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I.

“Freewill” is one of the great, old and possibly “eternal” enigmas of man​kind. In 1437 the Renaissance philosopher Lorenzo Valla diagnosed that there is “scarcely a question more in need of being answered and less close to an answer at the same time”.
 Since then, I suspect, things have not changed essentially.

Yet many people think otherwise. Some are unconvinced of the topic's oldness. In particular some scholars have claimed that “freewill” is an inven​tion of Judaeo-Chris​tian theology unknown to the Greek tradition. This claim, however, proves false on both counts. On the one hand, it is simply not true that classical Greek philosophy and literature had no sense of the problem and its importance, although the first explicit cha​racterization of the “will” (“boulēsis”) as being “free” or “unfree” (“hekū​sion” / “akū​sion”) is not documented earlier (to my knowledge) than by the Aristotelian “Magna Moralia”.
 On the other hand, the main​stream of Chris​tian theology did not affirm but rather denied “freewill” in human beings as its existence would scarcely be compatible with the belief in God’s omni​science and omnipotence. So the idea is mistaken that “freewill” was invented late or merely for theological reasons. 

Other scholars believe the “classical” problem of freewill to have been solved long ago or antiquated. Von Wright, e.g., diagnosed that this problem “is now gradually receding into obsolence”.
 Schlick in 1930 and Scho​​penhauer almost a century earlier even expressed anger at all those “ignorants” who “still spill much ink” on a subject they believed had been long since settled by the arguments of philosophers such as Hobbes or Hume.
 And more recently Davidson dismissed it bluntly by citing a num​ber of philosophical predecessors (including Hobbes, Hume, and Schlick) who had done “what can be done, or ought ever to have been needed, to remove the confusions that can make determinism seem to frustrate freedom”.
 

Now, the history of philosophy is full of examples of alleged “definite so​​lutions” that turned out to be over-hasty. “Freewill” is a case in point. Des​pite the prolonged philo​sophical efforts, the very problem pro​claimed to be obsolete appears to be virulent up to the present. This does not hold only with respect to everyday, prescientific thought and pub​lic discussion in the media. Even many psychologists and neuroscientists think that the traditional enigma of “freewill” is unsolved and needs solving by expe​ri​mental evidence. Some of them are even so bold as to claim that there is already sufficient evidence to the effect that every act of con​s​cious volition and thought is determined unconsciously on the phy​sio​logical level. The ensuing controversial discussions show that the problem is still taken to be both unsolved and highly important. Accordingly, there are good reasons to be suspicious of straightforward claims to the contrary. 

To be sure, scientists who believe in physiological determinism are likely to ignore these facts and to dis​miss “freewill” readily. Also phi​lo​so​phers in the vein of Scho​pen​hauer and Schlick will insist that the “clas​sical” problem has been solved independently of whether the phy​sio​logistic claims are justified. To them the so​lu​tion is conceptual rather than empirical and consists in the insight that the very idea of “freewill” in question is ill-conceived and should be replaced by some other con​ception of willing and acting “freely”. Both parties agree, however, in the con​viction that the traditional belief in indeterministic volition or choice is spurious and should be dropped as an illusion. So it is mainly this con​viction which must be looked at critically if one suspects that the old enigma is still unsolved. 

II.

The widespread ten​dency to dismiss “freewill” in its traditional sense stems from a double error. On the one hand, its sig​ni​ficance for human self-understanding tends to be underrated due for the most part to a mis​conception of, or resigned disengagement from, what it really means to be active. On the other hand, its importance is badly overrated in that it is assumed, explicitly or im​pli​cit​ly, that “willing freely” means ipso facto “being entirely indetermined in what one wills” or (in the words of Kant) being inde​pen​dent “of the me​cha​nism of nature in its entirety”.
 

