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2.2 |
Concepts of Freedom in Antiquity

Pagan Philosophical Traditions in the Greco-Roman World

Peter Lampe

Any attempt to tackle this broad subject in an essay cannot be more
than sketchy. It shoots a multitude of rays through the focus of a few
lenses and ends up projecting handy outlines - that is, simplifications.
A detailed differentiation between individual ancient authors is hardly
possible.!

A second warning flag needs to be raised. This paper will focus on
thoughts that were exchanged within the discourse of an elite group
of ancient intellectuals, on nothing more. Even when the thoughts of
a slave about freedom were “quoted,” as Dio Chrysostom, in the first
century C.E., did in his Oratio 15, this slave is still a literary figure
made up by Dio and not a real slave. The paper cannot reflect all views,

1 For still useful overviews, see H. v. Arnim, Die stoische Lehre von Fatum und Wil-
lensfreiheit, Wien: Phil. Gesellschaft Univ. Wien, 1905; O. Schmitz, Der Freiheits-
gedanke bei Epiktet und das Freiheitszeugnis bei Paulus: Ein religionsgeschicht-
licher Vergleich, Giitersloh: Mohn 1923; H. Schlier, Art. é\e(0ggog, ThWNT 2
(1935) 484-492; M. Pohlenz, Griechische Freiheit: Wesen und Werden eines Leben-
sideals, Heidelberg: Quelle/Meyer 1955; E. Mayr, Das Freiheitsproblem in Platons
Staatsschriften, Diss. Wien 1960; D. Nestle, ELEUTHERIA: Studien zum Wesen der
Freiheit bei den Griechen und im Neuen Testament, I: Die Griechen, Tiibingen: Mohr
1967; C. Wirszubski, Libertas als Politische Idee im Rom der Spiten Republik und des
Frithen Prinzipats, Darmstadt: Wiss. Buchgesellschaft 1967 (for Stoicism and liber-
tas, see 177-181); R. Klein, ed., Prinzipat und Freiheit, WdF 135, Darmstadt: Wiss.
Buchgesellschaft 1969 (for libertas in Tacitus, see 391-420); J. Bleicken, Staatliche
Ordnung und Freiheit in der romischen Republik, Frankfurter Althistorische Stu-
dien 6, Kallmiinz: Lassleben 1972; D.C.A. Shotter, Principatus ac Libertas: Ancient
Society 9 (1978) 235-255; K. Raaflaub, Freiheit in Athen und Rom: Histor. Zeitschr.
238 (1984) 529-567; idem, Die Entdeckung der Freiheit, Miinchen: Beck 1985; S.
Bobzien, Determinism and Freedom in Stoic Philosophy, Oxford: Clarendon1998;
eadem, The Inadvertent Conception and Late Birth of the Free-Will Problem: Phro-
nesis 43 (1998) 133-175; R. Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind: From Stoic Agita-
tion to Christian Temptation, Oxford: University Press 2000; S. Knuuttila, Emotions
in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, Oxford: Clarendon 2004; A. Hahmann, Was
ist Willensfreiheit?: Alexander von Aphrodisias iiber das Schicksal, Marburg: Tectum
2005.
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not the sexually abused slave girls’ feelings about slavery, for example.
It cannot reflect the views on freedom of underprivileged free persons
who did not have enough to eat, while the slaves from across the street
were well provided for by their master.? Did these hungry people share
Epictetus’ Stoic view that “it is better to die of hunger, but in a state
of freedom from grief and fear, than to live in plenty, but troubled in
mind?”? Hardly. They probably did not care about inner freedom while
they were starving.

Attempting to outline certain dominant tendenc1es in a discourse of
intellectuals, this essay cannot claim to present anything like the Greek,
Hellenistic or Roman concept of freedom - because such a thing hardly
ever existed. One only needs to look at Dio Chrysostom’s two speeches
about slavery (Or. 14-15), where he juxtaposes and most often decon-
structs all kinds of views on the terms “free” and “enslaved” He himself
comes up with the Stoic concept that the wise person alone is free.
Freedom is knowing what is allowable and forbidden (t& égeipéva kai
T KeEKwALpPEVQ); slavery is being ignorant in this respect. In this sense,
a “man who is regarded as a slave and is so called and who... often has
been sold... will be more free than the Great King” (Or. 14.18).* How-
ever, Dio Chrysostom is also aware of the popular view that when one
person lawfully possesses another human, in the same way as he or she
possesses “goods and cattle,” and “has the right to use him as he likes,
then this human being is ... the slave” of the first (Or. 15.24). Already
in antiquity, different notions of freedom and slavery existed side by
side, so that Dio - and the apostle Paul’ - could engage in dialectical
wordplays.

A last word of caution needs to be given, this time in regard to actual
practices of freedom. When attempting to construct a picture of these
practices, immediately methodological problems arise. How represen-
tative are our sources? Most of them were written by free, or at least
freed, persons - even the sources to which we would turn first, the
papyri and the inscriptions. Not only literary sources, but also inscrip-
tions are “rhetorical” in the sense that they do not necessarily mirror

2 Cf, e.g., P. Lampe, Die stadtrémischen Christen in den ersten beiden Jahrhunder-
ten: Untersuchungen zur Sozialgeschichte, WUNT I1/18, Tiibingen: Mohr, 2nd. Ed.,
1989, 158-160; Engl. translation by M.Steinhauser; From Paul to Valentinus: Chris-
tians at Rome in the First Two Centuries, Mlnneapohs/London Fortress/Continu-
um 2003, 189-193.

Enchir. 12.1.

