
	
	
Free Will : 
The Myriad Voices 
 
 
Rising from self-awareness, the notion of free will defines 
universally the perception of the human condition. Whether man 
perceives that he exists in a liberated state determines the human 
concept of the universe, and the role mankind perceives itself to 
play in that greater frame. Likewise, due to self-awareness, the 
individualistic nature of human thought gives rise to many 
opinions about free will. Some contend that the notion of free will 
is invalid, that human existence is predetermined despite human 
effort. Others posit that free will and determinism are compatible 
concepts that influence the human condition interdependently. 
Factors such as the debated “cosmic plan,” and considerations of 
knowledge and ignorance, also color the topic of free will. Yet, 
still and all, free will remains an issue for the individual to define. 
 In considering the words themselves, one may ask: What 
is will? What does it mean to be free? And what, therefore, is the 
will free from? Still attributed only to humankind, will is defined 
as the mental powers manifested in wishing, choosing, desiring, 
and intending. Substituting “liberty” for “freedom,” the 
Enlightenment philosopher David Hume describes the liberated 

state as the “power of acting or not acting, according to the 
determinations of the will.”1 In this way, having will is presented 
as a necessary condition for having free will. All people share the 
universal actions of wishing, choosing, desiring, and intending in 
the course of their lives. These actions comprise the will, which 
can then be claimed deductively by all people. Whether or not this 
common human nature is free depends on the very motivation for 
wishing, choosing, etc. That motivation, then, is the crux of the 
matter. If the will is indeed free, the motivation from which it acts 
must be under the control of the individual. 
 If we speak of human control, the next step is to 
consider the limitations on that control. Proponents of a “cosmic 
plan” offer a number of opinions. The deist view is one of a divine 
(if not indifferent) perspective: God created the universe and, after 
setting it in motion, stepped out of the picture to allow what 
would be to be. This notion suggests freedom within a 
predetermined form, giving humanity control over itself but not 
much else. Similar to this view is the naturalist stance, which 
refuses to place the control of the universe in the hands of a 



“God” but, rather, looks to the laws of nature as the forces 
ordering all of physical existence. Humans may still be in control 
of their lives (and thoughts), but their physical world maintains 
itself according to laws outside of human control or intervention. 
Leo Tolstoy, however, offers a radically different “cosmic plan.” He 
contended that God, being all powerful, omniscient, and 
benevolent, had not only created the universe but also directs 
every aspect of existence. In this plan, mankind does not have free 
will at all, for the very motivation for man’s actions is directly 
influenced by God. Men are not in control of their lives, according 
to Tolstoy. And if they are, their lives go awry. 
 Brought out by the discussion of a “cosmic plan” is the 
idea of determinism. If there is a force responsible for the creation 
and direction of the universe, does that not indicate that the lives 
of humankind fall into the realm of the created—and the directed? 
If we accept Tolstoy’s position, then this is certainly the case. A 
human being living within this “cosmic plan” would find meaning 
in life only insofar as he sacrifices his own will to that of the 
creator. The absence of free will, then, is quite clear. Human 
motivation, under this plan, would be contrary to God’s concept of 
humanity in the “big picture” scheme of things. From the 
naturalist point of view, determinism manifests in a different way. 
Humankind’s motivation is also determined by natural forces 
outside of individual control—that is, such factors categorized as 
ethnic-, climate-, or health-related, among other forces. These 
forces arbitrarily mold the individual in the naturalist scheme—
and yet, one might alter the effects of natural forces by simply 
being made aware of their influence. This is not the case if living 
within the cosmic plan of a creator, one that operates with a will 
of its own that presumably (necessarily?) overrides that of 
mankind. 
 Determinism, to the naturalist, is a matter of cause and 
effect. Each event or phenomenon is the result of the influence of 
preceding events and phenomena. This is translated into human 
terms through Hume’s comparisons of the natural world to the 

human condition. The ideas of conjunction and inference liken the 
seemingly random occurrences in nature to the “voluntary actions 
of men, and in the operations of the mind.”2 Just as certain natural 
happenings lead to predictable natural consequences, so does 
human motivation lead to predicable (universal?) choices of the 
will. Human history would then appear to exist, like nature, in a 
state of repetition. 
 Between the opposing concepts of determinism and free 
will is the concept of compatibility. This philosophical approach is 
a reconciliation of man’s right to free will assumed through self-
awareness and the extra-human forces that some claim influence 
human existence. The compatibilist accepts the forces of natural 
laws and recognizes their influence on human development. 
However, the compatibilist also recognizes the free-will potential 
of the options arrived at through the knowledge of the extent (or 
limitation) of nature’s power. Through understanding natural 
forces, the compatibilist increases his awareness of his own 
limitations. He is free then to attempt an attack on the forces that 
mold his life. Options are open to the person who recognizes 
wherein lies the power. 
 The question of free will—do we posses it or not?—is 
such a difficult one to address because of the many beliefs held 
by humankind. We can come to agreement when stating that the 
motivation of the human will is the true determinant of our 
particular, individual position. With regard to the different 
varieties of a “cosmic plan,” that motivation seems to be at the 
mercy of forces outside of human control. Tolstoy relinquishes his 
control to an all-powerful God whose influence is unquestionable. 
The naturalists recognize the influence of nature, insofar as that 
influence can be questioned (or challenged) to the full extent of 
human will. Options, and the opportunity to choose, are open to 
the individual. Albert Camus likens this state to a liberating calm. 
“In the universe suddenly restored to its silence, the myriad 
wondering little voices of the earth rise up.”3 
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SL – I enjoyed this. It is thoughtful and daring, but it is also vague. A- 
 
																																																								
1 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Section VIII, “Of Liberty and Necessity,” Part One (1748).  
2 Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. 
3 Albert Camus, “The Myth of Sisyphus,” in Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1955). 


