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The persistence of race-based inequalities in the United States despite the successes of the civil rights movement in ending legal discrimination is a frustrating conundrum for anyone committed to liberal-democratic principles. Liberal democracy is compatible with certain kinds of inequality, of course. Inequalities that arise through fair competition on an even playing field are reasonably assumed to reflect differences of individual interest and natural ability, and hence not to threaten liberal democracy’s promise of freedom and justice for all. People will disagree about what constitutes “fair” competition and an “even” playing field, but the notion that at least some inequalities are unobjectionable from the standpoint of liberal democracy is not particularly controversial. Inequalities become suspect when they are systematic and entrenched, affecting whole classes of persons over generations, as in the case of racial inequality. The National Urban League’s 2009 Annual Report on the State of Black America found that blacks today are “twice as likely to be unemployed, three times more likely to live in poverty and more than six times as likely to be imprisoned compared with whites.”
 Blacks also suffer at higher rates from chronic disease than whites, and they die younger.
 The pervasiveness of inequalities such as these forty years after the civil rights movement is troubling, for a permanent racial underclass constitutes a failure of liberal democracy.


Most efforts to address this failure treat racial inequality as a violation of justice, as indeed it partly is.
 Yet the emphasis on justice, at least where justice is conceived in distributive terms, tends to limit thinking about the remediation of inequality to the distributive domain. It focuses our attention on the fair allocation of resources, and often ends in calls for expanded state spending. Distributive concerns are certainly relevant to racial inequality, and there is a place – an important place – for state spending in its remediation. Yet it would be a mistake to confine our efforts to new or more extensive distributions. Systematic inequality is a problem of freedom as much as it is a problem of justice for it both reflects and regenerates the debilitated agency and limited life prospects of the marginalized. Consequently, treating racial inequality solely with the tools of distributive justice is bound to prove inadequate. An effective remedy will require finding ways to make freedom – as the full flourishing of human agency – real for a wider range of citizens. To achieve this, we will need more than distributive justice; we will need what Vaslav Havel once called an “existential revolution,” a fundamental reorientation of self-understanding on both sides of the inequality divide.
 We need to rethink the nature and conditions of our agency, and reconceptualize the scope of our responsibilities. To that end, this paper explores the meaning of – and possibilities for – freedom in light of the relationship between agency and inequality. 


Interest in freedom is on the rise in political theory today, as evidenced by a spate of recent books on the subject.
 So far, the most influential of these has been the theory of freedom as non-domination advanced by Philip Pettit. It is a richly developed and carefully articulated account that enhances the liberal tradition in important ways. Understanding freedom as non-domination is a valuable tool for remediating the problem of systematic inequality, and it goes further in this direction than some other accounts of freedom have gone. Yet it does not go far enough. One problem with Pettit’s view is that the domination paradigm fails to cover some of the most important and pervasive experiences of unfreedom in liberal democracies today. Domination entails the instrumentalization and exploitation of others, and it requires a conscious exercise of control on the part of the dominant party. By contrast, much of  the institutionalized racism and other biases that currently constrain the life chances of members of subordinate groups in the U.S. are not exactly exploitative, and they are largely unintentional. Although they constitute real barriers to freedom, these forms of influence are not accurately characterized as domination, and they will require different mechanisms to overcome. A second, related problem with Pettit’s view is that it misrepresents key aspects of the experience of freedom. By equating freedom as non-domination with agentic control, Pettit neglects freedom as self-realization, an experience that is of crucial importance to the marginalized but that often eludes the control of the individual agent. Freedom in this form is better characterized as relief from oppression than as protection against domination. Both difficulties with Pettit’s view derive from his excessively sovereign conception of human agency, the tendency to equate agency with the exercise of mastery and control. To get beyond the problem of persistent inequality, to fulfill the aspirations of the civil rights movement and the promises of liberal democracy, we need a better understanding of what human agency is like – both its non-sovereignty and its sometimes surprising potency – and a more capacious conception of what freedom involves. Part one of the paper elaborates the limits of domination; part two lays out freedom as self-realization or non-oppression. 

Domination and its limits


Pettit’s Republicanism tells a story about the rise and eventual eclipse of a particular way of thinking about freedom in the Western world. Born in classical Rome and rediscovered by Renaissance thinkers such as Machiavelli, this tradition was championed in the modern period by Harrington, Locke, Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Tocqueville, among many others. The view of freedom it defended made the concept of domination central. To be free was above all to be immune from domination, both in the form of dominium, or the exercise of arbitrary will by particular others in the private sphere, and in the form of imperium, the exercise of arbitrary will by public authorities or the state. Domination as both dominium and imperium was associated with slavery, and consequently freedom on this view “is always cast in terms of the opposition between liber and servus, citizen and slave.”
 Indeed, the republican tradition “is unanimous in casting freedom as the opposite of slavery.”
 As Pettit tells the story, this way of thinking about freedom was overtaken in the nineteenth century by the theory of freedom as non-interference proposed by William Paley and Jeremy Bentham. This new view essentially abandoned the connection between freedom and non-domination in favor of a thinner, ostensibly more tractable ideal. Negative liberty, as the mere absence of interference, went on to become the dominant account of freedom within the newly constructed “liberal” tradition, found in thinkers from J.S. Mill to John Rawls, a dominance it continues to enjoy today.
 This liberal account of freedom is deeply flawed, Pettit thinks. His purpose in Republicanism, and in subsequent work such as A Theory of Freedom, is therefore to recover and reconstitute the republican tradition of thinking about freedom, to show why freedom is best conceived in terms of non-domination and how it can be achieved through contemporary liberal-democratic institutions.


Critics have quite reasonably challenged Pettit’s sharp divide between republicanism and liberalism, both as a conceptual matter and as it bears on the history of political thought. Liberalism is not unconcerned with domination, nor does it regard every instance of interference as antithetical to liberty. Indeed, the conceptual connection between freedom and the rule of law is foundational to what most people call liberalism. And the whole point of the rule of law from the liberal perspective is precisely that it protects individuals from living in the perpetual state of vulnerability to arbitrary power that Pettit calls domination. As a conceptual matter, then, the concerns of republicanism and liberalism are not as far apart as Pettit implies. Likewise, his account of the history of political thought dichotomizes the liberal and republican perspectives in ways that are at odds with the actual views of key thinkers in the liberal tradition. From Locke to Kant to J.S. Mill – the defining figures of this tradition by most any account
 – central tenets of what Pettit calls republicanism are clearly present in the text alongside liberal concerns about interference. All three (even Mill) recognized the important connection between liberty and law, for instance; and each was keen to establish protections for the individual against the arbitrary exercise of power. Thus Pettit goes somewhat “astray,” as Charles Larmore has said, in the opposition he sets up between the republican conception of freedom and the modern liberal tradition.
 