4 Cf. the apostle Paul’s dialectical formulation that a slave is a freed person of the
Lord, and a free person is enslaved by Christ (1 Cor 7:22). In a similar way, Plato
plays with the literal and metaphorical meanings. Free citizens are slaves of the law
(Leg. 715d; cf. also Ep. 354e).

5 See note 4, above.

w
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actual practices, but mostly free persons’ perceptions of their social re-
lationships. The analysis of the practices of freedom in the Greco-Ro-
man world would again be a different project. This paper can only al-
low for occasional glimpses of actual practice.

1. Classical Greek Times: Freedom as External, Political Freedom

1.1 Collective External Freedom

“Freedom” is one of the features of the polis.® It denotes the political
independence of the polis. A polis needs to be free both from tyrants’
and from external enemies,® such as the Persians, that is, independent
in interstate relationships, sovereign as a res publica. In this sense, the
term éAevBepia comes close to avtovopia,” mohrteia (in the sense of a
free commonwealth, an independent polis)'® and even cwtnpia.!!

1.2 Individual External Freedom

Only citizens of a polis enjoy individual freedom, not slaves, not res-
idents without political rights. Only male citizens participate in the
collective freedom of the polis. “Free” in this sense means to be able to
govern and to rule oneself (t0 dpxov éavtod);" it means to be free from
others (an’ aAAAAAwv),* which slaves are not.*®

6 Plato, Leg. 693b-d; 694b; 697c-d; Aristotle, Pol. 1296b 17fF; Thucydides, Hist. 6.20.2;
6.89.6; Pindar, Pythia 1.61-63.

7 Herodotus, Hist. 5.78.

8 E.g., Aesch,, Persae. 403 (é\evBepoite matpida); Plato, Menex. 239d; Ep. 355¢; Thu-
cydides, Hist. 3.54; Xenophon, Hell. 5.2.12; Homer, II. 6.526fF; Pindar, Olympia 12.1;
IG VII 48, 49, 1711, 1856. .

9 E.g., Thucydides, Hist. 3.10.5; Xenophon, Hell. 3.1.20f; 6.3.7-9; Polybius, Hist.
4.27.5; 21.19.9; Isocrates, Paneg. 117.

10 Cassius Dio, Hist. Rom. 54.25.1 (trjv te é\evBepiav kal v mohrrelav); cf. 9.31.7;
48.13.6. A free commonwealth ruled by the citizens and not by a monarch or just a
few aristocrats (e.g., Arist., Polit. 1279a 39; 1293b 22).

11 Cf,, e.g., Thucydides, Hist. 3.59; Xenophon, Hell. 2.4.20; Dio Cassius, Hist. Rom.
45.31.2. Being liberated is being saved.

12 One particular aspect of “inner” freedom, the voluntary choice and decision, al-
ready discussed by Plato and Aristotle, will be treated separately in part 3 below.

13 Pseudo-Plato, Defin. 415a; cf. 412d: to have the control (¢¢ovoia) in life over the
things that concern oneself.

14 Plato, Leg. 832d 2; cf. Resp. 576a 5-6.

15 Slaves do not belong to themselves by nature but to someone else (6 yap pf| adtod
@Voel AAN” aAhov dvBpwmog Gv); they are pieces of property (ktfjpa), according to
Aristotle, Politica 1254a 14-16. See also Dio Chrysost., Or. 15.24, above. Accord-
ingly, free persons live for the sake of their own, not for the sake of another person
whom they serve and who represents their purpose (Arist., Metaph 982b 25-26:
dvBowmoc ... éhedBeooc 6 adToD Eveka kal un GAlov GV).
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(a) However, this freedom is only feasible within the framework of a
democratic polis, which is understood as a kotvwvia and @u\ia of free
persons:'® The free individuals of a polis rule themselves by giving a
vopog to the polis. Individual freedom thus is tied to the nomos and
limited by it."” The nomos expresses the free persons’ own and common
will, and protects their freedom against despotism and arbitrariness of
individual tyrants (tdpavvog) and mobs (mAj90c).*® Anomia therefore
has nothing to do with the concept of freedom. There is only freedom
under the protective law, not from it. The law, guided by reason," cre-
ates a sheltered space to breathe and to live - at least for free male
citizens. |

(b) Secondly, as a free citizen you can only rule yourself if you are
willing to have your share in governing (&pxetv) thé polis. One free
person after the other needs to participate in a rotating system of ex-
ecution of power. In other words, “ruling” (&pxetv) and “being ruled”
(&pxeoBai) need to alternate in a free individual’s life. Only in this way
can you “live how you want it” ((fiv @¢ BovAetai T1g).%

(c) It is obvious that this freedom can be achieved only within a
democratic polis*® where the legislature and jurisdiction (vdpog;
see a) and the execution of power (dpxetv; see b) are shared by all
free citizens® who enjoy equal (ic6tng, icovopia) political rights.??

16 Cf. Arist., Pol. 1279a 21; 1280b 30-39.

17 Cf. Arist., Pol. 1287a 18-33; Herodotus, Hist. 7.104.16-21; 3.38; Plato, Ep. 354e-355d;
Leg. 715d (oMot Tob vopov); Euripides, Supplices 429-432.

18 Cf., e.g., Arist., Pol. 1292a 4-32,

19 Arist., Pol. 1287a 28-33.

20 Arist., Pol. 1317b 2-3, 11-17; cf. Euripides, Supplices 404-408. In Rome, the concept
of libertas populi was less ambitious. It did not mean the political participation
of the citizens, only their equality in front of the law and their protection against
caprices of the governing officials. Cf. Livius 3.54.6. This limited political notion
of freedom made it possible for manumitted slaves, contrary to the practice in the
Greek world, usually to receive Roman citizenship (until the Lex Aelia Sentia of
the year 4 C.E. and the Lex Iunia of about 19 C.E. restricted this praxis). For the
Romans, it seemed easier to grant citizenship because citizenship did not automat-
ically entail participation in political power. Under the emperors, libertas dwindled
to nothing more than personal and legal protection of the citizen. And for critical
senatorial circles, libertas denoted nothing more than a faint memory of the past
political power of the senatorial oligarchy in the Roman republic; they used the
term libertas as a motto for their intellectual resistance against the Principate. Cf,
e.g., Tac., Hist. 1.16.

