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The problem this paper addresses concerns the possibility of speaking about feminist freedom. There is no question that some people do speak about feminist freedom – just as they speak about such things as feminist logic, or feminine rationality – and say a good many things about it. People’s speaking about something, however, is not a guarantee of the fact that what they are speaking about – the object of their discussion – makes any sense. We can, unfortunately, speak about many things that make little or no sense at all. I am thinking, for instance, of discussions regarding statements like “nothing nothings.” There is no question that we can speak about this statement: it was made some fifty years ago by a prominent German philosopher whose followers have spilt quite a bit of ink about this statement in their discussions of it. But the fact that we can discuss the statement “nothing nothings” does not guarantee that the statement itself is inherently plausible: that it makes any sense. Indeed, I would rather think that it does not make sense at all, at least if it is interpreted literally. Nothing cannot act. Hence, if “nothing nothings” entails that nothing must act, as it would seem to have to, to speak about “nothing nothings” is to speak about something impossible. The same thing might be said about feminist freedom. Like “nothing nothings,” the notion of feminist freedom might be inherently senseless. So it is not an altogether unimportant thing to determine whether or not it makes sense to discuss feminist freedom: whether or not the very concept of a female – as opposed to a male – way of being free makes sense. 

I am going to address this issue by asking one question, primarily: can there such a thing as a specifically female way of being free? This question is a controversial one. Much of the contemporary understanding of freedom is dualistic, and from a dualist’s perspective speaking about feminist freedom simply makes no sense. So I want first and foremost to deal with some of the dualist objections to the notion of feminist freedom. I will give a quick sketch of why we should think that there is such a thing as a specifically female way of being free at the end of the paper. 
Can there be a specifically female way of being free? 
The first response that many philosophers would want to give to our first question is simply, “no.” Take a philosopher like Kant. Kant, it would seem to me, would claim that there cannot be a specifically female way of being free, because to claim that there is such a thing as a female way of being free is necessarily to claim that femininity can be a determining cause of a free act. But, Kant would most probably respond, femininity cannot be a determining cause of a free act. Freedom and femininity would seem for Kant to be mutually exclusive categories. Thus, a Kantian might be tempted to claim, the very notion of feminist freedom is absurd. 

I can think of at least two reasons why Kant would make this claim. Both derive from what would seem to be two rather standard claims with respect to femininity and from Kant’s own definition of freedom. To begin with the femininity claims, I think that it is rather safe to assert that: 

(1a) femininity – and genderhood more generally – are at least in part physically determined; and that: (1b) in a significant sense, the determining cause of femininity – and genderhood more generally – is not a free choice. 
By the first assertion, I do not mean to claim that one’s gender need only to be physically determined. Nor do I mean to claim that one’s gender cannot have non physical repercussions, that it cannot inform one’s thought, or one’s soul. All I want to claim is that a being’s gender is at least in part determined by that being’s body: that genderhood is at least partly a physical phenomenon, caused by chromosomes, genes or whatnot. This would seem to be a rather safe claim. By the second assertion, on the other hand, I do not mean to claim that accepting or instantiating what a given society deems “feminine” or “masculine” behavior cannot result from free choice. For centuries, Chinese women wrapped their feet in order to seem more frail, since frailty was deemed “feminine,” and foot wrapping is certainly a free – as well as a bad – choice. Nor do I mean to claim that the development of one’s authentic feminine traits, whatever these may be, does not in any way involve free choice. Motherhood would certainly seem to be the development of an authentically feminine trait, and motherhood does involve a series of choices. I want to claim something much more simple. Genderhood is at least in part determined by a being’s body: chromosomes, genes, DNA, or what not. But we do not choose our chromosomes. Thus, in a significant sense, the determining cause of femininity – or genderhood – cannot be a free choice. 


As for freedom, in Kant’s view, it has at least two necessary properties, or characteristics:
(2a) Freedom is “independence from the determining causes of the world of sense.”
 
(2b) Freedom is spontaneity: the capacity a rational agent has to act independently of any determining cause other than his own will, and the prior choices of one’s will.


Here is where the fun begins. If we try to put together our first claims regarding femininity and those properties which Kant believes freedom necessarily to have, we will see that freedom and femininity simply cannot be put together: that femininity and freedom are mutually exclusive categories.

If femininity belongs at least in part to the world of sense – as would seem necessary, since it is (1a) at least in part physically determined – then since a being who acts freely must act (2a) “independently from the determining causes of the world of sense,” then a being who acts freely must act “independently from determining cause of his gender.” To put the point more precisely, if the “world of sense” cannot be a determining cause of any free act, then no acts for which one’s gender – which at least in part physically determined – is a determining cause can be free. But, to speak of feminist freedom is necessarily to claim that one’s gender is a determining cause of one’s free acts. Thus, from the Kantian perspective, femininity and freedom are mutually exclusive categories, which means, of course, that to speak of feminist freedom is to speak of something that makes no sense: it is to speak of a contradiction. 