The latter misconception is mirrored vividly by the established division in​to “compatibilism” and “incompatibilism”. This distinction suggests that it is one and the same thesis that is affirmed by the one party and denied by the other. But this is misleading. First, the question of determination is only one of a number of different aspects of “willing freely” and is not in itself a question of “all or nothing”. Second and most important, what is at stake among the two parties is not whether one should accept or reject the thesis that “freedom and determinism are compatible”. The real issue is how the concept of “freedom” relevant to understanding ourselves as active beings, or as beings that are responsible for what they do, should be analyzed or explicated. Con​sequently, the thesis affirmed by the so-cal​led “compatibilists” is not the same thesis that is denied by the “incom​pa​tibilists”. Also what kind, or kinds, of determination the latter want to deny and for what reasons and what kind, or kinds, of freedom are main​tained by the former are open questions allowing for various answers. 

III.

So let us forget from now on this unhappy categorization and go to work afresh. As elsewhere in philosophy, this work is for the most part conceptual and to a lesser degree phenomenological. Concerning the latter two general points are obvious. First, human beings are far from being independent “of the mechanism of nature in its entirety”. Quite to the contrary, they are influenced in what they will and do by a vast number of determining factors, social as well as natural. But this does not mean in the least that they are determined completely. Denying universal de​ter​mi​nism is not equi​valent to af​fir​ming the extreme of universal indeterminism. And surely this extreme is not im​plied by the “classical” freewill problem. So let us not fool ourselves by quarrelling over spu​rious positions or figh​ting for or against straw men. 

Second, the phenomenology of willing, intending und acting in​ten​tio​nal​ly makes it clear that in discussing “freedom of will” it is not possible for us to con​fine ourselves to single choices, decisions or so-called “acts of vo​li​tions” at one instant. We have to take into account the pro​ces​ses leading up to them. Accordingly, it would be inadequate simply to ask whether a given voli​tio​nal state is “free”, let alone to de​​fine “freewill” simp​ly be “being inde​ter​mined in willing”. Rather, the adequate de​​​finition is: “freedom to form one's will”. 

This co​vers many different pro​ces​ses most of which include deter​ministic parts and elements, though they are not normally thought to be fixed through​out. Forming the will may con​sist in a spontaneous single act but need not. It may imply extended weighing of reasons and cal​cu​lating means, ends and consequences. But it may also be confined to a quick decision. A more extensively reflecting person may try to stir up (time permitting) unconscious atti​tudes in the endeavour to find out what she “really wants” or “wants inmost” or to arrive at some “volitional equi​li​bri​um”. Also reflection may or may not extend to volitions of a higher order, as has been countenanced by Au​gustine, Abelard and more re​cently Harry Frankfurt.
 All of these processes constitute relevant kinds of for​ming the will. And each of them raises the question of whether and to what extent they are fixed in advance by inner and outer determinants, and if so, what this would mean for calling them “free” or “unfree”. 

IV.

These questions, however, cannot be tackled unless we have some better idea of what we are talking about. So we must turn from mere phe​no​me​no​lo​gy to conceptual cla​ri​fi​cation. Here we do not want to know, of course, what phi​lo​​sopher X or scientist Y have said that “freedom of will” is supposed to mean. There would be no end to listing dif​fe​rent definitions and declarations. We want to know what we ordinarily mean when we say that active and responsible per​sons are capable of “forming volitional states freely”. And to know this we have to clarify first the constitutive general notions: “will”, “vo​lition” and “willing” on the one hand, “freedom” and “free” on the other. To shorten my argument I will restrict myself to the results of my earlier research on these matters. 

Concerning volition let us state first what willing is not. Obviously it is not a brain state or brain process. I know that I want to finish my talk, and you may want to raise some objections in the discussion. But neither I nor you know what corresponds to this in our brains. Nor do expert neu​ro​logists up to now, despite some ill-considered claims to the contrary referring (e.g.) to the “readiness potentials” measured by Libet and his followers.
 Findings like these are much too unspecific to represent con​crete volitional states such as “wanting” or “willing that p”. Moreover, they can​not be the relevant neu​ro​logical correlates, if (as is reported) they are prior to conscious volition. That there is something going on in the brains of peo​ple consciously wanting or willing something, most probably some​thing very complex, is not in doubt. But for the purpose of identifying our vo​litions these facts are simply irrelevant. 

