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As good a definition as any of a philosophical conundrum is a problem all of

whose possible solutions are unsatisfactory. The problem of understanding the

springs of action for morally responsible agents is commonly recognized to be

such a problem. The origin, nature, and explanation of freely-willed actions puzzle

us today as they did the ancients Greeks, and for much the same reasons. However,

one can carry this ‘perennial-puzzle’ sentiment too far. The unsatisfactory nature

of philosophical theories is a more or less matter, and some of them have admitted

of improvement over time. This, at any rate, is what we self-selecting

metaphysicians tend to suppose, and I will pursue that high calling by suggesting a

few improvements to a theory of metaphysical freedom, or freedom of the will.

Philosophers who rightly defend a robust account of freedom have tended to

err in the direction of over-idealization. Concerned to protect the notion that we are

self-determining beings from various naysayers (theological as well as

philosophical), they have often suggested a picture on which our freedom of will is

well-nigh absolute. We are led to entertain a capacity of will or choice that is not

conditioned or structured as other terrestrial capacities are, whose only limits are

the bounds of its imagination and perhaps desires. Here, for example, is the late

Roderick Chisholm:

If we are responsible, and if what I have been trying to say is true, then we have

a prerogative which some would attribute only to God: each of us, when we act,

is a prime mover unmoved. In doing what we do, we cause certain events to

happen, and nothing - or no one - causes us to cause those events to happen.

(2003, 34)
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Chisholm himself did not defend an account of freedom as extreme as this quote

might suggest, but it is emblematic nonetheless of a tendency in philosophical

theorizing. It also nicely sets up a theme I want here to develop: perfect freedom is

indeed a prerogative of God alone. Human freedom, by contrast, is always limited,

fragile, and variable over time and across agents. It is the sort of thing which

comes in degrees, and our theorizing needs to be built around that understanding.

Failure to distinguish clearly the perfect freedom of God from the imperfect

forms of freedom manifested in human actions distorts much of our theorizing.

I’ve already noted the one extreme of exaggerating the character of human

freedom, and this has concomitant distortions in theological/moral understanding.

Another extreme, more popular in secular thought, is to do away with basic

elements of the divine ideal and offer in their place a surrogate notion of freedom.

This is done from a variety of postures. The compatibilist posture is to declare the

divine ideal a fantasy that is altogether alien to our ordinary self-understanding and

that has made for much mischief in philosophical theorizing about human freedom.

On their view, freely willed actions are the natural products of a choice mechanism

that translates beliefs about our alternatives and the stronger of our desires into

plans that cause behavior aimed to realize them. Choice-making is as much a

mechanism as any other natural capacity, albeit a rational one, responsive to

reasons. Another deflationary posture holds that our ordinary concept of free action

is roughly along the lines of the divine ideal, but joins the compatibilist in

declaring the ideal an impossible fantasy, either relative to limited beings like us,

or absolutely. Thus, the whole notion of human free will is a fiction, as is the

notion of moral responsibility on which it rests. Finally, a more conservative

cousin of the glum impossibility theorist is the revisionist, who thinks we can
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salvage a few strands from the impossibly tangled ideal, at the cost of having to

refashion our self-understanding. In short, we need to absorb the fact that our

responsibility-conferring freedom isn’t nearly what it’s cracked up to be, even by

ordinary folk—but it ain’t all bad.

I believe that all these views are variations on a deflationary theme—in large

measure reactions to the idealized conception. Agreeing with those who apply this

conception more or less intact to ourselves, the deflaters presume that the ideal

does not admit a more modest, more recognizably human, version. I hope to

persuade you to question this presumption. I will try to suggest how human and

divine freedom can share a common metaphysical core consistent with differences

that reflect the gulf between unconditioned Creator and His frail children of dust.

I. Two Components of Freedom

The concept of metaphysical freedom in ordinary thought encompasses two quite

distinct concepts, though much recent philosophical writing ignores one of these,

equating freedom with the other. While analytical focus on or another constituent

concept is proper and necessary, truncating the concept of freedom in this way

hinders understanding, since giving freedom a human face depends on seeing the

way the two ingredients interact. The much-studied ingredient is the ‘openness of

the future’ to alternative possibilities for our actions. A person acts with freedom

only if he could have chosen a different action. John Fischer likes to employ Jorge

Luis Borges’s image of a labyrinth of forking paths to represent this aspect of

freedom. When we act freely, our action constitutes but one of a plurality of

‘forking paths’ that were available to us at an earlier time. The selection of any of

these paths is consistent with things being as they were at that earlier time,

including all the factors constraining and influencing our choosing the path we
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actually did. None was pre-determined, though some doubtless were more likely

than others. (We may note two kinds of cases here. In one kind, the choice is itself

a settlingupon one of the available forks. The alternative paths remain available at

all times prior to the choice. In the other kind, the alternative paths are

progressively passed by prior to the action in question, such that for a period of

time leading up to theaction, the choosing of that action has already been

guaranteed, whether the agent recognizes this or not. Choices that are

undetermined until their occurrence aredirectly free, whereas the others are merely

derivatively free, in virtue of the possibility of having avoided them by prior

choices that were directly free [Clarke, 2003, 4, n.2].)

Harry Frankfurt (1969), of course, has persuaded some philosophers that

alternative possibilities (at some time prior to the action) are not necessary for

moralresponsibility. He did so by describing extensions of scenarios (ÒR-

scenariosÓ) where a responsible agent willingly performs an action. In an extended

scenario, we add the presence of an agent or device that monitors the agentÕs

deliberation and is poised tointervene, were the agent to consider performing an

unwanted action. As it happens, the agent voluntarily does what the would-be

controller wants, and so the latter does nothing at all to influence or interferewith

the process of deliberation and action.Surely such extensions of R-scenarios are

themselves R-scenarios: they involve no change to the process of deliberation or

the way in which the action is produced. And one might apply a version of

FrankfurtÕs argument here to the concept of freedom by saying that freedomin the

sense relevant to responsibilitylikewise does not requires the availability of

alternatives.


