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FREEDOM OF THE WILL AND THE CONCEPT
OF A PERSON

HAT philosophers have lately come to accept as analy-

sis of the concept of a person is not actually analysis of

that concept at all. Strawson, whose usage represents the
current standard, identifies the concept of a person as “the con-
cept of a type of entity such that both predicates ascribing states of
consciousness and predicates ascribing corporeal characteristics . . .
are equally applicable to a single individual of that single type.” 1
But there are many entities besides persons that have both mental
and physical properties. As it happens—though it seems extraordi-
nary that this should be so—there is no common English word for
the type of entity Strawson has in mind, a type that includes not
only human beings but animals of various lesser species as well.
Still, this hardly justifies the misappropriation of a valuable philo-
sophical term.

Whether the members of some animal species are persons is surely
not to be settled merely by determining whether it is correct to ap-
ply to them, in addition to predicates ascribing corporeal character-
istics, predicates that ascribe states of consciousness. It does vio-
lence to our language to endorse the application of the term ‘per-
son’ to those numerous creatures which do have both psychological
and material properties but which are manifestly not persons in
any normal sense of the word. This misuse of language is doubtless
innocent of any theoretical error. But although the offense is “merely

1P. F. Strawson, Individuals (London: Methuen, 1959), pp. 101-102. Ayer’s
usage of ‘person’ is similar: “it is characteristic of persons in this sense that be-
sides having various physical properties . . . they are also credited with various
forms of consciousness” [A. J. Ayer, The Concept of a Person (New York: St.
Martin’s, 1963), p. 82]. What concerns Strawson and Ayer is the problem of
understanding the relation between mind and body, rather than the quite dif-

ferent problem of understanding what it is to be a creature that not only has
a mind and a body but is also a person.
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verbal,” it does significant harm. For it gratuitously diminishes our
philosophical vocabulary, and it increases the likelihood that we
will overlook the important area of inquiry with which the term
‘person’ is most naturally associated. It might have been expected
that no problem would be of more central and persistent concern to
philosophers than that of understanding what we ourselves essen-
tially are. Yet this problem is so generally neglected that it has been
possible to make off with its very name almost without being no-
ticed and, evidently, without evoking any widespread feeling of loss.

There is a sense in which the word ‘person’ is merely the singu-
lar form of ‘people’ and in which both terms connote no more than
membership in a certain biological species. In those senses of the
word which are of greater philosophical interest, however, the cri-
teria for being a person do not serve primarily to distinguish the
members of our own species from the members of other species.
Rather, they are designed to capture those attributes which are the
subject of our most humane concern with ourselves and the source
of what we regard as most important and most problematical in
our lives. Now these attributes would be of equal significance to us
even if they were not in fact peculiar and common to the members
of our own species. What interests us most in the human condition
would not interest us less if it were also a feature of the condition
of other creatures as well.

Our concept of ourselves as persons is not to be understood, there-
fore, as a concept of attributes that are necessarily species-specific.
It is conceptually possible that members of novel or even of fa-
miliar nonhuman species should be persons; and it is also con-
ceptually possible that some members of the human species are not
persons. We do in fact assume, on the other hand, that no member
of another species is a person. Accordingly, there is a presumption
that what is essential to persons is a set of characteristics that we
generally suppose—whether rightly or wrongly—to be uniquely
human.

It is my view that one essential difference between persons and
other creatures is to be found in the structure of a person’s will.
Human beings are not alone in having desires and motives, or in
making choices. They share these things with the members of cer-
tain other species, some of whom even appear to engage in delib-
eration and to make decisions based upon prior thought. It seems
to be peculiarly characteristic of humans, however, that they are
able to form what I shall call “second-order desires” or “desires of
the second order.”
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Besides wanting and choosing and being moved to do this or that,
men may also want to have (or not to have) certain desires and
motives. They are capable of wanting to be different, in their pref-
erences and purposes, from what they are. Many animals appear to
have the capacity for what I shall call “first-order desires” or “de-
sires of the first order,” which are simply desires to do or not to
do one thing or another. No animal other than man, however, ap-
pears to have the capacity for reflective self-evaluation that is mani-
fested in the formation of second-order desires.?

X

The concept designated by the verb ‘to want’ is extraordinarily
elusive. A statement of the form “4 wants to X”—taken by itself,
apart from a context that serves to amplify or to specify its mean-
ing—conveys remarkably little information. Such a statement may
be consistent, for example, with each of the following statements:
(a) the prospect of doing X elicits no sensation or introspectible
emotional response in A; (b) 4 is unaware that he wants to X;
(c) 4 believes that he does not want to X; (d) 4 wants to refrain
from X-ing; (e) A wants to Y and believes that it is impossible for
him both to ¥ and to X; (f) 4 does not “really” want to X; (g) 4
would rather die than X; and so on. It is therefore hardly sufficient
to formulate the distinction between first-order and second-order
desires, as I have done, by suggesting merely that someone has a
first-order desire when he wants to do or not to do such-and-such,
and that he has a second-order desire when he wants to have or
not to have a certain desire of the first order.

