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Abstract. The article's primary goal is to examine aspects of autonomy and
moral agency, from Aristotle to contemporary analytic philosophy. It is noted that
free will has long been a central concern in Western philosophy, as it underlies
fundamental questions of moral responsibility, personal identity, legal accountability,
and political legitimacy. It is also noted that while contemporary discussions are
primarily based on compatibilism, incompatibilism, and libertarianism, these
approaches originate in a broader philosophical tradition extending from classical
Greek philosophy to contemporary analytic thought.

Methods and Methodologies. The author makes extensive use of the historical
method to examine the historical development of the Western concept of free will. The
study also employs conceptual analysis, philosophical hermeneutics, and
comparative historical interpretation to explore the evolving relationship between

rational deliberation, autonomy, intentional action, and moral responsibility.
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scholarship, this article argues that, despite significant disagreements regarding

Novelty in the article. For the first time in Russian historical philosophical

determinism and alternative possibilities, Western philosophy has consistently
understood freedom as a defining characteristic of the rational individual and the
basis of ethical accountability. The article also demonstrates that contemporary
discussions, enriched by the philosophy of action, cognitive science, and moral
psychology, continue to preserve the central Western conception of freedom as
rational self-governance and responsible action.

Conclusions: Ultimately, the author notes that by restoring the historical
continuity of these ideas, the study offers an integrated framework for understanding
the evolution of free will in the Western philosophical tradition. It emphasizes that
the Western philosophical tradition demonstrates that free will is not simply a
metaphysical problem concerning causality, but a comprehensive philosophical
foundation for understanding what it means to be a rational, autonomous, and
morally responsible person. It also points out that, throughout more than two
thousand years of intellectual history, freedom has remained a defining condition of
ethical life.

Keywords: Free will, autonomy, moral agency, Western philosophy,

existentialism, compatibilism.
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MOpanvbHOi c60000U 801 NOYUHAOUU 8i0 Apucmomensi 00 CYYACHOI AHANITMUYHOT

Anomauia. Ocnoena mema cmammi po3eisiHymu 0esKi ACNeKmu a8MmoHOMII 1

Qinocoii. 3aznawaemovcsa, wo Ceobooa 6ol 0082uUll YaC 3ATUULATACS OOHIEND 3
YeHmpaibHux npoobaem  3axioHoi  inoco@ii, OCKiIbKU B60HA € OCHOBOIO
@dyHoameHmanvbHux NUMAaHs MOpanbHoi  8i0N08I0ANLHOCHI, ocobucmoi
i0enmuyHocmi, OPUOUYHOI NIO36IMHOCMI MaA NOAIMUYHOI necimumuocmi. Taxooic
8KA3YEMbCA HA Me, WO X0ud CYHYACHI OUCKYCII 8 OCHOBHOMY OYOYIOMbCs HA
KomnamuOinizmi, iHKomMnamibinismi ma Jnibepmapiancmsi, yi nioxoou oOepymo
noYamox y wupuiii Qinocopcovkii mpaouyii, wo msacHemsvcs 8i0 KIACUYHOI epeybKoi
Ginocoii 0o cyuacHoi ananimuiHoi OyMKU.

Memoou ma memooonozii. A6mop WUPOKO BUKOPUCMAB ICMOPUYHULL MemOO
051 po32ni0y ICMOpUYH020 pPO3BUMKY 3aXIOHOI KOHyenyii c60000u 6oni. YV
O00CTIOJHCEHHI MAKONC BUKOPUCIOBYIOMbCA KOHYEenmyaibHUull ananis, @inocogcovra
cepmene8muKa I NOPIBHANbHA  ICMOPUYHA  [HmMepnpemayis Ol  BUBYUEHHS
83AEMO38'3KY, WO PO3BUBAEMbCSL, MINHC PAYIOHATLHUM 000YMYBAHHAM, ABMOHOMICEIO,
HABMUCHUM OI€I0 I MOPATIbHOIO 8ION0BIOAIbHICNIO.

