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Liberty as Autonomy Assignment 

 

Read the following passage carefully, then answer the questions that follow: 

 

It is my view that one essential difference between persons and other creatures is to be found in 

the structure of a person’s will. Human beings are not alone in having desires and motives, or in 

making choices. They share these things with the members of certain other species, some of 

whom even appear to engage in deliberation and to make decisions based upon prior thought. It 

seems to be peculiarly characteristic of humans, however, that they are able to form what I shall 

call “second-order desires” or “desires of the second order.” 

Besides wanting and choosing and being moved to do this or that, men may also want to have (or 

not to have) certain desires and motives. They are capable of wanting to be different, in their 

preferences and purposes, from what they are. Many animals appear to have the capacity for 

what I shall call “first-order desires” or “desires of the first order,” which are simply desires to 

do or not to do one thing or another. No animal other than man, however, appears to have the 

capacity for reflective self-evaluation that is manifested in the formation of second-order desires. 

… Suppose a man wants to be motivated in what he does by the desire to concentrate on his 

work. It is necessarily true, if this supposition is correct, that he already wants to concentrate on 

his work. This desire is now among his desires. But the question of whether or not his second-

order desire is fulfilled does not turn merely on whether the desire he wants is one of his desires. 

It turns on whether this desire is, as he wants it to be, his effective desire or will. If, when the 

chips are down, it is his desire to concentrate on his work that moves him to do what he does, 

then what he wants at that time is indeed (in the relevant sense) what he wants to want. If it is 

some other desire that actually moves him when he acts, on the other hand, then what he wants at 

that time is not (in the relevant sense) what he wants to want. This will be so despite the fact that 

the desire to concentrate on his work continues to be among his desires. 

—Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” 

 

1. What is the difference between first-order and second-order desires? 

 

2. What does it mean to “want to want” something?  

 

3. In what way is someone who “wants to be different” and succeeds in doing so freer than 

someone who does not?   
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The enjoyment of a free will means the satisfaction of certain desires—desires of the second or 

of higher orders—whereas its absence means their frustration. The satisfactions at stake are those 

which accrue to a person of whom it may be said that his will is his own. The corresponding 

frustrations are those suffered by a person of whom it may be said that he is estranged from 

himself, or that he finds himself a helpless or a passive bystander to the forces that move him. A 

person who is free to do what he wants to do may yet not be in a position to have the will he 

wants. Suppose, however, that he enjoys both freedom of action and freedom of the will. Then he 

is not only free to do what he wants to do; he is also free to want what he wants to want. It seems 

to me that he has, in that case, all the freedom it is possible to desire or to conceive. There are 

other good things in life, and he may not possess some of them. But there is nothing in the way 

of freedom that he lacks. 

—Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” 

 

4. How does wanting what you want to want promote your freedom? 

 

5. In what way might someone who is “estranged” from herself, or that is a hapless 

bystander to the forces that move her, lack freedom?  

 

6. Can government promote freedom in this sense? Does this make sense as an idea of 

political liberty?  

 