Another aspect of Pettit’s account that has received less attention but that deserves scrutiny nonetheless is its narrowness in casting domination as the primary antithesis of freedom.
 Domination, as Pettit defines it, characterizes any relationship in which one person has “(1) the capacity to interfere; (2) on an arbitrary basis; (3) in certain choices that the other is in a position to make.”
 Crucially, the capacity to interfere need not be actually exercised in order for a condition of domination to exist. Thus a slave who is lucky enough to have a benevolent or non-interfering master is still subject to domination, despite not actually being interfered with. Equally important, the requirement that interference must be “arbitrary” if it is to count as domination means that that the non-arbitrary constraints on individual choice imposed by legitimate laws do not entail domination but are consistent with liberty. These features of Pettit’s account distinguish it from the theory of freedom as non-interference. They push us to look beyond instances of actual interference for real but not yet actualized threats to the individual, and thus allow us to see (and respond to) violations of liberty that remain invisible on the non-interference account. Pettit’s view also reassures us that liberty is compatible with the authority of a legitimate state and hence need not end in anarchy. In both respects, his theory of freedom as non-domination represents a real advance over the non-interference brand of liberalism – although it is worth reiterating that the strict non-interference view is only one strand (and not the main strand) of modern liberalism.


The problem of exploitation. Still, it is a mistake to think that domination is the primary obstacle to liberty. Domination certainly does obstruct liberty but there are other threats as well, some of which are more pressing in contemporary liberal-democratic contexts than domination. Domination, after all, is modeled by republican theorists on the paradigm of slavery, as Pettit periodically reminds us.
 He acknowledges that the “absolute power” enjoyed by real masters over actual slaves “is not likely to be realized in many contexts,” especially in contemporary liberal democracies. Yet such power “is often approximated … at lower levels of intensity, even in rule-governed societies.”
 In other words, the master-slave dynamic is in principle the paradigm of domination everywhere. We can expect variation in the intensity of the dynamic (meaning the degree to which power is absolute) but not in its fundamental logic. A distinctive feature of the slavery dynamic is that the actions of a slave reflect not his own will but the will of his master. In fact, as Aristotle put it long ago, the distinguishing mark of a slave is that he is the “possession” of his master, an animate instrument of his master’s will.
 Because slavery makes the slave a mere tool, it instrumentalizes him and hence is always exploitative. To the extent that domination is modeled on slavery, then, it entails the instrumentalization and exploitation of those subject to it. Although Pettit plays down this aspect of the slavery dynamic, it is surely as fundamental to slavery as the capacity to interfere on an arbitrary basis with the choices of others. Mere interference – even arbitrary interference – does not constitute enslavement. So domination in principle entails instrumentalization and exploitation, not merely absolute power or the capacity for arbitrary interference. 


Some of Pettit’s examples of domination fit this bill. The employer “who can fire his employees as whim inclines him and hardly suffer embarrassment for doing so” can be assumed to instrumentalize and exploit his employees since he profits from their labor.
 The husband “who can beat his wife for disobeying his instructions and be subject, at most, to the mild censure of his neighbors” can also be seen in this light, at least to the extent that Pettit’s reference to the husband’s “instructions” implies that he is using his wife to carry out his will. Other examples in this passage are more of a stretch, however. The teacher “who can chastise her pupils on the slightest excuse” and the prison warder “who can make life hell for inmates” do not so easily fit the slavery model, even accounting for a reduced degree of intensity. These examples do the work Pettit needs them to do only if we assume that the teacher and the warder are using those subject to their authority for their own purposes in the way a master uses a slave, making their subjects into mere tools. But one can imagine an abusive teacher or prison warder who exercises power in ways that constrain the agency of their students or prisoners but who derive no particular benefit from this practice, and whose actions cannot reasonably be conceived as exploitative. Their actions will still be objectionable from the standpoint of liberty, however, for we would surely want to say that the power of the teacher and the warder in these cases has a negative impact on the freedom of their subjects.


Some additional examples will help to make this point clear. Think about a young black man living in the inner city who is poor, unemployed, and ill-educated. His prospects in life are severely limited, constrained by systematic forces that undermine his exercise of agency. Yet he is not being exploited by anyone in particular, especially if he is unemployed. It would therefore be wrong to call him the instrument of some specific person’s will. So although he is not the master of his destiny, neither is he mastered by anyone else. This is true even when we account for the reduced intensity of the master-slave dynamic in a rule-governed society. And yet the very limited nature of his life prospects reflects a deeply constrained power of agency, too constrained to be compatible with freedom. Or consider the activists who rioted outside the Stonewall Inn in 1969 seeking gay liberation. Stonewall represents freedom to gay people today – but not the freedom that comes from overthrowing a master. Before the gay liberation movement, after all, homosexuals were not exactly exploited or instrumentalized for others’ gain. They were ridiculed, discriminated against, and subjected to violence, but their position in society was in principle different from the position of a slave relative to his master. We need to be able to recognize and respond to instances of unfreedom such as these, even though they do not fit easily into republicanism’s slavery paradigm or manifest its logic of domination.


The problem of intentionality. A more serious difficulty is Pettit’s emphatic insistence on the intentional quality of domination. On his account, arbitrary interference (or the threat of it) compromises freedom only when it is intentionally undertaken by a particular agent.
 As Pettit points out, this is a common assumption within the liberal tradition. Without this distinction, he says, we risk running together forms of interference that are not of a piece. Specifically, “were non-intentional forms of obstruction also to count as interference, that would be to lose the distinction between securing people against the natural effects of chance and incapacity and scarcity and securing them against the things that they may try to do to one another.”
 Yet this way of thinking wrongly assumes that obstacles to individual action are either the products of natural (i.e., non-human) forces or result from intentional decisions by discrete human beings (the things we “try to do” to one another). In reality, many of the things that obstruct our freedom elude both categories. What it means to invoke institutional racism or sexism is precisely to point up patterns of social interaction that are fully human – not the “natural effects of chance” – but are nevertheless largely unintentional at the individual level. With institutionalized racism and sexism, people enact discriminatory norms without intending to do so or even being aware when they do. 


Pettit’s distinction between factors that “compromise” freedom and those that merely “condition” it may be thought to address this concern. Domination, and “domination alone,” compromises freedom, Pettit says, but other things may “condition” freedom in the sense of limiting one’s ability to exercise it, and this limitation “is still significant.”
 Perhaps institutionalized racism and sexism, while not meeting the criteria for domination, nevertheless condition freedom by reducing the range of possible non-dominated choices available. The problem with characterizing racism and sexism this way is that they do more than just reduce the range of non-dominated choices. They fundamentally disrupt the exercise of individual agency in ways that we shall explore presently. Moreover, Pettit treats conditioning factors lightly. While he thinks that we ought to “try and reduce influences that condition freedom,” other things “being equal,” it is clear from the examples he gives that we do not have the same kind of obligations in this regard that we have with respect to factors that compromise freedom.
 In fact, there is nothing intrinsically objectionable about the conditioning of freedom. Pettit emphasizes that some conditioning factors are to be welcomed. Law, in particular, is a factor that conditions freedom but that, at least when it is non-arbitrary, is crucial to sustaining freedom. Racism and sexism are not adequately characterized as conditions on freedom, then. They do more than condition freedom; they compromise it in the sense that they undercut it fundamentally rather than merely constrain its scope.
 