21 Plato, Resp. 562b 11-c 2: Aéyeig & advtiv (ie., dnuokpatiav) Tl 6pilecBay Thv
éhevbepiav, elmov. Tobto yap mov &v Snuoxparovyévy OAet dkovoaig &v (g Exet Te
kaAAiotov kal S Tadra év povy tavty délov olkelv 8ot puoet EAevBepog.

22 Cf. also Arist., Pol. 1291b 30-38 (...kovwvobvtwy andvtwy pdhota tfig mohiteiag
opoiwg); 1275a 22f (mohitng &6 amAdg ovdevi TV &M wv OpileTan parov ff 1@
Hetéxety kpioews kal apxfic); Eth. Nic. 1134b 15 (iodtng toD dpyewv kod dpxeodar).

23 Cf. Arist., Pol. 1255b 20 (¢é\evBépwv kai lowv); 1291b 31, 34-35; 1318a 9-10; Eth.
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In detail, this equality means that they enjoy an equal right to vote
(looyngia),* equal right to execute power (icoxpartia; see b), equal
honor (iootiia), as well as the equal right of free public speech in offi-
cial meetings (ionyopia, nappnota), which is a basic prerequisite of in-
dividual freedom. “Free is the tongue of the free,” Sophocles writes.? In
the private sphere, mappnoia denotes frank and open speech between
friends.” Because the polis is perceived as a @iMia of free and equal
citizens, the same frank speech can take place in the public arena. This
illustrates how exclusive the circle of people is for whom freedom is
conceptualized. '

(d) Freedom is endangered whenever the authority of the common
nomos is questioned. This happens as soon as a free person enjoys his
individual rights so excessively?® that he is estranged (Entfremdung)
from the common law. Then he no longer perceives the nomos of the
polis as his own expression of will - which it originally was. This per-
son begins to create his own nomoi, which ultimately leads into the
same misery as despotism does.”

Erosion also sets in as soon as the community as a whole amends
and supplements the nomos by constantly creating yneiopata, adapt-
ing it to ad-hoc desires of the crowds, e.g., by dissolving the border-
lines between slaves and free persons® or between men and women.*
Plato and Aristotle frowned on such attempts. The willingness to sup-
plement the nomos allegedly opens the door for demagogues and leads

Nic. 1143b 15; Plato, Resp. 557a; 563b; Plutarchus, Dio 37.5.3-37.6.1; already
Herodotus, 3.80.26.

24 For Republican Rome, cf. Tac., Hist. 1.16.

25 Only at the Saturnalia, the slaves were also allowed this privilege. Cf. Lucianus,
Saturnalia 7.29; 13.5.

26 Sophocles, Frg. 927a; cf. Herodotus, Hist. 5.78; Demosthenes, Or., 21.124.4; Frg.
13.21; Polybius, Hist. 2.38.6.1; 4.31.4-5; 7.10.1.5; Plato, Resp. 557b 4-5 (¢AevBeplag
1| oA peoth) kal mappnoiag ylyverar); Lucianus, Calumniae 23.7 (AebBepov kai
nappnotactikéy); Euripides, Supplices 438-441; Democritus, Frg. 226 (oikrjiov
¢Aevbeping mappnoin); Tac., Hist. 1.1, and Dial. 40 (for Republican Rome).

27 See, e.g., ]. P. Sampley, “Paul and Frank Speech,” in idem, ed., Paul in the Greco-Ro-
man World: A Handbook, Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2003, 293-318; idem, “Paul’s
Frank Speech with the Galatians and the Corinthians,” in: J. T. Fitzgerald/ D. Ob-
bink/ G. S. Holland, eds., Philodemus and the New Testament World, Suppl.Nov.
Test. 111, Leiden: Brill, 2004, 295-321.

28 Cf. Arist., Pol. 1316b 24-25.

29 Plato, Leg. 699¢ 4; 701a 5-701c 4; cf. 698a-b: 1} mavTeAi|s kal &nd Macdv dpx@v
éAevBepia is as bad as despotism; Resp. 561d 5-562a 2.

30 Cf. Plato, Resp. 563b; Arist., Pol, e.g., 1254b 19-1255b 2. For Aristotle, slavery is
Sikatog (1255a 2).

31 Cf. Plato ibid.; Arist., Pol. 1254b 13f.
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to the decay of freedom, to tyranny and arbitrariness. In short, too
much freedom allegedly leads back to slavery.”?

Gender roles and slavery thus were not questioned by either Aristot-
le or Plato.® Aristotle even stated that people are slaves or free persons
by nature (¢0oei).>* Later the Stoics with their natural law maxim of
fundamental equality and freedom of all humans as rational beings -
as well as Pauline Christianity (Galatians 3:28) — came up with differ-
ent ontological pictures, without, however, drawing the practical con-
sequence of freeing slaves;* neither did some of the fathers of modern
democracy, George Washington and Thomas Jefferson.’

2. Hellenistic and Roman Times: Intemal Freedom (Cynics, Stoics)

Freedom is still considered a summum bonum,* although (or because)
the external freedom of the polis and the citizens external freedom
within the polis have faded. Since the decline of the Greek polis, the
polis and its nomos have not been the frame of reference anymore; the
kosmos and the inner self have become the individual’s horizon.?

