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The Invention of the Will: Theories of the Will in late Antiquity and the Middle Ages

Modern theories of action make very liberal use of the concept of the will, which is often seen as a natural part of the repertoire of our mental faculties. However, historically, the 'will' as a faculty of the mind on its own was not 'discovered' until late Antiquity, when the early fathers of the church, in particular St. Augustine, were the first to posit the will as a distinct faculty which was contraposited both to the more strictly rational faculties, such as the intellect, and the desires. This 'discovery' was of enormous consequence both for shaping the latter development of the discussion of free will and moral responsibility and our understanding of such as issues as weakness of the will and practical irrationality. And even though there has been an important break in the philosophical tradition in the 17th century, when reductive theories of the will came to prominence, the consequences of the earlier 'scholastic' views on the will resound to

 the present day, as is testified by many 20th century as well as contemporary writers such as Elizabeth Anscombe, Joseph Raz or Eleonore Stump, who self-consciously connect their work to this tradition.

In the seminar, we plan to explore the development of the will as a distinct faculty from late antiquity till the 17th century, which has crucially shaped the later discussion. Starting with Augustine himself, we will discuss some major medieval philosophers who have written on the will, such as Thomas Aquinas, Anselm, Duns Scotus, Avicenna etc. The central questions which will structure this discussion are going to be: (1) the characterization of the will with regard to the other mental faculties, (2) the will and rational action, (3) the will and 'the good', (4) the will and personhood, (5) the will and moral responsibility. We will see how the medieval discussions on these points influenced the early modern understanding of the free will question, e.g. in Martin Luther's writings. The end-point of the development we are dealing with in the seminar will be Thomas Hobbes' concept of the will in the 'Leviathan'.

The seminar will be of interest not only to philosophers, but also to theologians, historians and people working in literary studies.
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