For Pettit, the only real threats to freedom – the threats that we must actively remediate – are intentional. There are good reasons to resist this view,  however. Glenn Loury has argued, along these lines, that in recent years racial discrimination has been supplanted by “racial stigma” as the key factor in the persistence of racial inequality in the United States.
 Whereas discrimination involves the intentional disadvantaging of others, racial stigma is a matter of biased social cognitions and racial meanings.
 It concerns the often unconscious beliefs by observers “about the subject’s intrinsic nature which condition[] how other more specific pieces of evidence involving the subject will be interpreted.”
 Stigma involves “insidious habits of thought, selective patterns of social intercourse, [and] biased processes of social cognition,” rather than “harmful or malicious acts.”
 So while racial discrimination is no longer the problem it once was in this country, racial disadvantage continues, especially where race intersects with poverty, and it constitutes a real obstacle to freedom. Yet the challenge it poses to freedom cannot be comprehended – or adequately addressed – so long as we continue to conceive racial inequality in terms of voluntaristic models of discrimination and domination.


Think about a white man interviewing a young black man for a position in his company. The prospective employer, let us say, is a decent man who ascribes to the principles of liberty and equality for all. He sees himself as an advocate of racial justice and prides himself on his fair-mindedness. Yet despite himself, and like many people in American society today, he harbors some racial stereotypes and biases, often unconsciously. Thus when he looks at the black candidate before him, he feels a bit uneasy. Sure, the candidate is qualified on paper, but can he really do the job? Will he fit in? Will he work hard? Can he be trusted? To the extent that racial stigma influences this prospective employer’s judgment, he obstructs the freedom of the black candidate – he is, in fact, an agent of institutionalized racism – but without ever intending to do so. Or consider the difficulties that women in our culture still face in exercising authority outside the domestic sphere. The norms of femininity continue to emphasize deference, compliancy, and other qualities that are antithetical to leadership and authority. As a result, what counts as a confidence-inspiring authoritative demeanor in a man makes a woman seem strident, overly demanding, nasty – even to other women. Public aversion to this demeanor impedes women’s efforts to exercise authority effectively and thereby undercuts the exercise of their agency. Of course, most people do not intend to obstruct women’s freedom; their aversion to what appears to them as unfeminine behavior is not exactly a choice. Many of the human actions and social practices that inhibit individual freedom lack the element of intentionality that Pettit’s account of domination requires. Pettit may be correct in attributing intentionality to domination, but if he is correct about this then domination is not the only impediment to freedom that we have an obligation to remediate. And in “rule-governed societies,” where actual domination is largely proscribed, these other impediments to freedom cover far more instances of unfreedom than does domination.


The problem of sovereign control. Still, it would be wrong to accede too quickly to the intentionalist view of domination. Pettit’s depiction of domination suggests a sovereign agent controlling his subject through the strategic use of power. Domination, on his view, entails a dominator and a dominated, and an awareness on both sides of who holds which position.
 In reality, power often operates differently. Not only are we frequently unaware of how the power we hold affects others, but our own exercise of power in any particular instance may point in multiple directions. Foucault’s account of how power operates in and through us without being fully grasped by us is instructive in this respect. When I was a girl my mother was constantly enjoining me to “take smaller steps” so as to be more “ladylike.” Apparently, my natural stride was too long, perhaps too forceful, to be feminine. Why are small steps more feminine than big ones? Maybe because a long stride conveys a sense of purpose and direction, confidence, strength, speed – qualities at odds with traditional norms of femininity. Exercising domination was the last thing on my mother’s mind, of course. Still, her exhortations, intended as loving guidance, did have the effect of socializing me to norms that subtly perpetuate inequalities between men and women. And even as her words worked to bring me into line with prevailing relations of power, they reinforced her own capture within this grid. She was both the subject (agent) and the object (recipient) of the power she enacted. This Foucauldian perspective on power unsettles assumptions about the sovereign subject implicit in Pettit’s theory because it means that most of the time we are neither simply dominators nor simply dominated. In fact, it presses us to think about human agency in a way that disrupts the subject/object dichotomy. This dichotomy distorts our understanding of human agency and occludes from view a great deal of the power that operates among us. 


Conceptualizing agency in a more nuanced way is difficult, however, given our prevailing terms of analysis. An interesting feature of the English language, for instance, is that it lacks the intermediate or “middle” voice found in some other languages, such as Greek. Verbs are either active or passive in English, with no means of conveying the experience of simultaneously acting and being acted up.
 Yet this experience is quite common. Consider Vaslav Havel’s account of life in Soviet Czechoslovakia. The totalitarian system functioned there in ways that simultaneously dominated individuals and activated them in exercising domination over others. To illustrate, Havel tells the story of a greengrocer who every morning places in the window of his shop, alongside the tomatoes and cucumbers, a sign reading, “Workers of the world, unite!” As a mark of his obedience to the regime, the sign is “directed above, to the greengrocer’s superior” and also protects him against potential informers among his peers.
 But it does more than signal his subordination. The sign also makes the greengrocer himself “a player in the game, thus making it possible for the game to go on, for it to exist in the first place.”
 It extends the reach of the regime’s power over all who pass by his shop, and in this sense the greengrocer is himself an agent of the domination that affects him and everyone else. Indeed, Havel presses the point that there is no one in the system, even at the highest level, who is simply subject, dominator, sovereign agent – nor anyone who is simply object, victim, slave. Instead, “all are both victim and supporter of the system.”
 And while one might be tempted to think that Soviet-style totalitarianism represents a unique form of domination, Havel insists that the non-sovereign nature of domination evident in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s is a feature of domination that generalizes to many cases. 

Loury’s notion of racial stigma suggests that he may be right about this. Racial stigma offers another perspective on both agency and domination as lived in the middle voice. The biased social cognitions and racial meanings that stigma entails set up a system of social interactions in which unfreedom emerges without any sovereign dominators.
 For example, young black men have a difficult time getting cab drivers to pick them up on the street because of the prevalent fear among drivers of being robbed and the presumption that young black men are more likely than others to be robbers. Thus 

for most young men, anticipating a long wait will discourage dependence on taxi transportation. They may arrange to ride with friends, take public transport, or bring a car, and this is especially true if a young man is simply trying to get home. But a person bent on robbery will not be so easily deterred. Even though he knows most cabs are unlikely to stop, he only needs one to do so to get in his night’s work. Given that taxi drivers treat blacks differently, stopping less frequently for them, and that robbers are less easily deterred than are the law abiding, the drivers’ reluctance to stop will discourage relatively more of the law abiding than of the robbers among blacks from relying on taxi transportation. This effect will not be present for nonblacks, since drivers are quite willing to stop for them.