The Cynics try to maintain an external freedom by emigrating from
society, becoming migrant drop outs, enjoying freedom from fear,
from any human master (not from God: éAevBepog Oo TOV Aiat) and
using freedom of speech by openly criticizing tyrannical structures of
society.”

32 Cf,, e.g., Plato, Resp. 563e-564a (unbridled freedom ultimately leads to slavery and
tyranny); Ep. 354e-355a; Arist., Pol. 1292a 4-36; Isocrates, Areop. 20.5-8.

33 Cf. Plato, Resp. 563b: Equality between the sexes and between slaves and free
persons would mean too much “freedom of the crowd” (§oxatov, & @ile, Tiig
¢AevBeplag Tod mANBovg); it would be unhealthy for a good state. In reference to
slavery, see Arist., Pol, e.g., 1255a 1ff; 1255b 6fF.

34 Arist., Pol. 1254a 14.

35 Cf., e.g., Seneca’s famous Ep. ad Lucilium 47. Before the Stoics, in 366 B.C.E., the
rhetor and sophist Alcidamas stated that nature did not create slaves and that God
bestowed freedom to everybody (Frg. 1).

36 An exception in this generation of U.S. Southern aristocrats was Robert Carter,
who was driven by his newly embraced Baptist faith. See A. Levy, The First Emanci-
pator: Slavery, Religion, and the Quiet Revolution of Robert Carter, New York: Ran-
dom 2007.

37 E.g., Diog. Laert., Biogr. 6.71.11 (about Diogenes); Epict., Diss. 4.1.52, 54; 1.12.12;
Ench. 1.4 (freedom and happiness are tied together); Dio Chrysost., Or. 14.1, 3.

38 Cf,, e.g., Epict., Diss. 4.1.6-10; Gnom. Stob. 31, 38f; Frg. 35 in Florilegium, Cod. Par-
is. 1168 [501 E] (ovdeig éAevBepog Eavtod u kpatdv); Diog. Laert., Biogr. 7.121f
(about Zenon and the Stoics). At best, smaller communities than the polis become
the frame of reference, e.g., the Epicurean community, in which Epicurus is praised
as the “liberator of those being in company with him” (Lucian., Alex. 61.10f), or the
Platonic Academy.

39 Diogenes Sinop., Ep. 7.
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The Cynics thus combine their rough external freedom with an
internal freedom (freedom from desires for external goods and from
painful emotions such as fear, shame, etc.). But for those who dread the
filthy existence of a Cynic and do not want to drop out of society, what
is mainly left is the cultivation of internal freedom.

The individual person in Hellenistic and Roman times experiences a
lack of external freedom when he or she cannot freely control external
matters such as their own body,* their economic welfare, social rela-
tionships and politics.* The ultimate “freedom” is to act independent-
ly (¢§ovaia avtonpayiag), to live how one wants without being hin-
dered or pushed,” thus to command and shape oneself. But this can
only be achieved in regard to the inner personal life. The art of living is
to distinguish wisely** between what we can command (td ¢’ fjuiv)*
and what we do not have under our control (& dAN6TpLa).%s Auton-
omy and sovereignty only exist in regard to the inner self (t& ow).”
Only there are you free to rule yourself.

The inner freedom consists of (a) freely developing one’s own ideas,
opinions and plans, desires and aversions, choices and refusals. It con-
sists of the faculty of choosing what, e.g., you want to consider true and
false or morally right and wrong (npoaipeoig). It implies that you can
choose in which way you want to deal with the external impressions
of the world. You have this power of free decision.®® Below, we will ex-
pand on this latter particular variant of freedom (part 3).

40 Epict., Diss. 1.1.11; 4.1.66, 73, 100: the body is an dAA6TpLov.

41 Epict., Diss. 1.22.9f.

42 Diog. Laert., Biogr. 7.121; Philo, Omn. Prob. Lib. 21; cf. 41.

43 Epict,, Diss. 1.17.21; 4.1.1, 11, 62, 89f; 1.12.9; 2.1.23; 2.23.42; cf. Dio Chrysost., Or.
14.13. Already Aristotle, Pol. 1317b; Eth Nic.1110a-1113a 14, used this terminolo-
gy, but when talking about being “not hindered” he referred to external powers or
to the lack of external means, for example. For Epictetus, however, the unimpeded
freedom relates to his inner life. As soon as he consentingly subjects his irrational
impulses and reasoned choices to God (trjv opunv @ Be@®, Diss. 4.1.89), who sends
him fever and other unpleasant external things, nothing can rub him the wrong
way. As long as he aligns his 6ppr| to God’s will and its often unpleasant external
manifestations that affect him, nothing obstructs this 6pur. In Roman philosophy,
Lucretius picks up on these ideas (2.251-293; free from inner constraint and coer-
cion); also Seneca, Vita Beata 15.6f.

44 Cf. Epict., Diss. 4.1.63; 1.22.91.

45 Epict., Diss. 1.1.17.2; Enchir. 1.5.

46 Cf. Epict., Diss. 2.13.8; 4.1.83, 100f; 3.24.68; 1.1.21; Enchir. 1.5; 5; 19.2. One needs
to learn to contempt these matters and to deprive them from any influence on oné’s
emotional life. -