Hoeusna y cmammi. Bnepwe y simuususaniti icmopuxo-ginocopcovkiii ueHHi
CMBEPOACYEMBbCS, WO, HE38ANCAIOYU HA 3HAYHI PO3DINCHOCMI U000 OemepMiHiZMy
ma aubmepHAmu8HUX MONCIUBOCMEN, 3aXiOHa @hinocoghis nocaidoeHo po3ymina
80000y SIK BU3HAUANbHY XAPAKMEPUCUK)Y PAYIOHANbHOI 0cOOUCMOCmI ma OCHO8Y
emu4noi niozeimmocmi. Y cmammi maxkoxic HNOKA3AHO, WO CYYACHI OUCKYCII,
30acaueni ¢hinocoghiero 0ii, KOCHIMUBHON HAYKOWO MA MOPANbHOK NCUXONO02IEN,
npooosdcyloms  30epicamu  YeHmpaivbHy — 3aXiOHY — KOHYenyilo  c80000u 5K
PAayioHaIbHO20 CAMOBPOY8AHHS MA BION08I0ANbHOI OIl.

Ocnoeni eucHoexku. Y pesyromami asmop 3a3HAYAE, WO GIOHOBMIOIOYU
icmopuyny HacmynHicme yux ioeti, OOCNIONCeHHSI NPONOHYE [HME2POBAH) OCHOBY
PO3VMIHHA  esonoyii  c60000u 60ni Yy 3axionoi  ¢hinocoghcokoi  mpaouyii.

Hazconowyemocsa, wo 3axiona ginocogpcvbka mpaouyis oemoHcmpye, wo c80600a
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60Nl — ye He npocmo memagizuuna npodrema, wo CMmoCcyEMvbCs NPUYUHHO-
HACNIOK0B020 38'S3KY, A BCEOCANCHA PIlocOPCbKa OCHOBA Ol PO3YMIHHIA MO20, WO
o3Hayac Oymu payioHAIbHOK, A6MOHOMHOIO MA MOPAIbHO  B8I0ON08IOANbHOINO
moounoio. Takoodic 3a3Havaemvpcs, Wo NpomsacoM Oilbul HINC 0BOXMUCAYONIMHBOL
IHmMeneKkmyanbHoi icmopii ¢600600a 3aIUWANACA BU3HAUATLHOIO YMOBOK €MmMUYHO20

HCUMMSL.

Knwuoei cnosa: Ceobooa 6oni, aemoHomis, MOpaibHa cyd'€eKmHicmb, 3aXiOHA

Qinocois, exzucmenyianizm, KOMNaAmMuoOLLizm

Introduction. Few philosophical problems have exerted a more enduring
influence on Western intellectual history than free will. Questions concerning
whether human beings genuinely choose their actions have shaped debates on ethics,
law, political legitimacy, religion, and personal identity for more than two millennia.
The concept of free will extends beyond metaphysics, providing the foundation for
moral responsibility, justice, and human dignity. Whether individuals may rightly be
praised, blamed, rewarded, or punished ultimately depends on how freedom is
philosophically understood.

Review of publications on this topic. Throughout the history of Western
philosophy, freedom has been interpreted in different ways. Aristotle analyzed it
through voluntary action and practical reason; Christian philosophers connected it
with divine grace and salvation; Enlightenment thinkers grounded it in rational
autonomy; existential philosophers emphasized individual responsibility; and
contemporary analytic philosophy continues to examine its relationship to
determinism, neuroscience, and intentional agency (Kane, 2011; O'Connor &
Franklin, 2022). Despite these transformations, a fundamental continuity remains:
freedom has consistently been regarded as an essential characteristic of rational
personhood and the basis of moral responsibility.