As a result, there is likely to be a disproportionate number of robbers among the group of black men hailing cabs after dark. Racial stigma tends to generate self-confirming beliefs because of the patterns of social interaction it fosters. In this case, as Loury points out, “the drivers’ own behaviors have created the facts on which their pessimistic expectations are grounded.”
 Yet while their own behaviors contribute to the disadvantaging of black men, their agency in this regard is a far cry from the intentionality and control that Pettit’s account of domination implies. Not only are the drivers’ discriminatory effects unintentional, but none of them controls the dynamic. None is capable on his own of changing the overall environment of social cognitions and feedback effects that make the racial stigma regarding young black men self-confirming in this instance.
 Still, it would be wrong to see this scenario as devoid of agency. On the contrary; people are making decisions, taking action, and having effects all around: the robbers who hold up the cab drivers, the innocent black men who choose to take other transport, the cab drivers who refuse to pick up black men. The obstacles to the freedom of black men that result from these complex interactions is a non-sovereign form of domination, or domination in the middle voice. It rests on forms of agency that, while potent, cannot be equated with mastery or control. This dynamic of unfreedom makes the categories of subject/active and objective/passive unstable. The truth is that we participate all the time in practices that subordinate us even as they perpetuate the domination of others, and much of the time these acts of subordination and domination are neither recognized as such nor intended, much less controlled. A great deal of human agency is lived in the middle voice, at the interstices of subject and object. This aspect of our experience poses another difficulty for Pettit’s concept of domination.


Thus domination as Pettit conceives it cannot tell us all we need to know about the compromise of freedom. Because it entails exploitation, intentionality, and control on the part of the dominator, it fails to capture important obstacles to freedom. Indeed, the major part of unfreedom in ostensibly free societies today transpires through dynamics other than those Pettit associates with domination. These other obstacles to freedom can be deep and disabling, and they are too often overlooked. If we let ourselves and others off the hook for violations of freedom that no one in particular intends, controls, or benefits from, we can never hope to achieve the freedom for all that liberal democracy promises – and for which liberal democratic citizens are obligated to strive. What all this suggests is that non-domination as an ideal of freedom is incomplete. We need to look beyond it.

Freedom beyond non-domination

I want to suggest a different way of thinking about freedom. Freedom is not just one thing, of course. We regularly use the term to convey very different concepts. The metaphysical notion of free will conveys something quite different from the idea of political freedom as collective self-rule, or the personal freedom associated with civil liberties, or economic freedom as unregulated contracts and free markets. Freedom refers to a pluralistic family of concepts. 
 The nature of the relationships among them is beyond the scope of this study, but it seems reasonable to assume both that there are links among them and that these links coexist with significant diversity. My focus here is on freedom as a general condition of individual agency. Freedom in this sense depends on social, economic, and psychological factors as well as political ones. It refers to the full flourishing of human agency, where agency is defined as the affirmation of one’s subjective existence through concrete action in the world. To be free is to experience the potency of one’s agency, to feel one’s effects, to see oneself reflected in the world through one’s own actions.

Identity, efficacy, and inequality. Agency, as the term is used here, arises through the interaction of identity and efficacy. The efficacy dimension of agency is crucial. To be an agent is to act, or more precisely, to affect the world; there is no agency where there are no effects. Yet not every effect we have counts as an instance of agency. On most accounts, agency is confined to the effects we intend to have, or the actions we choose to undertake. The problem with this way of characterizing agency is that it obscures from view the ways that agency sometimes comes apart from intentionality. What makes the Oedipus story tragic rather than merely unfortunate, for instance, is precisely that Oedipus was the agent of his own misery, despite the unintentional character of his actions.
 The fact that he never meant to kill his father and have sex with his mother mitigates his moral responsibility significantly but does not dissolve his agency. The burden of his efficacy in this regard is something he cannot evade. What establishes his agency here is not strictly his intentions but the fact that he can recognize himself in the actions, can see his hands behind the deeds. In this instance, the efficacy dimension of agency interacts more directly with identity than with intentionality. Identity and intentionality are clearly related, for durable patterns of intentionality (the things we aim for over time) are key components of our identities. But identity is more than just a collection of intentions. It includes concerns, capacities, and dispositions that sustain our subjective existence but that do not always bear the mark of intentionality. Oedipus’s deeds manifest his subjective existence through concrete action in the world, and as such they count as instances of agency despite their unintentional character.


The point is that our impact on the world does not always track our will. And the unwilled quality of some of our effects is compatible with their manifesting our subjective existence, and therefore compatible with agency. I realize that this claim may seem counterintuitive. For while it is easy to acknowledge that we have unintended effects, we tend to deny that such effects are connected to agency. Instead of seeing them as instances of agency, we are inclined to attribute such effects to mere “influence.” Influence, we think, is fundamentally distinct from agency, at least when no conscious intentionality stands behind it. Thus we typically do not hold people responsible for influence they did not mean to have. It may be reasonable in many cases to recognize different degrees of moral responsibility in a way that tracks levels of intentionality. Oedipus is indeed less blameworthy for having carried out his deeds unwittingly than he would have been had he intended them. Yet it would be a mistake to think that unintentional actions never manifest agency. The white employer whose decision not to hire the black candidate unintentionally reflects racial stigma is an agent of institutional racism – and an agent of the unfreedom of the black candidate – and he should be held accountable in proper measure for this. Or consider a somewhat less fraught example: I am my sister’s “rock of Gibraltar,” or so she tells me, although this is not anything I ever set out to be. The effect I have on her in this regard does not reflect my will exactly but it does manifest something distinctive about me. No one else in her life has this effect; it results from the specific combination of qualities and ways of being that defines my subjective existence. Consequently, although I never intended to be her rock of Gibraltar, on reflection I can see that this is a label that fits. I can identify with the acts that have had this effect on her; they have indeed manifest my subjective existence concretely in the world. In fact, this role that I play in her life has come to be an important part of my self-understanding over time, and a significant part of how I experience my own agency. So where a particular action falls on the agency continuum will be determined not by its degree of intentionality alone but also with reference to how fully it manifests the actor’s identity. To be sure, our identities evolve – often as the result of our actions – so it would be wrong to think that agency implies a fixed self. At the same time, however, to define agency in terms of the affirmation of one’s subjective existence implies that there is indeed something to be affirmed through one’s actions, a self (however partial or evolving) that precedes any particular deed. Without this, it would be difficult to make sense of the notion of agency at all. So agency emerges through the interaction of identity and efficacy, and the fact that our agency sometimes extends beyond our intentions makes it potent in ways that can surprise us.