47 Epict., Diss. 2.13.11; Enchir. 29.7.

48 Epict., Diss. 1.17.21-29; 1.1.12; 2.10.1; 2.15.1; 3.1.40; 3.24.69; 4.1.74, 100; 4.5.12;
1.19.8f; Enchir. 6; 9; Gnom. Stob. 31.
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(b) The internal freedom consists of becoming free from all pas-
‘sions and emotions (dndBeia), e.g., from fear, worries, anxieties, wrath,
sadness, but also from caring feelings and pity!*® The ultimate, though
- almost unreachable goal is becoming free from fear of death.%
- (c) Furthermore, freedom consists of being independent from the
admiration of others,” and of developing an undemanding nature with
a minimum of needs and desires; it means being free from the domina-
tion of false desires and yearnings (¢rmuBupiar).* If all of this is accom-
plished (at least wise models such as Socrates and Diogenes allegedly
showed that it is possible),”® calmness is gained (atapa&ia), which is
regarded as equivalent to freedom.**

A “happy flow of life” (ebpota) is achieved once we have learned to
distinguish between those things we can influence and those we can-
not — and once we have learned happily to accept and to be content
with those things that we do not have at our disposal. If God wants me
to run a fever, I want it t00.%* Already Zenon as well as Chrysippus re-
portedly used the parable of a dog who happily runs beside the wagon
to which it is tied. This dog is “free.” The one who is dragged along by
the wagon is not.>

3. Free Will?

The question could mislead us to compare ancient apples and modern
oranges. The Greeks connect the concept of fovAeadbat / BovAn, closely
to intellectual functions, whereas “will” in modern philosophical con-
cepts of the last three centuries often is more of an independent func-
tion of the human psyche and, for instance in Schopenhauer’s think-
ing, a metaphysical principle.”” “Free will,” in modern terms, therefore
cannot be part of the Greek freedom concept; it should not be read into
it, not even into Aristotle’s deliberations (see below).

49 Epict., Enchir. 16 (and 11-12); Diss. 2.1.21, 24; 4.1.82f; Xenophon, Mem. 4.5.3.

50 Epict., Diss. 3.26.38f; Enchir. 5. Epictetus knows that hardly anybody reaches this
goal of perfection: 4.1.114ff, 123ff, 1511f; 2.19.24f.

51 Epict., Enchir. 19.2.

52 Epict., Enchir. 15; Diss. 4.1.87; Gnom. Stob. 38; Xenophon, Apol. 16.

53 E.g., Bpict,, Diss. 4.1.114ff, 123ff, 151,

54 Epict., Diss. 2.1.21; 1.24.8f; 4.1.84; 3.13.13; 3.15.12; 1.1.22; 2.16.41; 2.18.28; Enchir.
12.2.

55 Epict., Diss. 4.1.89f; 1.12.8f; 2.16.42; 2.23.42; Enchir. 53.1.

56 Hippolytos, Philos. 21 = SVF 2.975.

57 For the difference, see, e.g., Pohlenz, Griechische Freiheit, 131-141; cf. A. Dihle,
Die Vorstellung vom Willen in der Antike, Gottingen: Vandenhoeck/Ruprecht 1985,
For criticism of Dihle, see R. Zoller, Die Vorstellung vom Willen in der Morallehre
Senecas, Miinchen/Leipzig: Saur 2003, 7, 38; et al.
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Nevertheless, Greek thinkers in general do not question their free-
dom of choice and decision — a decision-making based on rational
thinking. For them, this freedom is self-evident.

“Even when a god or a demon influences your thinking, you your-
self are considered the author of the decision. No matter how much
Athena tries to calm Achilles, he himself decides to be swayed by her
(Homer, II. 1.216; for a demon, see Aeschylus, Agam. 1505). Contrary
to us, these authors do not feel the tension between divine influence
and free human decision-making. Or, in other words, divine influence
does not diminish the humans’ responsibility for their own acts.

The freedom of decision is simply presupposed by the Greek think-
ers, by Plato®® and Carneades, as well as by Aristotle and his school,
especially Theophrastus, by Zenon, Chrysippus, Epicurus and even the
Cynic Oinomaos.” Zenon and Chrysippus, however, on the basis of
their reflections about causality, are the first to seriously expound the
problems of the notion of freedom of decision. But they do not shove
it from the pedestal as the decisive factor that causes human actions.®
In Hellenistic-Roman times, freedom of decision is included in terms
such as avtefovolov,® freedom of choice,, self-determination and,
again, mpoaipeoiq. mpoaipeotg, the choosing of one alternative over
another, might be considered a forerunner of the modern concept of
free will,*2 but nothing more. The following only briefly and selectively
zooms in on the ancient discussion.

Aristotle’s juridical distinction between éxwv and &kwv (willing
versus involuntary) has nothing to do with the modern metaphysical
problem of “free will;” it is aimed at solving the legal question of a per-
son’s accountability for his or her actions.”® A starting point of the an-
cient discussion is the ethical question, already posed by Socrates and
picked up by Aristotle,** whether our wrongdoing is voluntary or not.
Do we voluntarily choose the wrong and therefore are responsible and

58 See below for the ending of the Resp.

59 For Aristotle, Zenon, Chrysippus, Epicurus, Arcesilaos, Carneades and Oinomaos,
see, e.g., Pohlenz, 135-139. According to Epicurus and his consequent atomism,
freedom denotes an event without causes and becomes a metaphysical principle.
The individual’s free choice between different options is not determined by any
causes. For Epicurus’ opposition against the Stoic determinism, cf. Diog. Laert.,
Biogr. 10.133f, In reaction to Stoicism, Epicurus and Carneades became radical
representatives of indeterminism. Cf. Cicero (de fato 19, 23-28, 31f, 39-46) who
himself opposed determinism.

60 Cf., e.g., SVE 2.974, 1000, and see below.

61 Cf. Epict., Diss. 4.1.62-75.

62 Cf., e.g., Epict., Diss. 2.15.1 (1} p&v mpoalipeaic €éAevBepov @Ooet kal dvavaykaotov).

63 See the clear reference to legislature at the beginning of his deliberations about free
choice in Nic. Eth. 1109b,34, and cf. further, e.g., Pohlenz, 134f.