If willing is not a brain state or process what is it? Behaviorists such as Hull or Berlyne
 proposed a dispositional analysis of intentional states like be​lieving or willing, referring to interconnected internal states that are ascri​​bed to human beings as “hy​po​thetical constructs” (in the sense of Meehl and MacCorquodale
), viz. states or events thought to be realized phy​sio​lo​gically. In a modified form this conception still survives under the name of “functionalism”. Now, though it is true that willing, in contrast to idle wis​hing, is qualified dispositionally, the idea of its complete dis​po​si​tio​nal ex​pli​cation is hopeless. My detailed reasons for this are given in a book to which I must refer those of you who are inclined to think that this still is a plau​sible option.
 Surely willing, believing and other intentional states can not be defined by the various “causal roles” they play in con​nec​ting re​le​vant inner states or mediating between external stimuli and responses. 

The core of willing, stripped of its motivational and possible further qua​lifications, is a conscious, intentional optative attitude related recipro​cal​ly to an assertoric attitude as its conceptual counterpart. Both states are elu​ci​da​ted in a preliminary way by the meta​phor of “directions of fit” (in the vein of Frege, Anscombe, Searle, and Tugendhat
). Much more can be said, how​ever, about what this means and in what ways wanting, willing, deciding or intending differ from the mere optative.
 Still, as is the case with every basic notion, there are irreducible elements in it that cannot be analyzed further, but must be gras​ped by the individual learning the relevant terms of language. Talk of un​conscious or preconscious voli​tion is derivative relative to its conscious form. Thus in the attempt to clarify “willing” and pro​ces​ses of “forming one’s will” we are referred to con​scious, intentional and motivationally qualified states of willing. 

V.

Turning next to the concept of “freedom” I will also take a shortcut. In the most general sense, being “free” means being “unhindered”. Hobbes and Scho​penhauer have argued for this,
 and their diagnosis is con​firmed by or​dinary language. More specific senses of “freedom” are sub​sumed easily. This refers in particular to the classical notions of “freedom of action” and “freedom from constraint” developed by Greek phi​lo​sophy. Most forms of social, political and economic freedom are covered by these. Free​dom of action means: being in a position to act as one wants or wills to act. Freedom from constraint is more complex, meaning in a broad sen​se almost the same as being unhindered but having several nar​r​ower meanings that overlap partly (already hinted at by Aristotle
) with what we would call “freedom of will”. Freedom of will is another spe​cial case bran​ching again into various subcases. First, however, let us look more closely at the concept of “hindrance” itself. 

Clearly this is very general notion to be specified best by the questions as to what is hindered in what and by what. A river that is not hindered in its flow by dams or embankments is said to “flow freely”. A paralyzed or tied man is “unfree” because he is hindered by abnormal (internal or external) im​pediments to move as he wants. The hindrance need not extend to every part or aspect and need not be absolute. Still it must be significant. Com​mon to all subcases is the idea that something is restrained severely from evolving, living or existing in ways which are “natural” or “essential” to it and there​fore should not be precluded. Hence whether, in what respects and to what degree something is free or unfree has to be judged with reference to two di​mensions: the relevant standard of “naturalness” and the relevant realm of theoretical possibilities actually closed or open. 

Roughly, the greater the number of possibilities open, the lesser the hindrance and the greater the freedom. However, possibilities that do not touch on the relevant “nature” can be ruled out as inessential. Most of the infinite number of actions I might envisage but actually cannot do are irrelevant to my freedom as I do not and will never care about them in the least. Having decided spontaneously and on my own, e.g., to go to a concert tonight I do not feel restricted in the least by the fact that in doing so I am able no longer to watch to the 80th number of a trivial soap opera on television. Conversely, the fact that my TV-set offers 80 programs to me today instead of the 2 programs I used to have does not enhance my freedom 40-fold if I do not care about the 78 additional programs. Thus freedom implies open possibilities but only possibilities “essential” to the person in question.