The rock of Gibraltar example also highlights the intersubjective dimension of individual agency. Not everyone is moved by me in the way that my sister is moved. My distinctive ways of being, which she experiences as supportive and steadying, could well strike someone with a different temperament very differently – or not at all. The scope of my agency therefore depends in part on how the subjective existence manifest in my actions is taken up by others. This uptake crucially influences the nature and extent of my effects on the world. We might call this dynamic the “alchemy” of agency, the unpredictable intermingling of subjectivities that shapes how we affect the world and the degree to which our effects affirm our own sense of our identity. The alchemy of agency suggests that the recognition of others powerfully affects one’s ability to achieve the affirmation of one’s subjective existence, or to exercise agency. Think about the well-documented practice among many police departments of racial profiling in traffic stops. Imagine a successful and well-paid lawyer, a youngish black man we’ll call Brian, keen to enact in his private life the status and power his professional success implies. Brian means to impress upon the wider world the qualities that made him a success at work – his intelligence, his work ethic, his social grace – and to embody the power and influence he knows there. So he drives a late-model Lexus, and he keeps it very clean. The act of driving this fancy car is intended to affect the world in a way that reflects his identity and establishes his status. It is meant to realize his subjective existence concretely in the world. When the white police officers see him coming down the road, however, they do not feel his power and influence. To them, the Lexus does not convey Brian’s intelligence, hard work, and social grace; instead, it conveys potential criminality. The racial stigma that forms the background for the officers’ interpretation of Brian’s action gives the action a meaning that is very different from the meaning it had for Brian. When the officers pull him over, they address him with suspicion and scorn; their questions imply that he has either stolen the car or bought it with money raised from dealing drugs, and he is told to get off the streets and stay out of trouble. And when he responds angrily, what they see is not the natural reaction of a dignified man defending his integrity, but a confirmation of their general belief that young black men are unruly and their specific suspicion that he in particular is trouble. Brian’s action shows him (in their eyes) to be lawless, resistant to authority, a threat to social order. 


In one sense, there is a right and a wrong in this story. Brian is not actually a criminal; the police officers made a mistake in stopping him, and their treatment of him was unethical if not illegal. It is also true that, whatever the Lexus meant to them, its meaning for Brian is real. The act of driving a Lexus enables him to manifest, to himself, a powerful, high-status identity. But Brian’s agency will remain unrealized so long as the actual effect he has on the world is at odds with this identity. If what really happens to him when he drives his Lexus is not that he impresses and intimidates people but instead gets humiliated by them, and in ways that recapitulate rather than redress racial inequality, then he has not succeeded in manifesting his subjective existence concretely in the world. His agency is thwarted, and the attack on his freedom that this entails goes well beyond the violation of his civil liberties that we usually associate with racial profiling. The intersubjective ground of agency in this respect points to another way that agency eludes the ideal of the sovereign self. Indeed, it suggests that we should understand individual agency not as a capacity that resides exclusively within the individual, or as something brought to fruition through the exercise of her will alone, but as an emergent property of intersubjective exchanges. This intersubjective structure makes it clear why inequality’s effects on agency run so deep.


If systematic inequalities cause problems for the efficacy dimension of agency, they can also be detrimental on the identity side. The phenomenon that W.E.B. Dubois called “double-consciousness” is relevant here. Although race relations in Dubois’s time (as in our own) certainly reflected the residual effects of slavery, and hence of domination, the double-consciousness of African Americans that he diagnosed has more to do with what Loury calls racial stigma than with domination per se. Dubois describes this dynamic with reference to a personal experience in which, as a young child, “the shadow” of racial stigma first “swept across” him:

In a wee wooden schoolhouse, something put it into the boys’ and girls’ heads to buy gorgeous visiting-cards – ten cents a package – and exchange. The exchange was merry, till one girl … refused my card – refused it peremptorily, with a glance. Then it dawned on me with a certain suddenness that I was different from the others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but shut out from their world by a vast veil.

The knowledge that one is a human being and a citizen, and therefore shares in a common identity, but is also racially distinct and therefore subject to exclusion and devaluation yields a double-consciousness. One “ever feels his twoness,” Dubois says, as “an American” and as “a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”
 The result is the pervasive “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.”
 Living this double life, one feels “a painful wrenching of the soul, a peculiar sense of doubt and bewilderment.” This fragmentation of the self gives rise to “a painful self-consciousness, an almost morbid sense of personality and a moral hesitancy which is fatal to self-confidence.”
 The experience of double-consciousness damages individual agency because it undercuts one’s ability to fully manifest his subjective existence in the world. Instead, one second-guesses, undercuts, and withholds oneself, disabling personal development and thwarting effective action. The quest for freedom, Dubois says, is driven by the “longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge [one’s] double self into a better and truer self.”
 


Dubois speaks of manhood here, but the inner fragmentation he describes is a familiar feature of American womanhood today. Women as citizens enjoy the formal liberties that are intended to protect freedom as the full flourishing of human agency. Yet from the earliest of ages – and with special intensity from adolescence onward – women are barraged with cultural messages that deny or debilitate their agency. When was the last time you saw a movie in which the main event was a man or a boy who was stalked, raped, and hacked to pieces? Yet violence against women is still a constant theme of American movies and television, despite nearly two generations of commentary drawing attention to this fact. And when women are portrayed as the victims of violence in these venues, they almost never defend themselves effectively. Instead, they typically panic and flail about, making things worse, until they either die or are saved by a strong, clear-thinking, eminently agentic male. I remember going to a children’s play with some friends a few years ago in Palo Alto to watch their son perform. My friends were on the liberal end of the political spectrum, and the play was sponsored by the private school their son attended, which was populated by the children of other well-resourced, highly educated Lefties like them. If ever one would expect a population to be aware of the subtle dynamics of gender bias, it would be that one. But the action of the play took a familiar form: the girls stood on stage and looked cute and vulnerable while the boys ran around doing things. Literally, the girl characters were stationary on the stage in virtually every scene, either standing or sitting, whereas the boy characters continually charged across it with purpose. They had far more lines than the girls, and their speeches drove the development of the story, which centered on saving the girls from danger. 

Along these lines, Simone de Beauvoir wrote powerfully more than fifty years ago about ways that social norms undercut the agency of girls. Commenting on the coming of female puberty, she pointed out that

for the young woman there is a contradiction between her status as a real human being and her vocation as a female. And just here is to be found the reason why adolescence is for a woman so difficult and decisive a moment. Up to this time she has been an autonomous individual: now she must renounce her sovereignty. Not only is she torn, like her brothers, though more painfully, between the past and the future, but in addition a conflict breaks out between her original claim to be subject, active, free, and, on the other hand, her erotic urges and the social pressure to accept herself as passive object.
 

