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Our ideas about our own freedom influence some of the most important aspects of our lives, from our political decisions and legal practices to our personal motivations, choices, and actions. For example, if we see people as unmoved movers who can act independently of prior causes, we will likely reward and punish them in different ways than if we believe their actions to be entirely caused by prior causes beyond their own control. Likewise, if we perceive ourselves as agents who have many options and possibilities available to us, our personal feelings of motivation will probably be rather different compared to if we perceived our choices to be bound to fall out in one particular way no matter what we try to do. A lot is clearly at stake here.

Because so much is at stake, human freedom has become a subject of heated debate. This debate centers around many important and rather different questions that all relate to the apparent conflict between (1) that our actions emerge from prior causes, and (2) that we can freely do what we want. These are questions like:


Can we make choices?

Can we be said to be free in any way if our actions emerge from prior causes?

Can we meaningfully reward and punish people for their actions?

Can there be any morality if we do not perceive ourselves to be unmoved movers?



The debate about human freedom, or free will, is not only heated but also confused, and in more than one way. First, people often fail to distinguish what is true about human freedom and what we ought to believe about it. Second, the most used terms in the debate, such as 'free will' and 'responsibility', are often not clearly defined, and as a result, people who discuss human freedom sometimes mean different things by the same terms. Third, it is often overlooked that the debate about human freedom centers around many different questions relating to distinct levels — such as societal, neurobiological, and subatomic levels — which are often jumbled together in unhelpful ways.

The goal of this book, polemically expressed, is to step beyond this confusion and to answer some of the most important questions about human freedom. This goal is pursued in two parts. The first part, which consists of the first three chapters, seeks to clarify what is true about human freedom, while the second part, which is just the fourth chapter, is about what we ought to believe about human freedom. This helps us avoid the confusion that comes from failing to distinguish these two questions.
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The purpose of this chapter is to take the first step toward a clear discussion about human freedom, namely to define different kinds of freedom. This is a rather dry and formal step, but it is necessary if we are to have a rigorous discussion that provides unambiguous conclusions as to whether we have certain kinds of freedom or not.

I will here define three different kinds of freedom: free will, self-chosen will, and freedom of action. It is worth keeping in mind that there is no single right definition of free will, and that one can define any kind of freedom in any way one would like. However, the kinds of freedom that I define here are not merely randomly defined. First, the definitions are all rather meaningful, in the sense that the definitions relate to the literal meaning of the terms they are denoted by. Second, and most importantly, the kinds of freedom defined here are all kinds of freedom that are relevant to explore in order to answer the most important questions concerning the truth about human freedom.

To define free will in a meaningful way, it might be helpful to first define the terms 'freedom' and 'will' individually. These terms may be defined broadly as follows:


Freedom: Not being dependent or not being limited.

Will: Desire or intention.



Based on these definitions, freedom of will, or free will, can meaningfully be defined in the following way:


Free will: The ability to choose one's own intentions independently of prior causes.



Again, it should be noted that free will can be defined in any way one would like, and that I have defined it in this way because it seems relevant to explore whether we have free will in this sense.

The second kind of freedom, or ability, that will be defined here is self-chosen will:


Self-chosen will: The ability to choose one's own intentions.



This definition is almost identical to the definition of free will above, the only difference being that the latter definition does not involve a choice that is independent of prior causes.

Though the definition of free will above may reflect what some people understand by free will, it still does not cover all the things that people understand by free will. For instance, when we say things like “I did it out of my own free will!” we do not usually mean free will as defined above. Instead, what we seem to mean is that we acted on our own intention, or will. In this case, the will is already in place, and the freedom exhibited lies in being able to do — to act — as one intends. This freedom, or ability, will therefore here be called freedom of action:
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