 Still what possibilities are “essential”? Starting with examples like the preceding one might suggest that this depends simply on what the rele​vant persons want or will. But even when confined to freedom of action this criterion is badly insufficient as has been shown even by ancient phi​losophers such as Plato, Aristotle, and most lucidly Plo​tinus.
 It is not just that the volitional states of ordinary people can be, and all too often are, fleeting, rash or capricious. Even our considered, rea​soned will is not “es​sential” ipso facto and likely to be “inessential” if formed (e.g.) under pressure, in ignorance or without reflection on concurring wants and voli​tions. So we must rely an a stronger criterion of “essentialness” relevant to our freedom. However, what criterion is adequate here? 

One radical option would be to ignore the volitional states of people en​tirely and to state from an external position what is, or should be, considered “natural” or “essential” for them (similar to what we do when describing a river as “flowing freely”). This would amount to the claim that there are objective ideal standards of what befits people, taken in​di​vidually or generically, in leading an “essential” form of life. Perhaps Pla​to’s critique of wilful democratic freedom is an early example of this.
 But even ignoring the strong metaphysical assumptions necessary to support this claim, it is quite im​plausible to define what belongs to the “essence” of a particular per​son independent of his or her particular mental states including vo​li​tions. Even the most experienced psy​cho​therapists, closest personal friends, or most perceptive parents taking care of us du​ring infancy cannot claim to “know bet​ter” what the we “really want or will” inde​pen​dent of loo​king forward at least to our eventual reflective consent. Accordingly, in​dividual volition cannot be given up as a necessary con​dition of “es​sen​tia​lity” although it needs to be strengthened substantially for it to become suf​ficient. 

VI.

Now, the most obvious way to do this is to add the requirement that the will in ques​tion is “free”, i.e. has been formed “freely” on our own and unhindered (e.g.) by ig​no​rance or severe physical, psychological or social pres​sure. However, in doing so we have to rely again on the double cri​teria of open possibilities and “essentialness” with the on​ly difference that both of these now do not refer to particular voluntary actions but to vo​li​tional states them​selves. So it is all the more urgent to get clear about both con​ditions. 

Here at the latest we face the “classical“ freewill problem claimed to be settled or obsolete by many wri​ters (p. 2). For, at least the pos​sibilities criterion presents an ob​vious difficulty for anyone sharing deterministic convictions. So let us not be distracted by the untoward charge of “ob​solescence” and consider in an unbiased manner what determinism would mean for “forming the will freely”. 

As has been worked out lucidly by Aristotle, determinism is not con​fined to causal or nomological types.
 Rather, determinism is the thesis that every event is fixed without alternative (“determinatum ad unum” in the words of mediaeval writers
) and there​fore necessary in some sense, depending on the specific reasons for this fixation. More precisely, for every pair of (elementary or complex) pro​po​sitions “p”/“¬p” and cor​responding states of affairs, the realm of pos​si​bili​ties open is reduced to one, the re​le​vant alternatives being de​fi​n​itely excluded. Determinism is an ontological thesis, not an epistemic one and thus in​dependent of pre​dictability. It is also a general thesis covering mental as well as phy​sical events. According to such a conception, all of what we think, believe and will, all of our practical and theoretical reasonings are fixed without al​ternative. Whether this is due to the order of fate or god or to natural laws is immaterial. All that counts is the fact of fixation and its relevant implications. 

VII.

Obviously there are problems he​re (noticed at the latest by Aristotle, Epicurus and the Stoics
). Accep​ting de​terminism for causal and theo​lo​gical reasons Augustine attemp​ted to sol​ve them.
 To save the ordinary assumption that freedom of action im​plies al​ter​native options he invented the conditional analysis of the concept of practical pos​si​bi​lity which alle​gedly ensures this formally. And to ensure the freedom of the con​di​tio​ning will, he contrived a formal argument to the effect that volition is free ipso facto. Both of these theoretical devices have been adopted by my​riads of theologians and philosophers up to now, at least in part and in a modified form. Unaware of their theo​logical origin many of the so-called “com​patibilists” rely on them in the belief that they are achievements of mo​dern philosophers such as Hobbes, Hume and Moore. 