64 Nic. Eth. 1109b.-30 - 1115a. 3.
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juristically accountable? For the ancients, the answer is self-evident:
yes.
Socrates, however, comphcated the discussion by cla1m1ng that our
~ choosing is always dependent on our intellectual insights. This con-
. nection gave rise to a double notion of voluntariness. (a) Wrongdo-
ing, according to Socrates, has its origin in wrong intellectual insights
clouded by desires. The wrongdoer, in this sense, does not have the
right knowledge; he is misiead by lack of knowledge and therefore acts
involuntarily, because “nobody is willingly bad” Only the wise acts
voluntarily; his acts are anchored in proper intellectual insights.®® This
Socratic definition of voluntariness is not to be confused with the psy-
chological notion of freedom of decision espoused by Plato: (b) Even
the wrongdoer has the freedom of decision. He, on his own, chooses
‘between different options and is accountable for his action.®® Accord-
ing to Plato, in our psychological freedom, we can choose to become
unfree in the Socratic sense, by choosing to give in to the desires of
the body and thus becoming intellectually clouded; we ourselves are
responsible for this¥ — a view that combines both freedom notions.
Whether or not Socrates himself consented to this notion of psycho-
logical freedom is unclear. According to the Peripatetics,® he did not.
Aristotle underscored the psychological freedom of choice and ex-
pressly refuted Socrates’ opinion that nobody is willingly bad.® Ac-
cording to Aristotle, we act voluntarily (and are thus accountable) if
we are not forced or held back by external factors and not ignorant
about the circumstances in which we act (Big kai 8¢ &yvoiav). Our
personality then is the sufficient cause of our acts (&vBpwmog ... &pxh
TV Tpdgewv).”® This definition includes both the aspect of external
freedom of our acting (not forced and not held back) and the inter-
nal aspect of freedom from deception about the circumstances. The
Tpoaipeaic, our voluntary choice between good and bad, qualifies us
ethically”™ Aristotle did not ask any further questions about factors
that might determine this npoaipeotg. Only much later did the Peripa-

65 Plato, De justo 374.a 7 and Arist., Nic. Eth. 1113b, 14f (008eig éxdv Ttovqpoq) Xe-
noph Mem. 3.9.4 (...vouiCw odv Tovg pi dpBdg Ttpon'rowac, olte co@ovg obte
on@povag eiva).

66 Cf. Plato. Resp 6171t, esp. 617¢: aps'cn 8¢ abéomnotov, T qv Ttpwv Kal aTipdlwy mAéov
kol Eattov avtiig ékaotog égel. aitia Ehopévov: Bedg vaitiog.

67 Cf. Phaedo 81bft.

68 Ps.-Aristotle, Magna Moralia 1.9.7.3 (Zwkpdatng €en, o0k ¢’ fUiv yevéobal 10
onovdaiovg elvat fj pavAovg).

69 1) 8¢ poxOnpia éxodaiov Nic. Eth. 1113b, 16f.

70 Nic. Eth. 1112b, 31, and 1111a, 22-24, reads: ‘Ovtog & dxovaiov tod Big Kal 8t
dyvotavy, T0 Exovatov §0etev dv elval ob 1) dpxh &v avtd eiboTt T kb gxaota &v
ol¢ 1} mpakis.

71 1@ yap mpoatpeloOal tayadd fj & kakd otol Tivég opev, Nic. Eth. 1112a, 1f.
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tetics push on further with the question.”” Neither Plato nor Aristotle
was interested in grand theories of freedom.

Although the Stoics propagated metaphysical monism, they nur-
tured an ethical dualism: the human being, characterized by the oppo-
sition between reason and rationality on the one hand and irrational
sensuality and drives on the other, needs to overcome the latter with
the aid of virtues. It is therefore important for the Stoics that the indi-
vidual person has the free choice to do so. However, their pantheistic
metaphysical monism, according to which all things in the universe,
including human beings, are moved by the divine cosmic force with-
in it, hinders this optimism. Are individual humans with their own
personalities still the true cause (&pyn) of their own actions? Or are
fate (eipappévn) and providence (mpovoia) responsible? Is human
freedom of choice still compatible with the determinism espoused by
Chrysippus? For Chrysippus, nothing happens by chance. Everything
is determined by antecedent causes (mponyovpévaig Tiotv aitiaig) and
therefore necessary (dvaykn).”

The Stoics, aware of the tension within their system, tried hard to
defend the freedom of choice in light of their metaphysical monism.
Contrary to their critics, they asserted that their determinism is com-
patible with the concept that humans cause their actions themselves so
that they can be held accountable for them. How could they get away
with this assertion? Chrysippus distinguished between main and mi-
nor causes, holding that the external circumstances, which are subject
to the cosmic causal nexuses, are only ancillary causes, whereas the
human personality functions are the main source of a decision. The
person therefore voluntarily decides and acts.”* Thus, we are back to
the Stoic distinction between the uncontrollable, determined external
things (the dA\OTpLa) and the internal things (ta €ow) that the indi-
vidual can control (t& ¢’ fpiv; see 2. above): The ancillary causes of
a decision belong to the sphere of the uncontrollable external things
(AAAOTpLa), whereas the human personality with its internal life (t&
£ow) functions as the main cause.

For the Peripatetic Alexander of Aphrodisias, this was not enough.
He pleaded for the dvaitiot mpoaipéoeig, the choices without a cause.
Our decisions to behave in this or that way belong to “the things we
can control” (td ¢¢’ fipiv); they are “uncaused.””® At the turn from the

72 See Alexander of Aphrodisias (about 200 C.E.) below.

73 Cf. Chrysippus, Stoicus (SVF II-III) 2.264; Plutarch., de fato 572; 574; comm. not.
1076; Cic., de nat. deor. 2.65.164.