Recent scholarship has considerably broadened the study of free will by
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integrating philosophy of action, cognitive science, neuroscience, moral psychology,
and legal theory. Contemporary philosophers, including Mele (2022), Fischer (2023),
List (2019), Vihvelin (2022), and O'Connor and Franklin (2022), increasingly focus
on the psychological and normative conditions that make responsible agency possible
rather than limiting the debate to determinism and indeterminism alone.

Despite these advances, much contemporary literature treats current theories
independently of their historical development. Compatibilism, libertarianism, and
competing theories of responsibility are frequently presented as isolated positions,
leaving insufficient attention to the philosophical continuity linking Aristotelian
ethics, medieval theology, Kantian autonomy, existential freedom, and contemporary
philosophy of action.

Main material. This article argues that the Western conception of free will is
best understood through a historical-philosophical reconstruction of its internal
development. Rather than viewing individual theories as disconnected doctrines, the
study interprets them as successive stages in the evolution of a single philosophical
tradition centered on autonomous moral agency.

The central research question is therefore:

How has the Western philosophical conception of free will evolved from
classical philosophy to contemporary analytic thought, and what enduring
conception of human agency emerges from this historical development?

To address this question, the article employs a comparative historical-
philosophical methodology combining conceptual analysis, philosophical
hermeneutics, and critical interpretation. The discussion proceeds chronologically
from Aristotle's theory of voluntary action through medieval Christian philosophy,
Kantian autonomy, existentialism, and contemporary analytic theories of free will.

The article argues that Western philosophy has progressively transformed the
concept of freedom from voluntary action into a comprehensive theory of

autonomous moral agency. Although contemporary debates continue to disagree over
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determinism and alternative possibilities, they preserve a common conviction that
freedom fundamentally consists in rational self-government, intentional action, and
moral responsibility. By reconstructing this historical trajectory, the study clarifies
both the continuity and the conceptual development of the Western philosophical
tradition while contributing to contemporary discussions of human agency.

Although numerous studies examine Aristotle, medieval Christian philosophy,
Kant, existentialism, or contemporary analytic theories independently, relatively little
attention has been devoted to reconstructing these traditions as successive stages
within a single conceptual history of autonomous moral agency. The originality of the
present study lies in proposing an integrated historical-philosophical framework that
interprets the Western discourse on free will as the cumulative development of one
evolving concept rather than a collection of disconnected theories. By identifying the
continuity of rational self-governance across more than two millennia of
philosophical reflection, the article offers a new interpretative model for
understanding the historical evolution of free will in Western philosophy.

Aristotle and the Origins of Voluntary Action. The philosophical
investigation of free will within the Western tradition begins with the work of
Aristotle. Although Aristotle did not formulate a theory of "free will" in the modern
sense, his analysis of voluntary action (hekousion) established the conceptual
foundations upon which later discussions of autonomy, responsibility, and moral
agency were constructed. His ethical philosophy locates freedom not in metaphysical
independence from causation but in the rational capacities that enable human beings
to deliberate, choose, and intentionally direct their own actions (Aristotle, trans.
Irwin, 1999).

For Aristotle, moral philosophy is inseparable from an understanding of human
nature. Every action aims at some perceived good, and the highest human good
(eudaimonia) consists in rational activity performed in accordance with virtue.

Human flourishing therefore depends upon the capacity to govern one's actions
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through reason rather than through external coercion or irrational impulse. Freedom
emerges as a practical rather than merely metaphysical condition: individuals become
responsible agents because they possess the intellectual ability to deliberate
concerning alternative courses of action.

The distinction between voluntary and involuntary action occupies a central
position in Book III of the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle argues that an action is
voluntary when its originating principle lies within the agent and when the individual
possesses adequate knowledge of the relevant circumstances. Actions performed
under external compulsion or through ignorance lack full moral responsibility
because the causal source does not genuinely belong to the acting person.
Conversely, when individuals knowingly initiate actions through their own
deliberation, they appropriately become objects of praise or blame (Aristotle, trans.
Irwin, 1999).