However, despite the respectable authority of St. Augustine and all of his followers, both moves are flawed. The argument for intrinsic volitional free​dom is invalid.
 But without an argument to this effect problems are merely shifted back to volition, albeit perhaps to volitions of a higher order. Moreover, the conditional analysis is no analysis of practical possibility at all as it does not extend to its relevant modal sense. Of course we might say (following Duns Scotus and Leibniz
) that it is not logically impossible to form a different will. Also we might say that this possibility is not ruled out by the mere laws of nature or by the general abilities of ordinary people. However, abstract pos​si​bi​lities such as these are not relevant to the problems we are trying to solve. Certainly we do not care about alter​natives existing in some imaginary possible world beyond but are in​ter​ested in concrete alternative ways of forming the will that are open to us in the actual world. And such alternatives are ruled out by assuming our world to be deter​mi​ni​stic. 

So let us not waste time on the illusive endeavour to find some notion of “practical” or “volitional possibility” that is relevant to freedom (in the usual sense explicated above) and fits a deterministic universe. Rather the disillusioning fact is this: once we have subscribed to ontological de​ter​minism we have dis​missed the pos​si​bilities cri​terion radically. Mea​sured against this standard every kind of freedom will have a zero degree as there is no al​ter​native to the result fixed. Still we are left with the criterion of “na​tu​ral​​ness” or “essentialness” which could be sufficient in itself and therefore might be used by determinists to fill the gap. But, leaving aside Augu​stine’s ar​gu​ment for in​trinsic volitional freedom, how could this be provided? 

VIII.

First let us try the following line of argument. Obviously one necessary condition of volitional “essentialness” is the absence of a particular form of external control. Sup​pose the thoughts and vo​li​ti​ons of a particular man are determined completely and at every instant by some god or neuropsychiatric “demi-god”. Certainly we would not call the resulting will “essential” as this man is but a marionette. Still one might argue that this is due solely to the fact that his mental processes are manipulated wilfully from outside and not due to the mere fact of determination. Accordingly, one might think that all we would need when taking some person’s will to be “essential” is the guarantee that it is not controlled completely by the will of another person. 

But this idea is wrong. To see this we only have to suppose that the will of our de​ter​mi​​ning god or neuropsychiatric “demi-god” is determined in turn by some other god or “de​mi-god”. Surely the mere fact that the de​ter​mining factors are of a volitional kind is no proof that it is this fact that renders the resulting will “inessential”. Only a will shown to be “es​sen​tial” and free by a criterion different from the mere absence of ex​ter​nal voli​tional control could be sufficient to stop the regress into relevant ante​cedent con​di​tions. 

Moreover, if the determining influence is complete and exter​nal, it does not matter at all whether or not it is volitional. Suppose some person’s brain gets (either by chance, natural determination, or wilfull contrivance) under the influence of some elec​tro​mag​ne​tic super-field deter​mi​ning in every detail its neuronal processes in every detail as well as, supposedly, the entire set of mental events attached to them in an epiphenomenalist way, including volitions. Could we say this person is able to form her will “freely and es​sentially”? Certainly not. But if so, why shouldn’t we come to ex​act​ly the same negative conclusion when we consider all such events to be the mere product of the indefinite mul​ti​plicity of interacting influences emanating from the “super field” of a de​ter​ministic universe? Ob​viously we are far away from being able to single out processes leading up to “essential” volitions and therefore badly in need of criteria qualified for this task. 

IX.