This passage understates somewhat the extent to which social norms deliver conflicting messages about female agency from the start, and it overstates the degree to which the experience of agency coincides with sovereignty. But Beauvoir’s remarks point to the double-consciousness that arises from simultaneously experiencing oneself as “subject, active, free,” and as the character portrayed on the stage of our public consciousness in cultural images of women as passive, inept, and vulnerable to violence. To be sure, things have changed since Beauvoir’s day, and the images of women as non-agents that permeate our culture are now increasingly sharing the stage with real women who manifest more fully agentic qualities, whether as athletes or presidential candidates or Supreme Court justices. Even so, the cultural messages that generate double-consciousness in women persist. Going into the Senate hearings on the nomination of Sonia Sotomayor to the Supreme Court, for instance, we knew far less about her judicial opinions (i.e., what she accomplished as an agent) than about her supposedly nasty, demanding, and unpredictable temperament, and the sad and lonely state of her personal life – characterizations that reinforce the notion that agency and femininity are at odds and hence undercut the public image of her as an agentic woman. The experience of double-consciousness and the fragmentation of the self that it entails have a chilling effect on agency. They are not decisive, of course. The drive to affirm one’s subjective existence through concrete action in the world is fundamental to the human condition, and it is resilient and adaptive. Agency rises wherever it can find an open door, hence the social norms that once confined women to the domestic sphere did not simply disable their agency but channeled it, allowing for the affirmation of at least some aspects of their subjective existence in their activities as wives and mothers. Moreover, the dynamics of inequality that hamper the full flourishing of agency are periodically interrupted by relationships of solidarity, friendship, and love, which can sustain moments – or domains – in which agency flowers. The more systematic and entrenched the relevant inequalities are, however, the fewer such opportunities will arise. Double-consciousness and inner fragmentation disrupt the identity dimension of agency by destabilizing the individual’s sense of his own subjective existence and by undercutting his self-respect and sense of purpose. Thus agency can be thwarted through lack of efficacy or by factors that destabilize identity, and the dynamics of inequality affect both. 


Freedom as non-oppression. This way of understanding human agency suggests that there are two main ways that freedom can be obstructed. First, one’s action in the world may be made to manifest someone else’s subjective existence rather than one’s own. This is the case of domination, in which one becomes the tool of another, and one’s activity reflects that person’s identity or purposes instead of one’s own. A second form of unfreedom, visible in the cases just canvassed, will arise when, without being the tool of anyone else, one’s action affirms only a part but not the whole of her subjective existence. Unfreedom in this sense happens when one’s efficacy is thwarted by misrecognition, or when the identity that one manifests in the world is fragmented or stunted by the force of unconscious bigotry, cultural devaluation, or internalized stigma – in short, by social inequality. Iris Young distinguished domination from oppression on roughly these grounds. Whereas domination involves constraints on “self-determination” or self-rule, oppression results from constraints on “self-development.”
 She treats both under the rubric of justice rather than freedom, and her notion of self-determination does not map perfectly onto Pettit’s concept of non-domination, but the distinction between domination and oppression is a useful way to think about two different senses of freedom as a condition of human agency. 


Freedom as non-oppression is the experience of manifesting through action one’s distinctive subjectivity fully not just partially, and in a way that is untroubled by stigma and systematic inequalities of power. So conceived, freedom will almost always be imperfectly realized. But there are different degrees of imperfection here, and the principles of liberal democracy enjoin us always to seek the progressively fuller realization of freedom. A person whose identity is deeply riven by stigma and whose efficacy is systematically undercut by it is a person in chains. These are chains not of slavery but of imprisonment, which work to confine the individual within boundaries that suffocate and disfigure. Liberation from these bonds is an important aspect of the freedom sought by the gay liberation movement – the lightness of being that comes from having one’s “inside” and “outside” lives flow together seamlessly instead of existing in perpetual opposition. “Coming out” brings the freedom to manifest one’s full subjectivity in the world rather than just a fragment of it.
 Freedom in this sense also is a liberation from the double-consciousness that Dubois described among blacks and from the stifling social norms that for far too long confined women to lives that were often ill-suited to their individual natures and aspirations. The freedom that comes with non-oppression is liberation from a cramped rather than an exploited existence. 


Although Young associates oppression with constraints on self-development, there are reasons to prefer the language of self-realization. The latter conveys not simply growth over time but also the expression of one’s existing subjectivity. It is also less likely to suggest a particular teleology of human development, something I mean to resist. The experience of freedom as non-oppression involves both expressions and transformations of the self, but it does not require the cultivation or development of a particular kind of self. Some of the capacities actualized in self-realization will inevitably be common among human beings but others will be distinctive to the individual. Indeed, a care for what is distinctive in one’s identity is a part of self-realization. In this sense, freedom as non-oppression is about the enactment not simply of a highly actualized self but of a distinctive and self-aware identity. Thus we can say that a life of blind conformity to social expectations – a life governed by a herd mentality – is not a free life, even if it is unhampered by domination.
 


Freedom as non-oppression also entails a certain unity both within the self and between one’s inner experience of the self and the effects one has on the world. Again, we should remember that identity is never fixed once and for all but is continually evolving. Yet the experience of efficacy that agency entails makes no sense without reference to a self that identifies with its effects. We should also acknowledge that no human life is without inner conflicts or internal divisions. The self is a complex whole and its parts do not always fit together seamlessly. Conflicts often arise among the various interests and obligations that attach to the different roles we occupy as friends, family members, workers, citizens, and so on. The ethical principles we seek to serve sometimes conflict with one another or with our deeply felt desires. Then too, there is sometimes more than one right answer to the dilemmas we face. All these factors can generate inner conflicts, conflicts that are natural parts of human life and no threat to freedom. The inner conflicts that threaten freedom have a particular form, characterized by the conflict that Dubois described in terms of double-consciousness. First, they track social stigma and systematic inequalities of power; secondly, they turn the self against itself; and third, they disable agency. Because agency arises through the interaction of efficacy and identity, a coherent, reasonably stable identity is a precondition of agency, and of freedom as non-oppression. 


The efficacy dimension of agency connects freedom as non-oppression to social recognition. As we have seen, the meaning of our actions is in part socially constituted. We become aware of our agency when we can see that the world is a different place because we are in it. Whether the world is a different place because of what we have done – or what kind of a place in particular it is – will depend to some degree on how others perceive our actions. The mismatch between Brian’s sense of himself and the biased police officers’ sense of him really does undercut the exercise of his agency. The fact that most Americans still cannot reconcile the norms of femininity with the norms of public authority does hinder the agency of women seeking to exercise authority. Freedom as non-oppression therefore requires that the personal affirmation of one’s subjectivity be recognized by others. How many others – and which ones – is a question I shall leave open here. Whether the state, in particular, must be among them is an important consideration, one that needs a more carefully elaborated answer than the present study allows. For now, suffice it to say that the importance of recognition for freedom as non-oppression is better understood in terms of “assemblage” and “acknowledgement” models of agency than as the old politics of recognition would have it. The latter, exemplified best by the work of Charles Taylor, located agency within the individual. As Taylor explained it, the absence of social recognition undercut the self-respect of members of marginalized groups, thereby demoralizing them and undercutting their motivation to act.
 Recognition meant publicly valuing the identity of the other. It had nothing to do with the social interpretation of the meaning of one’s action or effects. By contrast, the assemblage approach locates agency not in the individual alone but in the social (and material) interactions through which individual actors come to have meaningful effects on the world, effects that affirm or embody important aspects of their identities. 
 What I have called the alchemy of agency refers to this interactive, emergent quality of agency. The exercise of individual agency in any particular case is an assemblage of the communicative exchanges, background meanings, social interpretations, self-understandings, and even bodily encounters through which one’s identity finds affirmation in one’s deeds. Seen in this light, the recognition that is relevant to agency is not exactly a matter of valuing others’ identities. Instead, it involves seeing their actions in a way that brings their self-understanding into the picture, rather than looking at these actions exclusively through the lens of social stigma or one’s own assumptions and concerns. Recognition so conceived is a way of looking at others but it also reminds us of the assembled character of our own agency, thus counseling what Patchen Markell has called “acknowledgement” – an awareness of our own privilege, wherever it lies; of the evolving rather than fixed nature of our identities; and of our inability ever to fully master our effects. 