This analysis introduces an enduring philosophical principle: moral
responsibility depends upon agency rather than merely upon behavioral outcomes.
External consequences alone cannot determine ethical evaluation; instead,
responsibility arises from the intentional structure of action itself. Later theories of
criminal liability, legal accountability, and moral judgment throughout Western
philosophy would repeatedly return to this Aristotelian insight.

Closely related to voluntary action is Aristotle's concept of prohairesis,
commonly translated as deliberate choice. Unlike simple desire or spontaneous
inclination, prohairesis refers to reason-guided decision-making concerning actions
that lie within human control. Deliberation (bouleusis) evaluates possible means for
achieving rationally selected ends, after which deliberate choice commits the
individual to intentional action. The significance of this distinction cannot be
overstated, for it separates human agency from instinctive behavior while
simultaneously providing the intellectual architecture for later conceptions of

autonomy.
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arbitrary alternatives. Deliberation concerns practical possibilities constrained by

Importantly, Aristotle does not regard freedom as unlimited choice among

reality, circumstance, and character. Individuals cannot rationally deliberate about
necessary truths or impossible actions; rather, they deliberate only about matters
capable of being otherwise. Freedom therefore operates within the sphere of practical
contingency, where rational judgment determines among genuinely available
alternatives.

Virtue further refines Aristotle's conception of freedom. Moral excellence is not
opposed to freedom but constitutes its fullest realization. Through habituation,
education, and repeated practice, virtuous individuals gradually develop stable
dispositions that enable them to choose appropriately without internal conflict.
Freedom is therefore not identified with indifference or unrestricted preference but
with the harmonious integration of reason, desire, and character. The truly free person
is not one who acts without restraint but one whose rational capacities successfully
govern passions and appetites.

This account differs significantly from many modern libertarian theories that
define freedom primarily through indeterministic choice. Aristotle rarely addresses
whether causal determinism governs the universe because his primary concern lies
elsewhere. The central philosophical question is not whether actions possess
sufficient metaphysical openness but whether they originate from the rational
capacities of the acting individual. Consequently, freedom is analyzed primarily
through intentional agency rather than through cosmological speculation.

The Aristotelian conception also establishes a close relationship between ethics
and psychology. Human action results from the interaction of intellect, desire,
perception, and practical reasoning. Rational deliberation neither eliminates desire
nor functions independently of motivation; instead, it orders competing motivations
toward coherent practical judgment. This integrated model of agency continues to

influence contemporary philosophy of action, particularly theories emphasizing

https://h-visnyk.com.ua/index.php/home/about ISSN: 3083-5712

YBech KOHTEHT JlilieH30BaHo 3a ymoBamu Creative Commons BY 4.0 International license


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

6a s
S
reasons-responsive agency and practical rationality.

Modern scholars increasingly recognize that Aristotle's analysis anticipates
several themes central to present-day debates concerning free will. Discussions of
intentional action, practical reasoning, control conditions for responsibility, and
reasons-responsiveness all display significant continuity with Aristotelian moral
psychology (Mele, 2022; Vihvelin, 2022). Although contemporary terminology
differs considerably, the underlying philosophical concern remains remarkably stable:
under what conditions can human beings genuinely be regarded as authors of their
own actions?

At the same time, Aristotle's framework contains important limitations when
viewed from the perspective of later philosophical developments. His ethical theory
does not explicitly distinguish psychological freedom from metaphysical freedom,
nor does it confront the theological questions concerning divine omniscience and
predestination that would dominate medieval philosophy. Likewise, the modern
distinction between compatibilism and incompatibilism has no direct analogue within
Aristotelian ethics. Nevertheless, these absences should not obscure the originality of
Aristotle's achievement. He established the fundamental vocabulary through which
Western philosophy would subsequently investigate intentional action, moral
responsibility, and autonomous agency.

