use Hegel’s terms, a merely formal choice, choice that lacks
effectiveness. We cannot talk about this choice being made, only conceived.
Without the self being active in the world, the choice cannot be carried out.
It should be noted that the character of agent’s activity in the world can vary
— the crucial point is to have some sort of such activity, some sort of self that
can relate to the world in such a way that it can act in it.

4. Self-Control

Self-control addresses the “I” component.?® One of the factors that differenti-
ate free action from merely spontaneous action, i.e., an action that originates
in the individual, is that the agent controls itself. There can be two types of
examples of an agent that does not control itself: external control and lack of
control.”? An individual who is controlled by an external entity, e.g., through
hypnosis, has no choice but to follow another’s command: he does not control
himself. A kleptomaniac, while being fully aware of her actions and being
able to imagine the consequences clearly, still does not control her actions
either: they have a degree of automaticity due to mental condition. In both
cases the agents are not free since they lack self-control.

An agent that controls itself, on the other hand, in relation to its action in
the world is the initiator, acting out of a wish or desire to accomplish some-
thing rather than merely an instrument at the hands of something else, be it
another agent, hand of fate, or material determination. It can cause itself to
move into a range of states it is capable of moving into, e.g., change loca-
tion in space, quench thirst, or learn the meaning of “extrajudicial.”* Such
an agent is characterized by being svatantra,® or its own system, as Sanskrit
grammarians with a philosophical bent put it. It is the initiator of action in
the world with a view of certain results, out of its own wish or desire, and
other entities participating in such action are, from the agent’s perspective,
accessories or tools. The agent has a principal position, it starts and stops the
action on its own and cannot be substituted by something or somebody else.*

It is important to note that self-control does not exclude determinism,
neither internal nor external. Moreover, determinism internal to the agent is
crucial for self-control: an agent whose actions are random cannot control
itself. External determinism also can be accommodated under the notion of
self-control and even help it to become more efficient.** Forces of gravity do
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not preclude a fox from controlling itself: a fox’s central nervous system is
adept at controlling its skeleto-muscular apparatus under the conditions of
gravity. If anything, it makes it easier for the fox’s brain: the constancy of
gravity enables automatization of certain components of movement, e.g., the
calculation of the muscular effort needed to jump a certain distance. This
enables focusing mental resources on other tasks. Only when no alternative
courses of action are available within the constraints imposed by the world
context in which the self acts, can we talk about lack of self-control.

5. Conscious Intentionality

Intentionality ties together imagination and activity in the world to guide the
latter by the former. This is the connection between the “do” and the “what
we want” of the definition: a targeted action, where the agent means to do
something specific following imagining it being realized in the world. When
controlled by the self and chosen from more than one alternative, such action
can be considered free on account of being what the agent wants.

WHY NOT OTHER CRITERIA

There are several other criteria of freedom that have been suggested in the lit-
erature. The principal ones are the requirement that a free agent would be able
to choose or act in a way different from the way it actually chose or acted, the
condition that in the case of freedom an outcome of agent’s decision should
not be predictable, and the rational nature of the decision. I argue that none
of these is necessary for freedom.

Why Not “Could Have Done Otherwise”

Many accounts of freedom, and specifically most modern accounts that argue
for the incompatibility of freedom and physical determinism, interpret self-
control of a self acting in the world, i.e., choosing between alternatives, as
“could have done otherwise”>* The ability to choose between alternatives that
is up to the choosing self is taken as synonymous with the possibility that
the agent could have chosen an alternative different from the one actually
selected. If this possibility is lacking, i.e., if the agent could not have made
a different choice, then we cannot talk about real freedom, as, presumably,
factors other than the self determined the outcome.

The lack of the possibility to choose otherwise can be due to our physi-
cal nature: as material beings, we are subject to the laws of physics. Each
and every part of our organism is physical and thus fully caused by prior
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events.”> Therefore, as physical beings, we cannot but be fully determined.
Alternatively, there might be no possibility to choose otherwise as a result of
a particular personal history that not just predisposes the agent toward a cer-
tain choice but eliminates any other possibilities from the agent’s repertoire.
For example, Wolf brings up a case of a person who was raised as a racist.>
He has never known any better, he was never exposed to another way of look-
ing at people but the presumption of the reality of biological races and their
assumed behavioral characteristics. Is this person free not to demonstrate a
racist attitude, asks Wolf; her answer is negative. In a sense, he would be
similar to the one who was exposed only to one language and was never told
that many others exist, and thus, upon hearing a new language, might well
think it is incoherent mumbling. He could not have done otherwise. And if he
could not have done otherwise, there is no choice, and therefore no freedom.
Many ethicists take a major issue with this account, as they do with any
deterministic approach: it is hard to justify blaming somebody for an act that
was not free, that the agent could not have avoided. Therefore, those who buy
into the notion of could-not-have-done-otherwise, try to develop examples
where the agent could not have done otherwise yet still bears responsibil-
ity, i.e., we still can think of an agent’s choice, a choice originating in the
agent’s aware self. Some of those accounts focus on character.’” A person of
a certain character at least sometimes acts in a way where he could not have
done otherwise. Martin Luther declared that much in his “Here I stand. I can
do no other.” Yet one would be hard-pressed not to assign the responsibility
for a stand that has been so thoroughly thought-through, resulted from much
deliberation, to Luther himself. The same would, perhaps, apply to a person
who had neglected his own development, indulged in binge watching of teen-
age TV shows instead of studying, and then failed his finals. He could not
but fail the finals, yet the responsibility rests squarely with him in this case.
The character argument has a major flaw that seems insurmountable: the
essentially metaphorical character of its claim. Or, to be more precise, it
is guilty of considering an essentially metaphorical claim as an argument.
Martin Luther’s declaration cannot be seen as something he could not have
avoided by choosing a different route on April 16, 1521, and not coming
to Worms altogether — we have little reason to believe all other roads were
blocked. It was his decision to follow his own convictions, even if the convic-
tions he’s formed in the preceding years all supported his decision to proceed.
Moreover: the development of such convictions can hardly be seen as some-
thing but his choice. If, on the other hand, we deny the latter, then we deny
his freedom altogether. Same applies to the lazy student. The linguistic use of
“I could not have done otherwise” is very different in the case of Luther and
in the case of somebody referring to her digestion. In fact, in this case few
speakers would say “I couldn’t but digest this sandwich” — precisely because
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the use of “I could not have but” is usually metaphoric. Even in the case of
action under duress it denotes the unwillingness to suffer extreme harm rather
that the ontological impossibility of choosing an alternative course of action.

Another set of examples that is supposed to demonstrate situations where
an agent can be assigned responsibility since he acted freely yet had no
choice but to act in a certain way has been provided by Frankfurt® and since
then expanded by others. Frankfurt’s examples outline circumstances that
leave only one alternative yet do not move the agent toward specific action.
Specifically, he brings up cases where a person does something on her own
will yet she would have done the same thing if she were to decide differently.
For example, one can imagine a team of government agents who are inter-
ested in luring a suspect into a vehicle disguised as a cab. They would much
prefer that he enters the cab on his own will but are ready to pounce and push
him in if needed. The suspect does enter the cab without any extra action
from their side, yet he really had no choice: this or that way he would be
inside.* Frankfurt constructs similar cases with action and potential coercion
that comes into play only when the indivi