What is it to be a person?

Can Frankfurt’s theory of free will serve as a 

necessary basis for personhood? 
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The debate about free will has for many decades revolved around the compatibility of free will and determinism. Harry Frankfurt in 1971 abandoned this battle by sketching a certain structure of our will and using it as an explanation for our felt freedom of will. According to him, second-order volitions are supposed to be the fundamental basis for free will and guarantee the identification of a human being with his desires. But Frankfurt goes further in stating that the above-mentioned structure of will is also an essential characteristic of what we call a person. In this paper I will briefly outline Frankfurt’s theory of free will. I then discuss arguments in favour and against his thesis, thereby paying special attention to a criticism raised by Gary Watson. After this I will evaluate if we have good enough reasons to accept Frankfurt’s theory for both, an account of free will and of personhood.

1. Frankfurt’s theory of second-order volitions

Frankfurt states:

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.

The structure of the will is supposed to constitute desires of different order. While first-order desires are also formed by higher animals, the peculiar characteristic of a person are her second-order volitions. Second-order volitions are second-order desires, reflecting on desires of the first order and making a certain first-order desire the effective will of the person. 

Let us assume Fred is really hungry, at the same time he is overweight and was told by his doctor to keep to a strict diet. He has the desire to go to the fridge and find some food, which he can eat to satisfy his first-order desire to get rid of hunger. But Fred is able to see the plausibility of the diet and the need to loose weight, in other words he thinks rationally about his desires. Fred can now form a second-order volition, a desire to either desire to eat or to desire to refrain from eating. If he makes either of them his will which moves him to action accordingly he will possess a free will. 

Frankfurt rightly points out that to speak about desires, wants and motivations and their associated actions is a difficult task, as not only are these concepts difficult to define but also do many factors play a role in influencing actions.
 

2. Distinguishing Persons from Wantons

To illustrate his point, Frankfurt continues with an important distinction which is supposed to differentiate persons (having second-order volitions) from wantons (lacking 2nd order volitions), which include most if not all animals and presumably young children. If Fred was a wanton, then being hungry and in ideal conditions (food in the fridge, ...) Fred would go and eat something. He would not mind if he is gaining weight, which is bad for his health. Although Fred might think rationally in how to best get tasty food and even knows that he is gaining weight, he is not concerned with the desires itself. He has not got the capability of preferring any desire. The person Fred is of course in a completely different position. For him his desires matter. He is able to see how his desires shape his life and therefore develops higher-order desires, which reflect upon the lower-order desires. As Frankfurt puts it himself, a person is “a type of entity for whom the freedom of its will may be a problem.“1
3. Two Arguments in favour of Frankfurt’s concept

In order to strengthen his position Frankfurt uses two arguments in favour of his concept of personhood. 

1. A concept of personhood, which is tied to the freedom of will, is in need to explain how it fits into our system of blame and punishment. The person Fred can entertain the desire to desire to refrain from eating. Although then the desire to refrain constitutes his will, Fred might be too weak compared to his first-order desire to eat and he walks straight to the fridge and finishes a luring bar of chocolate. If this chocolate bar belongs to Susan she might blame Fred for eating it, but if Fred states „that it is not of his own free will but rather against his will that this force moves him to take“, then this could soften Susan’s resentment towards Fred.
 Susan in this case understands that it was not Fred’s will but his first-order desire to eat that won out. It is herewith that Fred does not enjoy freedom of will but feels the lack of it. He is not to punish for a deed that was not triggered by his will. Instead of washing the dishes he only has to get a new chocolate bar for Susan.

2. Frankfurt is drawing an analogy to the freedom of action. It is not undisputed but still rather common understanding that acting freely means to do what one wants to do. If we take this definition of freedom of action as sound, then it seems logical to consider freedom of will as to desire what one desires to desire. Is the substitution of acting with wanting valid though? So defined, freedom of action and the freedom of will differ in their logical form. If I desire to do something this desire refers to objects while the desire to desire refers to a desire itself, which is an internal mental state.
 It gives some desires a more special status. Furthermore, if a free will is a desire to desire then one can ask, is a desire to desire to desire a freer will? This question leads us directly towards one well-known criticism of Frankfurt’s theory. 

4. Watson’s criticism of regression

The maybe fiercest problem arises from Frankfurt‘s use of a higher-order theory. Let’s recall, Frankfurt claims that second-order volitions are the potential source of free will and personhood. But what is so special about second-order desires, why not third or higher orders. It is easily imaginable that Fred has the ultimate desire not to be sensible and rational. As it is sensible to desire to desire to refrain from eating, he would actually desire to not desire to desire to refrain from eating. Frankfurt himself is very aware of this problem, but he states that, “the decisiveness of the commitment he has made means that he has decided that no further question about his second-order volition remains to be asked”.1
The commitment to his second-order volition creates an identification of the person with his will and thus with himself, which cannot be amplified by an even higher wish. Watson
 in response argues that to cut off the identification of oneself with second-order volitions seems arbitrary. For him even volitions are simple desires, as one can be “a wanton with respect to one’s second order desires and volitions”. If we iterate this further, infinite regress is threatening.