Perhaps Aristotle's most enduring contribution lies in his conception of human
beings as rational agents whose moral lives depend upon self-directed practical
judgment. Freedom is understood neither as arbitrary spontaneity nor as absolute
independence from causal order but as the disciplined exercise of rational
deliberation directed toward virtuous action. This conception provided the
indispensable starting point for nearly every subsequent Western theory of moral
autonomy.

The transition from classical philosophy to Christian theology would

significantly transform this understanding. Whereas Aristotle primarily analyzed
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freedom within the context of ethical deliberation and civic virtue, later Christian
thinkers increasingly interpreted freedom through the relationship between divine
grace, sin, and salvation. The question would no longer concern only how rational
individuals choose well, but whether fallen human beings possess the spiritual
capacity to choose the good at all. This shift marks one of the decisive turning points
in the historical evolution of Western theories of free will.

Freedom, Grace, and Moral Responsibility: Augustine and Thomas
Aquinas. The emergence of Christian philosophy fundamentally transformed the
Aristotelian understanding of freedom. While Aristotle explained voluntary action
through rational deliberation and virtuous character, Christian thinkers addressed a
new theological question: how can genuine human freedom coexist with divine
omniscience, providence, original sin, and grace? Consequently, free will became not
only an ethical issue but also a theological problem concerning salvation, moral
responsibility, and divine causality (Kent, 2020; O'Connor & Franklin, 2022).

Among early Christian philosophers, Augustine offered the first systematic
account of free will. In De Libero Arbitrio and De Civitate Dei, he argued that evil
does not originate from God but from the misuse of human free choice (liberum
arbitrium). Freedom is therefore essential for moral responsibility, since only free
agents can rightly be praised or blamed for their actions (Augustine, trans. Williams,
1993).

Unlike Aristotle, Augustine maintained that although human beings retain free
will after the Fall, their capacity to choose the good has been profoundly weakened
by original sin. Genuine moral transformation therefore requires divine grace, which
restores rather than abolishes freedom (Stump, 2022). Freedom thus becomes more
than the ability to choose among alternatives; it requires the proper orientation of the
will toward the good. True liberty consists not simply in choosing but in choosing
rightly, while sin represents the corruption rather than the fulfillment of freedom

(Matthews, 2021).
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synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy and Christian theology. In the Summa

Several centuries later, Thomas Aquinas produced the most influential medieval

Theologiae, he argued that human beings possess intellect and will as complementary
faculties: reason apprehends the good, while the will freely chooses among
alternatives presented by practical judgment. Human freedom therefore arises from
rational deliberation rather than from the absence of causation (Aquinas, trans.
Mclnerny, 2012).

Aquinas further explained the relationship between divine and human causality
through his doctrine of primary and secondary causes. God sustains all existence as
the first cause, yet human beings remain genuine secondary causes capable of freely
initiating their own actions. Divine causality therefore enables rather than eliminates
human freedom, providing an alternative to both theological determinism and radical
libertarianism (Stump, 2022).

Like Aristotle, Aquinas regarded voluntary action as requiring knowledge,
intentionality, and rational judgment. Moral responsibility is diminished by ignorance
or coercion because such conditions interfere with practical reason. At the same time,
he integrated this psychological analysis with the doctrine of natural law, arguing that
genuine freedom is fulfilled through rational conformity to objective moral goods
rather than subjective desire (Finnis, 2011).

Although Augustine and Aquinas differed on several theological questions, both
viewed human beings as rational moral agents whose responsibility depends upon
voluntary and intentional action. Neither identified freedom with unrestricted choice;
instead, genuine liberty requires the proper orientation of reason and will toward the
good.

From a historical perspective, medieval philosophy significantly expanded the
classical conception of free will. Augustine introduced the transformative role of
grace and the moral consequences of original sin, while Aquinas united Aristotelian

psychology with Christian metaphysics into a comprehensive theory of rational
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freedom. Together, they established the intellectual foundations for later theories of
autonomy, conscience, and moral responsibility, while preparing the transition to the
Enlightenment conception of freedom as rational self-legislation that reached its
fullest expression in Kant's moral philosophy.