Self-realization and control. These last remarks suggest that freedom as self-realization is not primarily a matter of achieving greater control over one’s life. This is another way that freedom as non-oppression differs from Pettit’s account of non-domination. The way to achieve freedom as non-domination, according to Pettit, is precisely to maximize the amount of control that individuals have over themselves and their lives. To be free is to be “fit to be held responsible,” and responsibility implies an agent who is in control of what she does. 
 Pettit canvases three different senses of control in A Theory of Freedom, rejecting rational and volitional control in favor of what he calls “discursive control.” Rational control means that “an agent will do whatever it is rational to do in the light of the beliefs and desires that are present.”
 One is free insofar as her actions reflect her intentions. Pettit regards rational control as a necessary but not a sufficient condition of individual freedom.
 Its insufficiency flows from the fact that it cannot by itself establish the agent’s control over her intentions or ensure that these intentions do not reflect the arbitrary influence of other persons or the agent’s own psychology. One can act rationally, in other words, without being the author of the beliefs and desires that underlie one’s intentions.
 Rational action is therefore compatible with coercion in one’s choice situation. Without being the sole, uncoerced author of one’s intentions, one’s control is incomplete and freedom cannot be sustained. Rational control therefore needs to be supplemented with volitional control, or be modified by “the volitional requirement,” which holds that the desires governing one’s action are “ones that the agent wants to be effective.”
 But what governs the “second-order” desires that constrain the “first-order” desires that govern action in these cases? How can we be sure at this level that the agent “is the author of the things … she desires and does?”
 The concept of volitional control cannot answer this question; it cannot protect against the danger that both one’s immediate desires and one’s higher-order volitions merely “represent brute givens about which you, as an agent, can do nothing.”
 So while volitional control enhances the degree of freedom an individual can enjoy relative to rational control, and is necessary to freedom, it too is insufficient. What is needed is a more complete form of control, and Pettit introduces the concept of discursive control as a means for achieving it. 


Discursive control is made possible by the “ratiocinative capacity” to take part in discourse, or the ability to evaluate the grounds of one’s actions with reference to reasons that are commonly shared, and by the “relational capacity” that “goes with enjoying relationships that are discourse-friendly.”
 Discourse-friendly relationships are ones in which individuals influence one another solely on the basis of common reasons and not through coercion or manipulation.
 Action will be free when it is controlled by reasons that all can accept.
 What is important is that one act against a background of having entertained “discursive considerations,” and that one act “as they dictate.” Even where there is no active discursive reflection (as when one acts from habit), one meets the standard of discursive control if one’s actions manifest the appropriate background of prior reflection and are governed by its conclusions.
 Moreover, the exercise of power by a public authority is consistent with freedom as discursive control insofar as it answers to the common avowable interests of those subject to it.
 So long as these interests are satisfied, the individual remains in at least virtual control of her life, and is thereby protected from domination. Thus while all three of the approaches to freedom that Pettit canvases are alike in holding that an action is free if the agent is in control of it and unfree if the agent’s control is imperfect, discursive control is said to be the most fully adequate means to freedom because it gives us the most complete control over ourselves and our lives.


By contrast, the self-realization involved in freedom as non-oppression is not achieved through the perfection of personal control. For one thing, it is only partly intentional. The term “self-realization” reflects a certain ambiguity in this regard. On the one hand, it conveys the idea that the self is the author of its own realization, the cause of the actualization that occurs, and hence implies intentionality and hints at control. At least in liberal circles, this interpretation tends to be the most common way of hearing the term because it resonates with the liberal ideal of the voluntarist self. On the other hand, however, the term may refer only to the self as the thing being realized, the object but not the subject of the action. This second sense of self-realization leaves open the cause of the realization that transpires: it could be the self but it might be something else. Intentionality and control figure less prominently here. We should read self-realization through the interpretative frame of the “middle voice.” While the self has a role in its own realization, assemblages of other persons and circumstances also contribute. Consequently, self-realization ought not be identified too closely with control. Nor is the role that the self plays in its own realization always voluntary. Who could deny that the extent to which our natural capacities and distinctive identities, as well as our inner unity and outer efficacy, come to fruition in the world depends as much on circumstances and on the actions of other people as on what we ourselves do? The implications this has for agency and for freedom are perhaps less well understood, however. It suggests that freedom will require us to be open to the influence of others and the world in a way that defies our control, even our discursive control; indeed, it suggests that we need to welcome contingency. 


Think about the experience of travelling for leisure, alone, in an unfamiliar place. Part of what makes this an experience of freedom is that there is no one around to tell you what to do. You have complete control over your time, beholden to no one. This aspect of a traveler’s freedom is akin to freedom as non-domination. Yet freedom in this context goes beyond the ability to set your own agenda and pace. Another aspect of it is the feeling that anything could happen. You are free not only because no one else is in control of you but also because you do not know what will happen next – precisely because you are not fully in control either. Contrast this experience with the stultification of traveling as part of a tour group. Anyone who has ever done this knows that nothing could be less free. Even if you chose to be on the tour, even if the itinerary includes all the sites you wanted to see, even if (in Pettit’s terms) the tour tracks your avowable interests, the fact that everything is set in advance with little or no room for the unexpected, makes tour-group travel not only boring but an exercise in unfreedom. This is travel tamed, made safe, and thereby devoid of adventure. By contrast, freedom as non-oppression is adventure, a venturing into uncertain circumstances and unpredictable transformations of the self. The experience of freedom in this sense can be frightening for there is little security in it. But the domesticated freedom of non-domination in the form of discursive control, which renders us secure by ensuring that the decisions that affect us track our existing (and commonly avowable) interests, puts too much stock in security. In this respect, it calls to mind Tocqueville’s worry about modern democrats who, he said, tend to prefer their security and the satisfaction of their interests to their freedom. This preference for all that is safe makes them vulnerable to soft despotism, the rule of a gentle but unlimited government that tracks their interests even as it tramples their liberties. Pettit is too committed to constitutional constraints on government to charge him with that, but the idea that freedom can be reduced to conditions that ensure the satisfaction of our existing interests, that we are free when we are safely in control of ourselves and our lives, misses much that is crucial to the experience of freedom.  