Again, if (2b) freedom is spontaneity, then the only possible cause of a being’s free acts is his will, and his prior choices. But here is the problem. One’s gender is not one’s will, nor (1b) in a significant sense, does it result from the prior choices of one’s will. What this means, of course, is that if one’s gender were to be a determining cause his choices, one’s choices would simply not be free. But surely to claim that there is a specifically female way of being free is to claim that one’s gender is a determining cause of one’s choices. So once again we come to the same conclusion: to speak of feminist freedom is to speak of something that makes no sense: a contradiction. 

The point here is simple. From the Kantian perspective the very notion of feminist freedom – i.e. a specifically female way of being free – is absurd. Genderhood and freedom are mutually exclusive categories. So are we wasting our time speaking about feminist freedom? 
Are freedom and genderhood really mutually exclusive categories? 
Kant certainly makes a strong case against speaking about a specifically female way of being free. This does not, however, mean that he is right. This is not the place to discuss the shortcomings of the Kantian notion of freedom with any depth.
 But our topic calls us to point out one such shortcoming. In the two propositions we quoted above, Kant claims that freedom must needs involve independence from two things: (a) determining causes belonging to the world of sense, and (b) determining causes other than one’s will – and prior choices thereof. In the Kantian system, these two claims are related: the first is simply a specific case of the second, that is “determining causes belonging to the world of sense” are simply a specific sort of “determining causes other than one’s will.”
 Kant is a dualist. What is more important, is that both claims have a significant presupposition: that the will of any free being can be the only determining cause of that being’s acts, that is, that any free being can indeed act completely independently of any determining cause other than his will. We can state this point more succinctly: Kant’s two claims presuppose that the will of a free being is an absolute determining cause. 

This presupposition has a lot to do with the claim that “femininity” and “freedom” are mutually exclusive categories. It is because Kant wants the will to be the sole cause of a free act that his system would make femininity and freedom mutually exclusive categories. This leaves those of us who want to understand whether or not there really can be a specifically female way of being free with a question: it is true that any free being can act completely independently of any determining cause other than his will? That is, can the will of any free being be the only determining cause of his free acts? The answer to this question is crucial to our topic. For clearly, if the answer is “yes,” then the Kantian claim that femininity and freedom are mutually exclusive categories might be justified. If the answer is “no,” on the other hand, then a Kantian type argument to the effect that femininity and freedom are mutually exclusive categories would simply not be sound. 

Now, for something to be a determining cause of an act, it would seem, is for it to be at least: (a) a necessary and (b) a qualifying condition of that act. That is, a determining cause must be both: (a) something without which an act cannot take place, and (b) something which makes the act the specific kind of act it is. Thus, in the case of a free act, Kant claims that the will not only (a) causes that act to take place, which is to say that the act could not take place if the will were not to cause it, or that the will is a necessary condition of that act. He also allows that (b) the fact that an act is caused only by the will makes the act an act of a specific kind: it makes it free. So when Kant claims that the will is the sole determining cause of a free act he is claiming that it is only the will that is the necessary and qualifying condition of any free act. Thus, our question should be: can the only necessary and qualifying conditions of any being’s free acts be his will? 

It would seem that there might be cases in which a being’s will is the only necessary and qualifying condition of his acts – in which the will is the only thing (a) that ensures that the act will take place, and (b) that qualifies that act. One could argue that this is true of God, especially if God is a simple being. But there are free beings other than God. What of them? Can their wills be the only necessary and qualifying condition of their acts? Specifically, can we claim that the only necessary and qualifying condition of a human being’s free acts is his will? 

It would seem preposterous to me to claim that this is so, and for a number of different reasons. To begin with, many of our acts are at least partly physical. Playing the piano is one of these acts. Writing is another. Speaking is yet another. Now, according to Kant’s definition of a free act, acts like these cannot possibly be a free. These acts all have necessary and qualifying conditions other than the will. Muscles, tendons, and fingers are, for instance, all necessary and qualifying conditions of the act of playing the piano. A human being cannot play the piano without muscles, tendons, or fingers, and how he plays is to some degree qualified by the state of his muscles, tendons, and fingers. And muscles, tendons, and fingers are not the human will. Speaking, on the other hand, requires vocal cords – or hands – and a language, and how one speaks is to some degree determined by the state of one’s vocal cords – or hands – and the language which one speaks. And vocal cords and language are not the will. This point could be extended to include all acts which have physical components. Kant’s definition does not allow for any act which in any way physical to be free, since every physical act has necessary and qualifying conditions other than the will. Can this be right? Does the fact that physical acts have determining causes other than the will make them not free? Does the fact that playing the piano has determining causes other than the will make playing the piano an act which is not free? Does the fact that speaking has requirements other than the will make speaking something other than a free act? It seems preposterous to claim that it does. Aside from the obvious evidence that points to the fact that piano playing and speaking can be free acts – I am thinking here of such things as the hours of practice which playing the piano well requires, and which are a serious deterrent to piano playing – it would seem clear to me that if acts which have physical components were not free, then actual acts like torture – which has a physical component – could not be unethical.
 One of the conditions of an act’s being ethical, or unethical, is that that act be free. But this is clearly absurd. Thus, I do not think that we can claim that acts which have physical components cannot be free. 