Kantian Autonomy and the Enlightenment Transformation of Freedom.
The Enlightenment introduced one of the most decisive transformations in the
Western understanding of free will. Whereas medieval philosophy had interpreted
freedom primarily through humanity's relationship with God, divine grace, and
salvation, eighteenth-century philosophy gradually relocated the foundation of
freedom within the rational capacities of the individual. The central philosophical
question was no longer whether divine assistance enables human beings to choose the
good but whether reason itself can provide the normative basis for autonomous moral
action. This intellectual transition culminated in the moral philosophy of Immanuel
Kant, whose conception of autonomy permanently reshaped modern discussions of
freedom, duty, and moral responsibility (Allison, 2011; Ameriks, 2019).

The Enlightenment conception of freedom emerged against the background of
profound intellectual changes occurring throughout seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century Europe. Scientific advances associated with Newtonian physics encouraged
increasingly deterministic interpretations of nature, while political philosophy
emphasized the rights and rational capacities of individual citizens. At the same time,
traditional theological explanations of morality gradually yielded to secular accounts
grounded in human reason. Freedom therefore acquired a new philosophical
significance: it became the essential condition for moral legislation rather than merely
a prerequisite for salvation (Schneewind, 1998).

An important precursor to Kant's theory of autonomy can be found in the
political philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau argued that genuine
freedom cannot be identified with the unrestricted satisfaction of personal desires.

Instead, individuals become truly free when they participate in laws that they
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collectively prescribe for themselves as rational members of a political community.
In The Social Contract, Rousseau famously declared that obedience to a law one has
prescribed for oneself constitutes freedom rather than oppression (Rousseau, trans.
Cranston, 1968). Although Rousseau's principal concern was political legitimacy, his
conception of self-legislation profoundly influenced Kant's subsequent moral
philosophy.

Kant transformed this political insight into a comprehensive ethical theory. In
contrast to both empirical psychology and theological ethics, he argued that morality
cannot depend upon contingent desires, social customs, or divine commands alone.
Instead, moral obligation originates within practical reason itself. Human beings
possess the unique capacity to legislate universal moral principles through rational
reflection, and this capacity constitutes the essence of autonomy (Kant, trans. Gregor,
1998).

The concept of autonomy occupies the very center of Kant's philosophy of
freedom. Etymologically derived from the Greek words autos (self) and nomos (law),
autonomy signifies self-legislation. For Kant, an autonomous individual does not
simply act according to personal preference but acts according to rational principles
that every rational being could consistently endorse. Freedom therefore consists
neither in arbitrary choice nor in the absence of external constraints. Rather, it
consists in obedience to rational laws that one gives to oneself through reason.

This conception fundamentally distinguishes Kant from earlier philosophical
traditions. Aristotle had emphasized practical wisdom and virtuous character, while
Augustine and Aquinas had connected freedom with divine grace and the proper
orientation of the will toward God. Kant, by contrast, locates the source of moral
authority entirely within rational agency. The legitimacy of moral obligation no
longer depends upon theological revelation or natural teleology but upon the
universal structure of rational consciousness itself (Allison, 2011).

Central to Kant's theory is the distinction between hypothetical and categorical
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imperatives. Hypothetical imperatives command actions conditionally: one ought to
act in a certain way if one wishes to achieve a particular objective. Such imperatives
govern technical skills and prudential reasoning but cannot provide universal moral
obligations because they depend upon subjective desires. Moral requirements instead
take the form of categorical imperatives, which command unconditionally and apply
to every rational agent regardless of personal interests (Kant, trans. Gregor, 1998).