Watson comes up with his own positive account of what an essential characteristic of personhood could be. He sees a clear difference between wanting and valuing something, whereby an agent values something if it is in line with her set of considerations. Somebody would thus have a free will if she desires not what she wants but what she values. Watson argues that although they “must to a large extent overlap“5, they are not identical. Watson would argue that Fred wants to eat, but does not value his governing appetite. A person is truly identifying with her values.

As persuading as Watson’s distinction between wanting and valuing is, there is a way in reconciling Watson’s view with Frankfurt’s thesis. This is possible because Watson explains the difference between wanting and valuing among independent sources of motivation, but leaves open what valuing really is. Daniel Lewis
 sorts out different options for what valuing could be and arrives at the conclusion that to value means nothing else but to have second-order desires. If we bring what we value in accordance with our desires, what we value becomes effective and we exactly end up with what Frankfurt said. Lewis furthermore excludes the possibility of identifying to value with the highest order, as this would make a desire about a value impossible. To value would then at the same time be the highest and the (highest+1) order – an obvious contradiction. If we do not explicitly disallow these desires about values to take place, we also have the case that values can be as alienated from oneself as can be simple desires.
 A conclusion Watson has to avoid when insisting that the real identification of a person is with values and not with second-order desires.

5. Can Frankfurt hold what he promises?

After looking at Frankfurt’s theory and analyzing arguments in favour and against his theory, we still have to ask ourselves two questions: 

1. Does Frankfurt convince us, that volitions of the second order account for what we call and consider free will? 

2. Is the structure of the will an essential and therefore necessary condition for personhood?

To answer the first question, we have to be sure of what Frankfurt means by free will. To me it seems that Frankfurt has a “felt“ free will in mind. He looks at situations in which the freedom of will is clearest to us, where two important awareness-conditions are met. Firstly the awareness that there is a decision to be made between two or more desires and secondly the awareness that these desires are inherently mine and therefore the decision will also be mine. Why would second-order volitions be good candidates for this kind of free will? In order to be aware of my first-order desires a second-order thought which points to them and not to objects is essential. But a second-order thought alone would not do the job. By making this thought about desires a will about these desires, which is supposed to constitute my effective will, I become aware of these desires being mine.
 

Let’s move towards an answer to the second question. To be honest I can’t really imagine a person without the capability of forming a second-order volition. Of course a person would not necessarily entertain volitions all the time and with respect to every action which is performed. If Fred was on diet, but at the same time a drug addict, he might be a person in respect of making his desire to refrain from eating his will, but when it comes to drugs he might not even think about it, but just follow his needs for a high. 

It looks as if having volitions are a necessary condition for being a person. But isn’t that condition already too strong? I have outlined the two awareness- conditions on which the idea of a free will hinges. Why should only desires be dependent on awareness. If a person thinks, she knows that these thoughts are thoughts and that these thoughts are hers. Isn’t that what we associate with being a person, to have the two attitudes of being knowing and self-reflective?

Desires are a special form of thoughts, too special for being essential for personhood. I do think though that as higher animals can transform thoughts automatically into desires, the persons we know, the human race on earth, can also transform thoughts of the second order into desires of the second order.

6. Conclusion

Although many arguments against Frankfurt’s model about the two-layer structure of desires were brought forward, some weaker some stronger, in my opinion Frankfurt’s account provides a clearer understanding of the freedom of will than known hitherto. It might need refinement, e.g. how to cope with higher-order theory problems, but its simple form can astonishingly well explain features of our felt freedom of will. At least it makes us think deeper into what we really mean by free will. Nobody seriously doubts that the phenomenon of free will is connected with what we consider as personhood, but is this connection a necessary condition. To me Frankfurt goes a step too far: Free will deals with desires as its currency. But desires are not the currency of personhood. It might be thoughts of some kind, intentional mental states, conscious states, active memory, but desires are too special to be the key to personhood.
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� Frankfurt in “Freedom of the will and the concept of a person”


� If Fred is hungry and you put a dinner in front of him, it might not only be a second-order desire that prevents him from eating the food, but he might have to run in order to catch a bus (conflict of two first-order desires), he might be sick and not able to swallow the food (lacking freedom of action), he promised to wait for his wife to eat together (social norms and boundary conditions), ...





� Peter Strawson defends in ‚Freedom and resentment‘ the view that even if determinism is true we would not change our reactive attitudes like resentment towards persons. If we ascribe a person the capability of making a free choice so that he could have acted differently, we would still entertain reactive attitudes, regardless of the truth or falsity of determinism.


� Susan Wolf in ‘Freedom within reason’





� Gary Watson in ‚Free Agency‘





� Daniel Lewis in ‚Dispositional Theories of Value‘


� Velleman argues that values can be as alienated from oneself as desires





� A physicalist would be of course of the opinion that second-order desires have their causes and effects as normal desires do.
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