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2. “[L]et us imagine a man who ... would say to himself: 'It is six o'clock in the 

evening, the working day is over. Now I can go for a walk, or I can go to the club; I 

can also climb up the tower to see the sun set ... All of this is strictly up to me, in this I 

have complete freedom. But still I shall do none of these things now, but with just as 

free a will I shall go home to my wife.' This is exactly as if water spoke to itself: 'I can 

make high waves (yes! in the sea during a storm), I can rush downhill (yes! in the river 

bed), I can plunge down foaming and gushing (yes! in the waterfall) ...; but I am doing 

none of these things now, and am voluntarily remaining quiet and clear water in the 

reflecting pond.’” 

Arthur Schopenhauer, Essay on the Freedom of the Will [Ch. III] (1839), Translated 

with an Introduction by Konstantin Kolenda. Mineola, NY: Dover, 2005, p. 43. 

 

What is freedom?  

Throughout the history of mankind, as well as in our everyday life, we yearn for 

freedom. Each nation has sacrificed lives of its man and women, and every ordinary 

individual has had to give up on many things he or she holds dear, just to be free. But 

when asked What is that freedom you have achived, or are looking for? both the history 

of mankind and the ordinary individual remain silent.  

Some would answer this riddle of a question quite simply. Freedom is when I can 

do whatever I want – is what we grew up beliving in. In our youngest years, we do not 

yet know of all the complexity this world and the people in it hold. We know only of 

today; only that we want just one more candy, just one more toy, just one more minute 

to play. Being free means that we can do what we want, when we want and as much as 

we want. Asking oneself whether that one candy, toy, minute is the right choice is 

pointless, due to children not being aware of the needs other people have. 

Nevertheless, we all have to grow up at one point. We are obliged, by the theories 

pscyhology formulated and responsibilities this society and time force on us, to leave 

that egocentric attitude behind. We must start taking care of others and do our best to 

understand their needs, as it is a vital component needed for a functual community in 

which we wish to live. We must be conscious of our actions and, at all times, ready to 

answer publicly for what we have done. With so many responsibilities, it seems as if our 

hands are tied. How can we ever be free under such circumstances? 

I shall take a step back. In the paragraph above, an ideal society was described. 

We strive to become a functual community where individuals take care of and offer 



understanding to each other, but that is still what we call fantasy. In reality, everyone 

cares only about themselves and the needs they have at this moment. We want this car, 

this house, this life. It is as if we are still in our egocentric phase, where being free ment 

simply doing whatever we want. But can just that make us free? Will I be free once I  

throw away a plastic bag in the middle of a forest? I have polluted the space where trees 

live, the ones that produce the oxygen that we breathe and cannot live without. I have 

not only endangered my own existence (which is enough of a sin itself), but the existence 

of every single living creature in and near that forest. As people say, I am free as long 

as I do what I want, even if that means polluting, poisoning, destroying, endangering, 

murdering. Is that  really the answer to a riddle the history of mankind and ordinary 

individuals have been loking for since we began thinking?  

What if we need to distinguish the terms free and unbound? They do look like 

synonyms at first sight, but think again. When you are not black, that does not mean that 

you are white, it simply means that you are of any colour but black. The same goes for 

the adjective unbound – its meaning suggests that something or someone does not 

answer to anything or anyone; it does not neccesarily mean being free. When we wish 

to do what we want and not what we should, we do not wish to be free, only unbound. 

Then, when are we free? 

In his Essay on the Freedom of the Will, Arthur Schopenhauer gives an example 

of free water. It is unbound and can do what it feels like doing. It can make high waves, 

rush downhill, plunge down foaming and gushing; yet, it does none of this. The water 

chose to be at peace and be quiet and clear water in the reflecting pond. The question is 

– why? Humans, who are obliged to follow the rules and laws so they can live happily 

in this society, are so quick to break them and run from them, and yet the water, that 

does not answer to anyone, chose to be calm, for the sake of life depending on it and the 

beauty of the scenery which we value so much.  

It would seem that the water has found the answer to our riddle before our history 

of mankind and ordinary individuals did. We do not achive happiness and success in life 

by being unbound; that leads only to hurt and loss. Freedom is when we, despite being 

or not being unbound, chose to act and think right, follow the ethical values and help 

history set the right course, for the sake of our love for life, this world and wisdom. 