The best-known formulation of the categorical imperative requires individuals to
"act only according to that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it
become a universal law." This principle expresses the universality of rational
morality. Before acting, individuals must determine whether the maxim underlying
their intended action could consistently function as a universal rule applicable to all
rational beings. Moral deliberation therefore becomes an exercise in rational
consistency rather than emotional inclination.

Equally significant is Kant's second formulation of the categorical imperative,
which requires every person to treat humanity, both in oneself and in others, always
as an end and never merely as a means. This principle establishes the intrinsic dignity
of rational persons and links freedom directly to moral respect. Human beings
possess incomparable worth because they are capable of autonomous self-legislation.
Consequently, exploitation, manipulation, and coercion violate not merely social
conventions but the very conditions of rational agency itself (Wood, 2008).

Kant's account of moral responsibility follows directly from this conception of
autonomy. Because rational agents possess the capacity to recognize universal moral
laws independently of empirical desires, they remain accountable for actions
performed contrary to reason. Excuses based solely upon emotion, inclination, or
social pressure cannot entirely eliminate responsibility, since practical reason retains
the authority to regulate conduct. Moral responsibility therefore presupposes rational
freedom rather than psychological spontaneity.

One of the most challenging aspects of Kant's philosophy concerns the
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relationship between freedom and determinism. Like many Enlightenment thinkers,
Kant fully accepted the explanatory success of Newtonian natural science. The
phenomenal world—the world of empirical observation—is governed by universal
causal laws. Human behavior, considered merely as observable natural events,
therefore appears to belong to deterministic nature. Yet moral responsibility requires
freedom. Kant resolved this apparent contradiction through his distinction between
the phenomenal and noumenal standpoints.

According to Kant, every human being may be considered from two
complementary perspectives. As empirical beings, individuals belong to the
phenomenal world governed by causality. As rational agents, however, they
simultaneously belong to the noumenal realm, where practical reason operates
independently of empirical determination. Freedom is therefore not an empirical fact
subject to scientific observation but a necessary postulate of practical reason. Without
presupposing freedom, concepts such as duty, obligation, justice, and responsibility
would lose their meaning (Kant, trans. Gregor, 1998; Allison, 2011).

This solution has generated extensive philosophical debate for more than two
centuries. Critics argue that Kant's distinction between phenomenal and noumenal
agency risks dividing human existence into two incompatible domains. Others
maintain that the distinction provides an elegant reconciliation between scientific
explanation and moral accountability. Contemporary scholars increasingly interpret
Kant not as proposing two separate worlds but as distinguishing two legitimate
explanatory perspectives upon the same rational agent (Ameriks, 2019).

Kant's influence upon later philosophy extends far beyond debates concerning
determinism. His conception of autonomy transformed virtually every area of modern
ethical theory. Liberal political philosophy adopted the principle that legitimate
political authority must respect the autonomy of citizens. Human rights discourse
increasingly grounded personal dignity in rational agency rather than social status or

religious membership. Modern bioethics similarly identifies respect for patient
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autonomy as one of its foundational principles. In each case, freedom is understood
less as unrestricted choice than as rational self-government (Hill, 2020).

The Kantian conception of autonomy also exerted considerable influence upon
modern legal philosophy. Criminal responsibility increasingly came to depend upon
the assumption that individuals possess sufficient rational capacity to understand
legal norms and intentionally regulate their conduct. Insanity defenses, diminished
responsibility doctrines, and standards of criminal intent all implicitly presuppose the
Kantian connection between rational agency and accountability. Contemporary
jurisprudence continues to distinguish between actions resulting from autonomous
deliberation and those produced by coercion, mental incapacity, or involuntary
compulsion (Duff, 2020).

Nevertheless, Kant's theory has also attracted sustained criticism. One objection
concerns its apparent formalism. Because the categorical imperative evaluates the
logical consistency of moral maxims rather than their substantive content, critics
question whether it provides sufficient practical guidance for resolving complex
ethical dilemmas. Others argue that Kant assigns excessive authority to abstract
rationality while underestimating the significance of emotion, historical context, and
interpersonal relationships in moral life (Korsgaard, 2009).