Again, it is possible for the will to be the sole necessary and qualifying condition of an act, if the will is its own sole necessary and qualifying condition. For the moment in which the will has necessary and qualifying conditions of its own and which differ from it, the will itself cannot be the sole necessary and qualifying condition of any act at all. But the human will is not its own sole necessary and qualifying condition. The human will does not cause itself to exist, nor does it determine that it will be a will. What this means, of course, is that the human will cannot be the only determining cause of any act. Here too, as such, we have a choice: do we claim that human beings cannot in any instance act freely because their free acts must have determining causes other than their wills? Or do we claim that it cannot be true that the will needs to be the sole determining cause of an act in order for that act to be free? I would opt for the latter. 

Now, if the human will cannot be the sole determining cause of a human being’s free act, then the Kantian arguments that femininity and freedom are mutually exclusive categories cannot simply be sound. Thus, at least as far as the Kantian objections are concerned, it is not absurd to speak about feminine freedom.
What is feminist freedom? 

There is a reason why I began this discussion of the possibility of speaking about a specifically feminine way of being free by engaging with the Kantian tradition. Kant was a dualist, and from the dualist’s point of view it seems to make little or no sense to speak about feminist freedom. Dualists – especially of the Kantian sort – believe that a person’s body and soul – or body and mind – are distinct entities. What this means, of course, is that the properties of the body need not at all be properties of the soul – or mind – and vice versa, and that the properties of the body need not at all affect the properties of the soul – or mind – and vice versa. This makes it very difficult for a dualist to even consider the possibility of a specifically feminine way of being free. I said above that genderhood is at least in part physically determined. This is certainly true. But it seems to be a conservative estimate of the determining causes of genderhood. There are serious reasons for not wanting to consider the determining causes of one’s gender to be anything other than one’s body. What this means is that claiming that there is a specifically feminine way of being free is, from a dualist’s perpective, to make a very odd claim. 

So what I thought I would do is show how and why the dualist perspective falls short of the complex reality that is human action: to show how and why we cannot claim that our minds – or souls – alone are the determining causes our free acts, and still claim to have free acts. By showing that the mind – or soul – cannot be the sole determining cause of our free acts, however, I am obviously opening the door to claiming that the body too must be a determining cause of our free acts. But if the body can also be a determining cause of our free acts, then it is clearly not absurd to speak about feminist freedom. How to show this is the topic of a longer paper. 
� All of our citations of Kant will be drawn from the third section of the Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten. See also, with regards to this first point, the opening lines of the third section: “The will is a kind of causality belonging to living beings insofar as they are rational; freedom would be the property of this causality that makes it effective independent of any determination by alien causes. Similarly, natural necessity is the property of the causality of all non-rational beings by which they are determined to activity through the influence of alien causes.”


� Kant makes the point more clearly still: “Freedom and self-legislation of the will are both autonomy and are hence reciprocal concepts.”


� There have been powerful critiques of Kant’s transcendental system since the publication of the first two critiques. I am thinking of Solomon Maimon’s Versuch über dies Transcendentalshilosophie which was published in 1790.


� Kant claims this himself: “As we have already seen … natural necessity is a heteronomy of efficient causes, inasmuch as every effect is possible only in accordance with the law that something else determines the efficient cause to exercise its causality. What else, then, can freedom of the will be but autonomy, i.e. the property that the will has of being a law to itself.”


� This must be qualified. Given his principles, Kant would have to claim that the act itself of torturing is not unethical, but that it is the intention to torture that is unethical, because he believes that it is the agent’s intention to act – as opposed to his acting – which qualifies an act as ethical or non-ethical: “An action done from duty has its moral worth, not in the purpose that is to be attained by it, but in the maxim according to which it is determined. The moral worth depends, therefore, not on the realization of the object of the action, but merely on the principle of volition according to which, without regard to any objects of the faculty of desire, the action has been done” (GMS, I, p. 12). I am afraid that I do not find this point convincing. Firstly, if it is intentions alone which qualify as ethical, or non-ethical, then all acts which are prompted by good intentions would have to be moral. But this is clearly not true. There are many acts which are prompted by good intentions and which are nonetheless immoral. Thus, I do not think that it is intentions alone that make an act moral or not. 


	Secondly, if a determining cause must needs be a qualifying – as well as a necessary – condition of an act, and can only qualify that which it causes, then the Kantian position that it is the intention to act, as opposed to acting, which is ethical or non ethical would make the will the determining cause of its intentions alone. This would make the determining cause of a person’s acts something other than his will. I wonder, then, what this determining cause might be. 