74 Cf. Cic., de fato 41f.

75 E.g., Mantissa 171.17-27.



128 : | 2.2 Concepts of Freedom in Antiquity |

2™ to the 3" century C.E., Alexander laid a stepping stone towards the
- later conceptions of a free will.

'The correlate of the ancient presupposition of freedom of decision
was pedagogical hopefulness. Quintilian, for example, was driven by
an almost unlimited pedagogical optimism’® behind which the Stoic
doctrine of individual progress toward wise perfection can be dis-
cerned. Any human being, regardless of age, can become better and
strive towards perfection if he or she wants to do so.

Quintilian’s passage Inst. 12.11.23 appears quite modern: Even
elderly people can study and grasp what they really desire to learn.
Correspondingly, 1.1.16-17, 19 asserts: Mental training and education
conveying both mores and litteras should begin already in the first
years of childhood and not as late as at the age of seven. In 12.1.42,
Quintilian pleads for a liberal, pedagogically oriented criminal justice
system. If culprits, “as commonly conceded,” can meliorate their ethos,
if they want to do so, then it is in the public’s interest not to punish
these delinquents.” Quintilian admitted that the inborn disposition of
a person plays an important role - it is one of the uncontrollable exter-
nals - but the enhancements by learning and practice that individuals
freely work on are as crucial.”®

As the flipside of his pedagogical ideas, Quintilian nurtured a per-
plexingly optimistic, if not naive, image of humankind; for example,
in 12.1.4: “Vileness and virtue cannot jointly inhabit in the selfsame
heart, and it is as impossible for one and the same mind to harbor good
and evil thoughts as it is for one man to be at once both good and evil?”
Choose the good and try hard - and you will succeed.

76 E.g.in Inst. 12.2.1; 12.11.11-13.

77 Cf. also 7.4.18.

78 E.g., 12.1.32; 12.2.2-4; 10.7.8-9, 24-25, 29; 11.2.1,50; 11.3.11, 19; 10.2.20; similarly,
e.g., Chrysippus (see Pohlenz, 138). However, in Inst. 10.2.21, even Quintilian gives
in to his classroom experience and admits that further labors are useless where
the teacher runs “against nature” Not only Quintilian, also Plato, at least at the
end of the Respublica, admits that our (genetic) predisposition plays a role. But
for him, this does not restrict our capability of free decision-making and our re-
sponsibility for our acting. How is this possible? Plato uses a trick. He relocates
our free decision-making into the pre-existence of our soul; before we enter the
earthly life we freely choose which daimon will dominate our life (vpstq daipova
aipnoecbe. mpdTog 8 0 Aaxwv mp@Tog aipeicbw Plov @ cuvéoTan 2 dvaykng Resp.
617e). Therefore, our acting is still based on our free decision- -making. If our soul
chose to get this or that predisposition (daimon) that limits or facilitates our acting
on earth, this acting is still the result of our free choice. See 617e, 619c.
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4. Comments

The most problematic points in the ancient concepts of freedom have
already been cited above: (a) discriminating gender differences and (b)
the institution of slavery were not questioned.

Modern theorists applied the idea of external freedom to all hu-
mans. But even in modern times, attempts have always been made to
declare certain groups of humanity less human, and therefore less de-
serving of freedom. In this way, the idea of freedom for all humans
could be formally left untouched, but at the same time it was sarcasti-
cally eroded by a discriminating rhetorical trick. Modern slavery was
justified in this way, and in the 20" century, the discriminating rhetoric
of “subhuman beings” reached its devastating climax in the Nazi pro-
paganda, which led to such horrible manifestations as the concentra-
tion camps.”

(c) The shift of emphasis from external freedom to inner freedom
that we observed had possibilities and downsides.

- Inner freedom could much more easily be universalized than ex-
ternal freedom. All humans, even externally enslaved persons, could
learn to live the Stoic inner freedom. The concept of inner freedom,
developed at a time when the cosmos had replaced the polis as the
frame of reference for the individual, comprised a universalistic ten-
dency.

- The opposite is true about the Greek concept of external freedom,
which was highly particularistic. An exclusive circle of males, with po-
lis citizenship, appropriate education and financial means,* enjoyed
this privilege.

- The reduction to inner freedom included a resignation: the admis-
sion that external freedom for all was unachievable. External freedom
for all was not even conceptualized in theory, let alone tried in praxis.

- The concept of external freedom in a polis had a communal as-
pect. This kind of freedom required the biotope of a community. The
individualistic conception of inner freedom, on the contrary, lost this
aspect. The loss could yield very tangible consequences:

79 For an atrocious example, see, e.g., the book The Revolt against Civilization: The
Menace of the Under Man (1925) by the racist anthropologist Lothrop Stoddard,
which led to the Nazi’s Untermensch propaganda. In 1930, Alfred Rosenberg, in Der
Mythos des 20. Jahrhunderts, promptly quoted Stoddard (p. 214).

80 See Aristotle’s deliberations about freely giving (éAevBepLdtng) out of one’s means
as appropriate behavior of a free man (éAev0&pLog; Nic. Eth. 1119b, 22ff). The ex-
pression “education fitting for a free man” (éAevOépiog moudela) can be found in
Plut., Non posse suaviter 1094d, 9; Consol. 113a, 2; Diod. Sicul., Biblioth. 13.27.2.2;
Lucian., Anach. 20.25; Ael. Arist., Kata ton exorchoumenon 414.15. See also Alcae-
us, Freg. 72.12; Clem. Alex., Strom. 3.4.30.1.
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(d) One of Epictetus’ goals was freedom from caring feelings and
pity. These feelings should be only superficial, not touching your inner
self. Epict., Enchir. 16, reads like this:

“Beware that you be not carried away by the i impression (@avtacia) that
the (suffering) person (in front of you) is in the midst of external ills (&v
Kakoig Toig £ktog) ... Do not, however, hesitate to sympathize with him
(ovpmepipépecbdal; to go about with him) so far as words go, and, if occa-
sion offers, even to groan (ovvematevd€ar) with him, but be careful not to

groan also in the center of your being (é0w8ev).”