A second criticism concerns Kant's conception of the autonomous subject itself.
Twentieth-century philosophers influenced by phenomenology, hermeneutics,
feminism, and communitarianism have argued that rational agents are never entirely
independent from culture, language, history, or social institutions. Human identity
develops within networks of interpersonal recognition rather than through isolated
rational reflection alone. Consequently, autonomy may require social conditions that
Kant's highly individualistic framework does not fully acknowledge (Taylor, 1989).

Despite these criticisms, Kant's contribution remains foundational for
contemporary philosophy of free will. Modern compatibilists frequently emphasize

rational self-control rather than metaphysical indeterminism; contractualist theories
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of justice continue to rely upon principles of equal rational agency; and contemporary
theories of moral responsibility regularly define responsible action through capacities
for reflection, self-regulation, and reasons-responsive deliberation. These
developments demonstrate the enduring influence of Kant's identification of freedom
with rational self-government rather than mere behavioral spontaneity (Fischer, 2023;
Mele, 2022).

From the perspective of intellectual history, the Enlightenment fundamentally
reoriented the Western tradition of free will. Aristotle had interpreted freedom
through practical deliberation, while medieval philosophy integrated freedom into a
theological account of grace and salvation. Kant transformed both traditions by
grounding moral obligation entirely within the autonomous activity of practical
reason. Freedom became the defining characteristic of rational personality itself,
independent of empirical desires and external authority. This conception established
the conceptual foundations upon which much of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
moral and political philosophy would subsequently develop.

Yet the nineteenth century would also witness an important reaction against
purely rational conceptions of freedom. Existential philosophers increasingly argued
that human freedom cannot be understood solely through universal moral law but
must also account for anxiety, individuality, contingency, and the lived experience of
choice. The philosophical focus therefore shifted from the rational structure of
autonomy to the existential burden of being free—a transformation that would
profoundly reshape modern discussions of agency and responsibility (Crowell, 2012;
Sartre, 2007).

Conclusions. Finally, the analysis suggests that future research should move
beyond the traditional metaphysical opposition between compatibilism and
incompatibilism by adopting more interdisciplinary approaches to human agency.
Integrating philosophy with neuroscience, psychology, artificial intelligence,

behavioral economics, and legal theory may offer a more comprehensive
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understanding of freedom without abandoning the normative insights developed
throughout the Western philosophical tradition. Such interdisciplinary dialogue has
the potential to preserve the philosophical richness of classical theories while
responding to the increasingly complex forms of agency emerging in technologically
advanced societies.

The principal contribution of this study extends beyond providing a
chronological survey of Western theories of free will. It reconstructs the historical
evolution of freedom as a continuous process in which each philosophical tradition
preserves and transforms the central idea of autonomous moral agency. This
integrative framework demonstrates that Aristotelian practical reason, Christian
moral responsibility, Kantian autonomy, existential authenticity, and contemporary
theories of agency should be interpreted not as isolated doctrines but as
interconnected phases in the conceptual development of the Western philosophy of
free will. In doing so, the article offers a novel comparative-historical perspective
capable of enriching current interdisciplinary debates on moral responsibility, agency,
and human autonomy.

In conclusion, the Western philosophical tradition demonstrates that free will is
not merely a metaphysical problem concerning causal determination but a
comprehensive philosophical framework for understanding what it means to be a
rational, autonomous, and morally responsible person. Across more than two
thousand years of intellectual history, freedom has remained the defining condition of
ethical life because it provides the conceptual foundation for responsibility, justice,
dignity, and human self-governance. The enduring significance of this tradition lies
not in offering a final solution to the problem of free will but in continually refining
the philosophical understanding of autonomous moral agency in response to changing

conceptions of humanity and the world.
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