Consider Richard H. King’s account of the civil rights movement. One thing the movement achieved was certainly freedom from domination for African Americans through new laws and public policies that prevented arbitrary and exploitative power along racial lines. King also points us to a second form of freedom, however. The act of participating in movement protests and demonstrations brought about both expressions and transformations of the self that were more in keeping with self-realization, and hence with freedom as non-oppression. Movement leaders focused on developing capacities long suppressed or left to languish among blacks, including literacy skills and knowledge of government.
 More generally, they aimed to cultivate “a new way for participants of all descriptions to think and talk about themselves.”
 For many Southern blacks, “to live in the region was to live at close quarters with fear.”
 Showing up to take part in a public protest, in the presence of police dogs, fire hoses, and hostile sheriff’s deputies, was an intimidating prospect. Movement organizers sought to counter participants’ fears and bolster their faith through the use of freedom songs, prayers, and narratives of successful resistance.
 It was terrifying nonetheless; and taking part was not an act of control but a leap of faith. Indeed, it meant opening oneself up to the contingencies and vulnerabilities of a situation that one certainly could not control. In the act of doing so, many participants achieved the “overcoming of a whole sense of self organized around … fear.”
 Courage, self-respect, and a new sense of possibility developed as a result of participating. This “transformation of self” was an “exhilarating” experience of freedom.
 The sense of becoming someone new, someone marked by new abilities (such as reading) and new qualities of character (such as courage and self-respect) came about unexpectedly rather than intentionally, and not as a result of the individual exercise of control. So participants had the experience of affirming their subjective existence in the world – they could recognize themselves in their actions and they were recognized in these actions by other members of the movement – but at the same time their existence was itself transformed by their actions in significant (though certainly not comprehensive) ways. And while the experience of civil rights activists is in some ways distinctive, this aspect of it reveals something fundamental about freedom as non-oppression. The dynamism of a self that is free depends on its receptiveness – to others, to the world, to contingency itself. This receptiveness makes us vulnerable to oppression, of course. But the solution to that danger is not simply to be found in more control, for there are some facets of freedom that cannot be achieved through the increased exercise of control, even discursive control. 


In fact, freedom as non-oppression may stand in some tension with discursive control. For one thing, the submission of the self to norms that are commonly avowable, as discursive control requires, may tend to undercut the diversity of life forms that the exercise of non-oppression entails. While submission to commonly avowable norms and respect for commonly avowable interests may well be a duty of democratic citizenship and a requirement of legitimate government, it does not represent a complete account of what freedom entails. To make discursive control the standard for freedom per se, not simply a standard for legitimate political action, runs the risk of shutting down forms of activity that contribute to self-realization (as both expression and transformation) of individuals. What George Kateb describes, glossing Mill, as the ideal of “democratic individuality” conveys the sense of what is at stake here. Democratic individuality involves “the wish to be different; the wish to be unique; the wish to go off in one’s own direction; the wish to experiment, to wander, to float.”
 It includes “the wish to be let alone; the wish to be uninvolved in somebody else’s game; the wish to be unobserved; the wish to be mysterious, to have secrets, to be thought undefined,” and “the wish to find oneself, to find the ‘real me’; the wish to be reborn as oneself.”
 To make the ethos of individuality submit – as a condition of freedom itself – to the control of reasons that all can accept is to undo it entirely. And to trade the riot of colors that comes with freedom as non-oppression for a more monochrome life in non-domination is to lose hold of something important about freedom. Moreover, to the extent that all action under the theory of non-domination must submit to the norms of common reason, the theory invites a public life of stasis. Although Pettit formally acknowledges the value of diversity and insists that freedom as non-domination welcomes contestation, the idea that all action, to count as free, must satisfy the test of common reason is potentially disabling for freedom as non-oppression. The standard of discursive control will tend to rule out unfamiliar forms of action – those that do not yet resonate with the common reason – or at least to classify them as unfree and hence less worthy of respect. The result is likely to be the perpetuation of status-quo perspectives and the diminishment of opportunities for transformative self-realization and political change. After all, social and political transformation very often originate with people whose perspectives challenge the common reason of their time, as Mill emphasized. So there are both personal and political reasons for recognizing the value of freedom as non-oppression and making a place for the uncommon reasons and the distinctive ways of life it entails. Moreover, the existential orientation of one who seeks freedom through enhanced control is fundamentally at odds with the real non-sovereignty of human agency. This stance risks recapitulating the relations of inequality through which some seek to fulfill a fantasy of sovereignty on the backs of others.
 But to seek freedom exclusively in these quarters is also to miss out on the liberatory experience of a self whose action – and transformation – eludes anyone’s control, including her own. 
Conclusions


How might this way of understanding freedom help us to overcome persistent inequalities in ostensibly free societies, such as the United States? For one thing, it allows us to recognize and diagnose instances of unfreedom that elude both the non-interference and the non-domination approaches. And because domination is largely proscribed in the U.S. and other liberal democracies today, the more persistent and pressing threats to individual freedom come from factors other than domination, such as institutional racism and sexism. In this sense, the approach suggested here promises to focus our attention and energies where they are likely to make the greatest difference. Of course, there are many places in the world today where domination is still prevalent and even legally sanctioned. There the theory of freedom as non-domination will have a more transformative role to play, and its value in this regard is unquestionable. Even in such contexts, however, the ideal of non-domination will not be sufficient. For there are some facets of freedom that cannot be achieved through the exercise of more control, even discursive control. Moreover, we will want to extend the duties of democratic citizens to include the remediation of oppression, even in cases where oppression is not the result of intentional action. Refraining from voluntary acts of domination will not be enough. 

How we ought to respond, in terms of public policies and social practices, to the more comprehensive diagnosis of unfreedom and the more capacious vision of freedom offered here is a topic for further study. Yet there is good reason to think that responding effectively will require different sorts of practices and policies than what is required for freedom as non-domination. First, the discursive control that is so central to freedom as non-domination on Pettit’s account may pose difficulties for freedom as non-oppression. If we take a pluralistic view of freedom – if we see it as a family of related but distinct concepts – this fact should not be troublesome, at least as a conceptual matter. It may pose practical difficulties for politics, however, if it means that we cannot simultaneously satisfy the demands of both non-domination and non-oppression. Secondly, while Pettit acknowledges the importance of “civic virtue” or the cultivation of a non-dominating ethos among citizens, much of the emphasis of his account lies in justifying a more expansive role for the state in democratic societies. The emphasis here is the reverse. While acknowledging that state power can be conducive to freedom (or is not simply antithetical to it), the present view turns us instead to Havel’s notion of “existential revolution,” to a new way of understanding ourselves, our own agency, and our personal responsibility toward others. The existential revolution that freedom as non-oppression requires involves facing up to the limits of our sovereignty – but also being clear-eyed about the scope of our (often unintended) effects. Ironically, the limits of our sovereignty suggest that we bear more responsibility than we may have thought for the freedom of others. Eradicating the stain of inequality and making freedom real for all will require us to acknowledge this wider responsibility and also to accept the unpredictable alchemy of agency as this bears on our own freedom, thus welcoming those moments in which the quest to affirm our subjective existence brings about its transformation. 
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