Epictetus was a former slave. He would have looked at the external ills
of his former colleagues in the same way.

However, the criticism needs to dig deeper. (e) Aristotle was opti-
mistic about being able to make ontological statements about freedom.
He thought he could detect freedom in a person as a natural quality:
somebody is free by nature (¢ oeL) or not.

Not only in Alcidamas’ or Seneca’s eyes® is this problematic, also
from a postmodern perspective, especially a constructivist point of
view. In a constructivist view, ontological statements about freedom,
human dignity or the equality of human beings are not possible. There
is nothing to detect in the ontic reality that could be called freedom.
Freedom, dignity and equality, on the contrary, need to be ascribed and
attributed to the human being by means of performative language, and
this constructed new reality will give birth to behavioral consequenc-
es. 82

(f) The concept of freedom of decision and its correlate of an al-
most unlimited pedagogical optimism, combined with an optimistic
anthropology, would have caused the apostle Paul to shake his head;
it made Augustine frown. For the apostle, followed by Augustine, the
natural human being is a sin-dominated old Adam, lost forever, who
needs to be changed radically by God into a new human being (e.g.,
Romans 6). For the Christian apostle, pedagogics was meaningless
without this divine “new creation” and the infusion of the divine Spirit.
Augustine later taught that hereditary sin burdens humans so heavily
that, de facto, their God-given freedom of decision only leads to ev11
Only through God’s grace can the freedom of choosing the good be
regained.

In modern times, the idea of freedom of decision was, of course,
problematic for extreme deterministic thinkers such as the Marquis
Pierre-Simon Laplace, but also problematic for Kant, whose Reine Ver-

81 See above n. 35.

82 Cf. further, e.g., P.Lampe, New Testament Theology in a Secular World: A Construc-
tivist Work in Philosophical Epistemology and Christian Apologetics, London/New
York: T & T Clark, 2012, 10, 37-41, 90.
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nunft was not able to state that the human will is free. Only Kant’s Prak-
tische Vernunft came up with the solution that a person can feel free
once he or she is confronted W1th an absolute claim of a law or another
imperative.

Today’s neurobiological results, at least at first glance, seem to ques-
tion the existence of a free will (experiments by Libet and others):®
What we perceive as our free decision to execute an action actually
does not seem to be a free decision, because the brain activity that
corresponds to this perception is preceded by another brain activity
(unnoticed by us) that allegedly generates the action before we feel that
we decide to perform this action. In other words, decisions are made in
an unconscious “readiness potential” of our brain before we ourselves
think we make a free decision. Who is steering this “readiness poten-
tial” in our brain? Athena (Homer, II. 1.216)? A demon (Aeschylus,
Agam. 1505)? Not the entity that we perceive as our Ego on the level of
our consciousness?®

However, it is still our brain that makes the decision. At least ex-
periments such as Libet’s did not deal a decisive blow to the concept
of free will—for several reasons. (a) Libet and his successors were
wrong in presupposing that humans are able to exactly state the mo-
ment in which they feel they make a decision. Experiments by Keller
and Heckhausen proved the contrary.®* (b) Theoretically the conscious
perception of making a decision might be simply a delayed feedback of
what—as an act of free will—unconsciously goes on earlier. The con-
cepts of “free will” and “consciousness” are not necessarily tied togeth-
er. (¢) But we do not even need this theoretical crutch. More recent
experiments refuted that Libet and others succeeded in separating the
actual decision-making from the perception of making a decision. An
experimental study by C. S. Herrmann and his team demonstrated
that the unconscious brain activity in the “readiness potential” does
not prepare a specific movement; it only generally prepares the mo-
toric apparatus for action. Thus, it does not determine which one of
two alternative motoric actions a subject chooses.? In other words, the

83 Cf. further, e.g., P. Lampe, New Testament Theology in a Secular World, 37-41; C. S.
Soon, M. Brass, H.-]. Heinze, and ].-D. Haynes, “Unconscious Determinants of Free
Decisions in the Human Brain,” Nature Neuroscience 11 (2008): 543-545.

84 For the Ego as a construct of our brain, see Lampe, ibidem.

85 1. Keller and H. Heckausen, “Readiness Potentials Preceding Spontaneous Motor
Acts: Voluntary vs. involuntary Control,” Electroencephalogrphy and Clinical Neu-
rophysiology 76 (1990): 351-361. Subjects sometimes even identified the moment
of their conscious decision-making as being 800 ms after the corresponding move-
ment of the body had begun.

86 C.S. Herrmann et al., “Analysis of a Choice-Reaction Task Yields a New Interpreta-
tion of Libet's Experiments,” International Journal of Psychophysiology 67/2 (2008):
151-157. Differentlv. however. Soon et al.. “Unconscious Determinants” (2008).
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actual decision to move my right finger to a spot above my eyebrow is
not made in the “readiness potential” Thus, our everyday notion that
a volitional act—the “self” feels in this act that it makes a decision—
“induces a motoric action has not become obsolete. The discussion is

- not over.

who, on the basis of the brain activity preceding the awareness that a decision is
made, claim to be able to predict about 60% of the outcomes of simple choices.
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