As I shall understand them, statements of the form “A wants to
X" cover a rather broad range of possibilities.? They may be true
even when statements like (a) through (g) are true: when 4 is un-
aware of any feelings concerning X-ing, when he is unaware that
he wants to X, when he deceives himself about what he wants and

2For the sake of simplicity, I shall deal only with what someone wants or
desires, neglecting related phenomena such as choices and decisions. I pro-
pose to use the verbs ‘to want’ and ‘to desire’ interchangeably, although they
are by no means perfect synonyms. My motive in forsaking the established
nuances of these words arises from the fact that the verb ‘to want’, which suits
my purposes better so far as its meaning is concerned, does not lend itself so
readily to the formation of nouns as does the verb ‘to desire’. It is perhaps ac-
ceptable, albeit graceless, to speak in the plural of someone’s “wants.” But to
speak in the singular of someone’s “want” would be an abomination.

3 What I say in this paragraph applies not only to cases in which ‘to X’ refers
to a possible action or inaction. It also applies to cases in which ‘to X’ refers to
a first-order desire and in which the statement that ‘4 wants to X’ is therefore
a shortened version of a statement—“A wants to want to X”—that identifies a
desire of the second order.
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believes falsely that he does not want to X, when he also has other
desires that conflict with his desire to X, or when he is ambivalent.
The desires in question may be conscious or unconscious, they need
not be univocal, and 4 may be mistaken about them. There is a
further source of uncertainty with regard to statements that iden-
tify someone’s desires, however, and here it is important for my pur-
poses to be less permissive.

Consider first those statements of the form “4 wants to X" which
identify first-order desires—that is, statements in which the term ‘to
X’ refers to an action. A statement of this kind does not, by itself,
indicate the relative strength of 4’s desire to X. It does not make
it clear whether this desire is at all likely to play a decisive role in
what A4 actually does or tries to do. For it may correctly be said
that 4 wants to X even when his desire to X is only one among his
desires and when it is far from being paramount among them. Thus,
" it may be true that 4 wants to X when he strongly prefers to do
something else instead; and it may be true that he wants to X de-
spite the fact that, when he acts, it is not the desire to X that moti-
vates him to do what he does. On the other hand, someone who
states that 4 wants to X may mean to convey that it is this desire
that is motivating or moving 4 to do what he is actually doing or
that 4 will in fact be moved by this desire (unless he changes his
mind) when he acts.

It is only when it is used in the second of these ways that, given
the special usage of ‘will’ that I propose to adopt, the statement
identifies A’s will. To identify an agent’s will is either to identify
the desire (or desires) by which he is motivated in some action he
performs or to identify the desire (or desires) by which he will or
would be motivated when or if he acts. An agent’s will, then, is
identical with one or more of his first-order desires. But the notion
of the will, as I am employing it, is not coextensive with the no-
tion of first-order desires. It is not the notion of something that
merely inclines an agent in some degree to act in a certain way.
Rather, it is the notion of an effective desire—one that moves (or
will or would move) a person all the way to action. Thus the no-
tion of the will is not coextensive with the notion of what an agent
intends to do. For even though someone may have a settled inten-
tion to do X, he may nonetheless do something else instead of do-
ing X because, despite his intention, his desire to do X proves to
be weaker or less effective than some conflicting desire.

Now consider those statements of the form “4 wants to X” which
identify second-order desires—that is, statements in which the term
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‘to X’ refers to a desire of the first order. There are also two kinds
of situation in which it may be true that 4 wants to want to X. In
the first place, it might be true of 4 that he wants to have a desire
to X despite the fact that he has a univocal desire, altogether free
of conflict and ambivalence, to refrain from X-ing. Someone might
want to have a certain desire, in other words, but univocally want
that desire to be unsatisfied.

Suppose that a physician engaged in psychotherapy with narcotics
addicts believes that his ability to help his patients would be en-
hanced if he understood better what it is like for them to desire the
drug to which they are addicted. Suppose that he is led in this way
to want to have a desire for the drug. If it is a genuine desire that
he wants, then what he wants is not merely to feel the sensations
that addicts characteristically feel when they are gripped by their
desires for the drug. What the physician wants, insofar as he wants
to have a desire, is to be inclined or moved to some extent to take
the drug.

It is entirely possible, however, that, although he wants to be
moved by a desire to take the drug, he does not want this desire to
be effective. He may not want it to move him all the way to action.
He need not be interested in finding out what it is like to take the
drug. And insofar as he now wants only to want to take it, and not
to take it, there is nothing in what he now wants that would be
satisfied by the drug itself. He may now have, in fact, an altogether
univocal desire not to take the drug; and he may prudently arrange
to make it impossible for him to satisfy the desire he would have if
his desire to want the drug should in time be satisfied.

It would thus be incorrect to infer, from the fact that the physi-
cian now wants to desire to take the drug, that he already does de-
sire to take it. His second-order desire to be moved to take the drug
does not entail that he has a first-order desire to take it. If the drug
were now to be administered to him, this might satisfy no desire
that is implicit in his desire to want to take it. While he wants to
want to take the drug, he may have no desire to take it; it may be
that all he wants is to taste the desire for it. That is, his desire to
have a certain desire that he does not have may not be a desire that
his will should be at all different than it is.

Someone who wants only in this truncated way to want to X
stands at the margin of preciosity, and the fact that he wants to
want to X is not pertinent to the identification of his will. There
is, however, a second kind of situation that may be described by ‘4
wants to want to X’; and when the statement is used to describe a




