Trying to take up this problem within the confines of determinism, basically two solutions have been suggested. First it is said that the will is free if its formation satisfies certain general patterns that can be re​garded as “natural” or “essential”. Some phi​lo​so​phers have been content even with the un​specific condition of being “amenable to rea​sons”. But this is wholly inadequate as it is not immune even to the classical ob​jec​tions raised against “inessential” volition since Plato. Others, along with jurists, have tried to spe​cify lists of characteristic epistemic defects and re​straints the absence of which de​fines, allegedly, what “willing freely” means. Alter​natively, or in addition to this, it has been suggested that the degree of freedom and “es​sen​tial​ness” depends on the extent to which positive standards of re​flec​tive​ness, rationality, length and com​plexity are met when forming the will. All of this is quite plausible as far as it goes and adequate even for prac​tical purposes, say in the courts. But it is surely inadequate theoretically. 

First, it is indifferent to the question of whether the optative attitudes that are fed into an informed, unrestrained and extended formation pro​cess are free and “essential” from the start. Second, it is confined to the average, ignoring what is “essential” for a par​ti​cu​lar person at a par​ticular time. Third and even more important, why are extended pro​cesses of reflective reasoning relevant to freedom at all? Normally we would say that en​gaging in these is the best, and most often only, way to find out what alternative options we have, which is in turn a precondition for choo​sing freely which options we should realize. However, if determinism is true belief in real alternatives is spurious, or can be no more than a subjectively unavoidable illusion. Objectively (as long since noted by Aristotle
) there would be no point in reasoning processes of that kind, as their entire courses and outcomes are fixed. Some persons would be determined to need a long run-up before coming to a decisive volition, others to take a shortcut. But if so, why should the former course be more “es​sen​tial” to the determined person than the latter? To make a substantial distinction here we would have to fall back on the strange idea that there exists some (Platonic) ideal standard of what befits human beings to be applied from “beyond”. Moreover, aren’t there many quick, spontaneous decisions (such as to go to a concert tonight) that we take to be “essential” quite independent of the fact that they do not result from extended reasonings? 

Fourthly and finally, granting even the inherent “essentiality” of certain general pat​erns as a mere stipulation, we still get no answer to the most central point. Why should we say of some man luckily determined (by god, fate or natural cau​ses) to satisfy them that he has formed an “essential” will in this case any more than in another case where he unluckily hap​pens to be determined not to fulfil them? Here at the latest we are defi​ni​​tely at a loss. Clearly, this shallow-rooted notion of freedom, con​trived for prac​ti​cal rea​sons at best, if not merely to fit in with a determinist bias, is squarely beside the point. 

X.

Still there is a second solution, proposed independently or in support of the first. Here the idea is to relate the notion of an “essential will” to what we are as a “character”. Couldn’t we simply say, independently of the spe​ci​fic patterns of their formation, that certain mental states and processes, in​clu​ding volitions, are “essential” for some person ipso facto if they are ta​ken to be defining? This would be a nice solution indeed. However, what volitions will qualify? 

Some people foster the idea that there might be some stable, limited set of optative and assertoric attitudes to be discovered (by reflection or progres​sive self-experience) to be constitutive of what we are. However, if this were true, we should be able to list at least some of the most ba​sic attitudes supposed to be definitional. But are you able to do this? And on what grounds could the defining attitudes be selected? Merely because of their factual (genetic, educational or habitual) entrenchment? Hardly. Such attitudes can be taken as well, and are taken frequently, to be mere con​ditions under which we live or even hindrances to our thinking and forming the will in a way we regard as “essential”. To make them part of our personality, we have to ac​cept them, i.e. decisively to “ap​pro​priate” them (as Goethe put it) or to “identify ourselves” with them (as has been put more recently by Harry Frankfurt).
 If this is done, however, the resulting ac​com​modation is not normally thought to be a passive reaction but to involve (contrary to determinist claims) an active decision among alternatives actually open. Moreover, although it is true that the pos​si​bi​lities of actively forming our character, or of dissociating ourselves by free decision from what has become habitual and entrenched inactively and without notice are limited, they surely are not inexistent altogether. 

