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Is freedom the absence of interference, or the absence of domination? In Freedom as Non-
Constraint: Beyond Non-Interference and Non-Domination, Rainbolt argues it is both. In addition
to defending his account of “freedom as non-constraint,” the author also presents an interesting
methodology that he calls the “lived experiences of freedom.” I find Rainbolt’s work quite
compelling, and I am sure it will be of interest to both veterans and neophytes in this important
philosophical debate.

First, briefly, some context would be helpful to those unfamiliar with recent debates on the
conceptual nature of freedom. Accounts of freedom can be divided into two categories: positive
and negative. Positive accounts see freedom as the presence of something, such as the ability to
reflect on one’s values (146). Negative accounts, on the other hand, see freedom as the absence of
something. On this side of the debate, two camps have arisen. Some hold that freedom is the
absence of interference (e.g., you are free to do something so long as you are not prevented from
doing it), and some hold that freedom is the absence of domination (e.g., you are free to do
something so long as you are not subject to another’s will). Rainbolt straightforwardly states that
“there are now multiple versions of each view, and these versions have become progressively more
subtle and more plausible. This leads to the simple suggestion that freedom is the absence of both
interference and domination” (63). This is “freedom as non-constraint.”

In developing freedom as non-constraint, Rainbolt must contend with arguments from both the
non-domination and non-interference camps. At nearly every turn, he contrasts his account with
leading proponents of these two views, primarily the work of Phillip Pettit and Matthew Kramer
respectively. Additionally, Rainbolt engages with an impressive number of both contemporary and
historical accounts of freedom. Though he does not attempt a comprehensive survey, this makes
Rainbolt’s work very useful for getting up to speed on the major issues of concern.

Rainbolt’s primary methodology consists of three steps. He first considers a particular thought
experiment (nearly always at least two, with different surface structures, for a given conceptual
concern). Then he compares what a given theoretical account of freedom would say about the case
to what Rainbolt calls the “lived experiences of freedom.” Lastly, if there is a conflict, Rainbolt
thinks the lived experiences of freedom give us a sufficient reason to question the accuracy of those
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accounts of freedom. This is not to say that Rainbolt rejects technical distinctions or theoretical
accounts outright. Instead, he openly admits that the lived experiences of freedom are not the final
word on any of these debates. Rather, whatever our philosophical account of freedom, Rainbolt
echoes Lovett in saying that the experience of freedom is a key point of evidence about what
freedom is. Following this line of thought, it should also be the sort of freedom we value, and the
one our societies ought to “honor and promote” (5). Thus, the lived experiences of freedom point
us towards an account that would be of interest beyond mere theory.

Armed with this methodology, Rainbolt considers a battery of questions about the conceptual
nature of freedom. Must an account of freedom discern between unfreedoms and mere inabilities?
Can someone be constrained by a natural thing, like gravity, or only by human actions? Are
omissions constraints, or only deliberate actions? Does domination count as unfreedom if it is
controlled? Can freedom be finely measured? And so forth. Space forbids me from discussing
every topic Rainbolt considers here, and a laundry list would be onerous and unhelpful for potential
readers, so [ have opted to discuss only a few that either show Rainbolt’s methodology most clearly
or else are interesting features of freedom as non-constraint.

First, Rainbolt considers whether an account of freedom needs to distinguish between things we
are unfree to do from those we are merely unable to do. If such a division were necessary, we
would need a trivalent account of freedom with three possibilities: we are either free, unfree, or
merely unable to do something. Trivalent accounts do seem to get some things right. It seems odd
to claim, for example, that I am “unfree” to live forever or to turn myself into a lizard (19). Various
trivalent accounts argue that the distinction between unfreedoms and inabilities is necessary for one
or another reason—some, like Kramer, think the distinction marks the boundaries of social and
political philosophy, others, like Christian List, suggest the distinction marks which constraints
stand in need of justification from those that do not (35-6). Consider, however, that when faced
with a case of several people trapped in a room, we do not differentiate between those who are
unfree to leave versus those who are unable to leave in evaluating their freedom as (dramatically)
reduced—both lack freedom (36). Therefore, Rainbolt prefers a bivalent account over trivalent
ones. But what about the cases of living forever or turning into a lizard? Rainbolt’s response is that
there are “vacuous unfreedoms,” i.e., things [ am unfree to do but no human could make me free to
do. Talking about these as if they are unfreedoms seems strange because the discussion is idle or

useless, but they still count as genuine unfreedoms.
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Rainbolt offers similar arguments against other distinctions, for example, between human and
non-human interference, between justified and unjustified interference, and more. In each case, the
lived experiences of freedom imply we do not need to know the cause—all we need to know is
whether the person can or cannot do something to say that they are free or unfree to do that action.
If other authors are concerned that “we have lumped together things that should be distinguished,”
Rainbolt’s reply is that while “all these distinctions are important in some contexts [...language
has] the resources to discuss [them] without using ‘unfree’ and ‘merely unable’ to refer to them.
All [...] can be made more clearly and directly without the use of these technical terms” (33).

I want to draw attention to one potential problem with freedom as non-constraint. This problem
is well known to Rainbolt (he dedicates the entirety of chapter 5 to resolving it), but I imagine that
for future scholarship on his account of freedom, this will be a major pain point. The problem has
its origins in an argument against non-domination accounts called the “over-generalization
problem” (125). In brief, the argument says that non-domination accounts see so many sources of
unfreedoms, unfreedom becomes ubiquitous and non-domination accounts thereby useless—all
actions, it seems, are done under domination. By combining freedom as non-interference with non-
domination, Rainbolt has multiplied unfreedoms to include interferences as well, and has therefore
also multiplied the force with which this argument applies to freedom as non-constraint. Rainbolt’s
solution to the over-generalization problem is to say that while constraints on freedom are in fact
ubiquitous, most of them are so small they are hardly worth considering (126).

While I find this account plausible, something about it sits ill with me. The supposed ubiquity
of constraints is a rather alarming idea, especially given the argumentative force Rainbolt gives our
“lived experiences of freedom.” I assume (perhaps wrongly) that a great many small constraints
might add up to a large one. If 10,000 people press a button that has a 1% chance of killing me,
isn’t my chance of getting killed greater than merely 1%? It seems so to me, at least. So, if there are
10,000 small potential threats to my freedom, wouldn’t they also aggregate to something more
substantial? Though small, if such constraints are in fact ubiquitous, that seems to imply that they
may well add up to a much greater threat to freedom than Rainbolt seems to appreciate. But my
lived experiences of freedom do not seem to track this. I (seemingly) freely write this review
though there are infinite tiny threats to my freedom to do so; each individual threat is so small as to
not be considered, fine, but what of their aggregate? Either constraints do not aggregate, or else my

own lived experiences of freedom are missing some crucial insight, or, finally, perhaps constraints
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are not ubiquitous.

Setting these concerns aside, I reiterate that much of Rainbolt’s work is quite compelling. For
example, freedom as non-constraint has important consequences for political and social
philosophy. The structure of non-constraint suggests that even well-designed laws in well-designed
states are sources of unfreedoms. It may therefore provide a better account of some structural
unfreedoms than alternative theories. This makes his account of freedom quite attractive, as it
transitions discussion away from whether a given source of constraint “counts” as a constraint
towards something perhaps more philosophically fruitful (not to mention more practically useful),
for example, whether a given source of constraint is worth preserving qua constraint if it benefits

people in other ways.
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