Some authors claim to have found some general, stable volitions that qua​lify as de​fi​nitive. Thus Hobbes thought that preserving bio​lo​gical life is the only unchanging ob​ject of our guiding will. Bentham, Freud and many others thought that it is gain and pre​servation of pleasure. But a short look at human history makes clear that even these very general and unspecific goals, which are unfit to sin​gle out individuals anyway, do not qualify as defining personal cha​racteristics. An Al Quaida suicide terrorist surely does not care very much for his physical life and pleasure. Personal life is an ongoing dy​na​mic process made up not only of passive, receptive experiences but a​lso of instances of actively forming our attitudes towards facts and pos​si​bi​lities. This is the central element in setting the standards of what is “essen​tial” for us and therefore of hin​dran​ces rele​vant to our freedom. Accordingly, they are sub​ject to change. A volition we firmly “identify with” at present may well be dissociated later on. And even if some basic volitions were to be stable and definitive of what we are, it would certainly be absurd to claim that all of our concrete willings and doings are free and unhindered only to the ex​tent they can safely be referred to those. 

Because he lacks the criterion of an objective (non-illusory) active choice among open alter​natives, however, the only way out that a de​terminist can en​visage is the heroic move taken by Kant and Scho​pen​hauer.
 Both of them proposed that the entire set of our prevailing voli​tions defines the “empirical cha​racter”, indicating successively (to our​selves and to others as well) who we are as a person. Granting deter​minism, this is a consistent and respec​table idea, even though it is highly counter-intuitive. Surely we do not think that the multifarious tri​vi​alities and con​tin​gencies of our lives are con​stitutive for us as per​sons. More​over, we do not merely register passively whatever volitions happen to crop up in our minds. 

But let us waive these objections here as the most central problem of the proposal is this: if every prevailing volition is “essential” by definition, this predicate does not refer to a distinguishing property any more which might be used as a criterion. Having lost our first – possibilities – criterion of freedom anyway by accepting determinism, we have lost now our second criterion, too. Given a strictly deterministic universe our ordi​nary concept of freedom, i.e. freedom from relevant hindrances, simply does not apply. And this is true not only concerning freedom of will but also freedom of action as this concept depends (as has been argued above, p. 9f.) on the criterion of “willing essentially”, too. All of this leads to the conclusion that a consequent determinist must say – provided he is luckily determined to be consistent – that “freedom” understood in its ordinary sense is spurious objectively and can be held to exist only by subjective illusion. 

XI.

So we are confronted again with the great old enigma of freewill, which has turned out to be unsolved up to now and unsolvable in principle if one ac​cepts determinism and does not want to give up our ordinary notion of “freedom”. Construed in this way we must say, after all, that these con​victions are incompatible. Accordingly, one of them should be drop​ped. What about dropping “freedom”, then, as understood in its usual sense? Couldn’t one argue, contrary to common belief, that this notion is not im​portant to our lives and that this is the reason why the “classical” problem, while being still unsolved, should “recede into obsolence” (cf. p. 2)? 

In fact, many philosophers and theologians have argued that this swee​ping move is the best, or at least the only advisable, way out of the “wand’ring mazes” in which we get lost (as Milton put it) when “reasoning high” about freewill, misguided by “vain wis​dom” and “false philosophy”.
 Still it is ill-advised. As noted earlier (p. 3), dis​mis​sing “freewill” in its tra​ditional – and ordinary – sense would mean underrating badly its significance for human self-understanding due to a mis​con​ception of, or resigned disengagement from, what it really means to be active. If what we want and do, as well as the ways by which we come to it, are fixed in advance and in every detail, we cannot (lest by illusion) understand our​selves as real actors, i.e. as persons having an active influence by them​selves on what actually hap​pens. Much more even than in any mock​ing caricature drawn of the medi​aeval “corporative state”, here every indi​vidual, every group or institution would have their “assigned places” within the structuring social system which in itself would be but a segment within the fixed and all-inclusive order of being. Accordingly, such persons can​not understand themselves, or be taken by others, as rational and respon​sible actors. And as this con​dition is implied by the traditional system of normative social control, which dif​fers from merely manipulatory forms of shaping behaviour, this system will become inapplicable, too. 

In fact the consequences are even more radical. They lead to a fatalist view of life. Of course this does not refer to the so-called fatalism of “lazy reason”, better called “foolish reason”, as it rests on the denial of obvious causal dependencies. This idea is ill-con​cei​ved and not consequently deterministic. Fatalism, rightly conceived, includes the mental realm and amounts to the thesis that the course of the world, being fixed throughout, cannot be altered (theoretically) and therefore cannot be influenced actively (in the relevant practical sense of “can”). Within philosophy this should have been settled ever since Aristotle. More recently Richard Taylor has renewed the same argu​ment
 pro​vo​king dozens of articles which vainly tried to refute it. Clearly, a consistent determinist must be a fatalist − provided he is happily determined to be consistent. 

XII. 

In view of this, philosophers with a temper similar to that of Schlick and Scho​pen​hauer (p. 2) might grow angry about the fact that there are still so many “ignorants” “spilling ink” in the hopeless endeavour to get around what is obvious by contriving, following the lead of St. Augustine, some substitute notion of “freedom” that fits a fixed universe and still preserves an understanding of ourselves as active and responsible persons. 

In fact, these hopeless endeavours are motivated by a double belief: (1) that deter​minism is true, or might well be true, as the universe is confined to what can be ac​coun​ted for in strictly “naturalistic” terms and therefore must be seen as “causally” or “no​mo​logically closed”, and (2) that the only way to deny determination is to affirm “blind chance”. Now, I am not in a position to prove or refute either determinism or naturalism. But I think that it is possible to deny both of these and that to do so is (at the very least) not as desperate as are the continuing illusions or self-deceptions about the con​se​quences that would result from their truth for rationality, activity, respon​sibility, and personal freedom. Whether micro​physical indeterminism, taken to be implied (pace David Bohm) by stan​dard quan​tum theory, could be of any use to freewill is unclear to me. Some of the relevant proposals (e.g. those of Kane or Hameroff/Pen​rose
) are certainly subject to the objection of “blind chance”. Others might well be better off. But I know of none which is satisfying. So I must leave it with this. Before ending my talk however, I would like to draw your attention to one further important point. 

Even confining ourselves to the physical world and natural science, it is amazing to see how many people still believe that determinism, though unproven, must be true. It is not just the existence of quantum physics. Any experimental physicist knows the insuperable dispersions in mea​sure​ment. Most theories rely on probabilistic rather, than deterministic laws, if they formulate general laws at all and do not confine themselves to regularities and correlations. All of this holds all the more strongly if we move up to psy​cho​logical, social and cultural phenomena. Mankind has always lived in a world full of probabilities and contingencies not amen​able to deterministic calculation. To believe that this is merely the result of epistemic defects that could be overcome is (at the very best) a useful methodological maxim and apart from that, as a general ontological thesis, simply an ideology. 

To me the only understandable reason for this is fear of “blind chance”. Surely our world is not full of this, though chance, apparently, cannot be excluded. But anyhow, to deny that something is determined is not in the least equivalent to affirming that it happens “by mere chance”. The false belief to the contrary is one of the big blunders made repeatedly ever since the early critics of Epicurus.
 The existence of statistically constant marriage and suicide rates, e.g., proves neither that individual marriages and suicides are matters of mere chance, nor that some people are determined somehow to marry or to kill themselves (as believed by some of the early 19th century interpreters of “moral statistics”). Both kinds of events may well result from undetermined free de​ci​sions of individual persons. Indeterministic freedom may not exist in reality, but it is surely not inconceivable or conceivable only at the expense of being “chancy”. This ar​gu​ment against those who are still interested in making sense of our self-un​der​stan​ding as free, active and responsible persons, this bad old ploy at least should disappear com​pletely from the discussion. 
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