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1. Introduction 
 
In a recent paper, Philip Pettit (2001) argues that there are parallels between Sen’s 
account of freedom and the republican account of freedom, as outlined in Pettit (1997). 
Sen’s account defines freedom as decisive preference. The republican account defines 
freedom as the absence of domination. The absence of domination requires the absence of 
interference not just in the actual world, but also in all relevant possible worlds. 
According to Pettit, the parallel between the two accounts lies in their “emphasis on the 
connection between freedom and non-dependence” (Pettit 2001, p. 18). Pettit argues that, 
on both accounts, for an agent to be free, the absence of interference – or the decisiveness 
of the agent’s preferences – must be content-independent and context-independent (as 
discussed in more detail below).  
 

“Non-interference is not sufficient for freedom under Sen’s view, because 
an agent might enjoy non-interference – might even enjoy content-
independently decisive preference – without enjoying preference that is 
decisive in the full sense: in particular, without enjoying favour-[or 
context]-independently decisive preference.” (Pettit 2001, p. 18) 

 
Pettit attributes the content-independence requirement to Sen himself, but says that the 
context-independence requirement “is not explicitly marked by Sen” (Pettit 2001, p. 6). 
In this note, I will sketch a social-choice-theoretic formalization of Pettit's reading of Sen, 
and argue that, (i) Sen's own definition of freedom (as opposed to capability) already 
satisfies both the content-independence requirement and the context-independence 
requirement; (ii) the contrast between classical liberal and republican accounts of 
freedom can be captured by this formalization; (iii) that contrast lies not in the fact that 
one account considers only the actual world whereas the other considers also possible 
worlds, but rather in how large the class of possible worlds is that each account considers; 
(iv) the republican account of freedom (at least if stated demandingly) is affected by a 
version of Sen's liberal paradox, and (v) some standard escape-routes from the liberal 
paradox (namely escape-routes via domain restriction) may not be (easily) available to 
the republican. Hence, depending on the reading and particularly on how demandingly 
the republican account is stated, we may be faced with the impossibility of a Paretian 
republican.2 

                                                 
1 Address for correspondence: Nuffield College, Oxford OX1 1NF, U.K.; E-mail: 
christian.list@nuffield.oxford.ac.uk. The author wishes to express his gratitude to Keith Dowding and 
Philip Pettit for valuable comments and discussion. 
2 Dowding and van Hees (2001) have suggested that some such impossibility results stem from an in 
principle problem of standard social-choice-theoretic or game-theoretic definitions of freedom (e.g. in 
terms of decisiveness), namely that such definitions entail either the non-compossibility of the freedoms of 
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2. Freedom as decisiveness 
 
Suppose there are n agents, 1, 2, ..., n. Each agent has a preference ordering Ri over a set 
of social alternatives X. For any pair of alternatives x, y in X, xRiy means that "agent i 
weakly prefers x to y".3 Ri also induces a strict preference ordering Pi, and an indifference 
relation Ii, defined as follows: 
 
 xPiy if and only if xRiy and not yRix; 

xIiy if and only if xRiy and yRix. 
 

A profile of preference orderings (in short: profile) is a vector R = <R1, R2, ..., Rn>. Each 
profile represents precisely one possible assignment of preference orderings to the n 
agents. Let U be the set of all logically possible such profiles. If – in a simple model – 
each relevant possible world is characterized by the preferences all the agents hold in that 
world, then such a possible world can be represented by a suitable profile. Under this 
interpretation, U is the set of all such possible worlds. 
 
A social aggregation function F assigns to each profile R a corresponding social 
preference ordering R := F(R) over the set of social alternatives X. For any pair of 
alternatives x, y in X, xRy means that "x is socially weakly preferred to y". R also induces 
a strong ordering P and an indifference relation I. On an outcome orientated 
interpretation, we might interpret xPy not merely as "x is socially strictly preferred to y", 
but rather as "whenever there is choice between x and y, the social outcome will be x 
rather than y".  
 
What are the criteria for saying that an agent is free? I will discuss three possible criteria, 
preference satisfaction, content-independent decisiveness, and context- and content-
independent decisiveness. I will argue, with Pettit, that each of the first two alone is 
insufficient for freedom. According to Pettit (2001), the republican account of freedom 
requires a version of the third criterion: context- and content-independent decisiveness. 
The version of that criterion that is stated formally below is the most demanding version 
of it, but arguably also the most logically compelling one. Thus, depending on how 
demandingly freedom is defined on the republican account, that definition either 
requires, or is at least implied by, the criterion of context- and content-independent 
decisiveness as defined in this note. Moreover, I will show that that criterion yields 
exactly Sen’s original definition of freedom in terms of decisive preference, as given in 
Sen’s paper “The impossibility of a Paretian liberal” (1970). Hence, irrespective of how 
demandingly the republican account is defined, freedom of an agent according to Sen’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
different agents, or that the freedoms that agents have are non-existent or vanishingly small. Instead of 
requiring robust decisiveness for freedom, they suggest that an agent’s freedom may sometimes be 
overruled by other considerations. Freedom should therefore not be interpreted as an unconditional trump, 
but rather as carrying a certain characteristic threshold probability of being respected. That threshold 
probability may vary from context to context. A discussion of Dowding and van Hees’s alternative 
proposal on defining freedom is beyond the scope of the present note, as the main focus here is the 
exchange between Pettit and Sen.  
3 Ri is assumed to be reflexive, transitive and connected. 
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(1970) definition is sufficient for freedom of an agent according to the republican 
account. 
 
Preference satisfaction. Agent i's preferences over x and y are satisfied at the profile R if 
(at R) [if xPiy then xPy] and [if yPix then yPx].  
 
Preference satisfaction alone is insufficient for freedom. Suppose there are two agents, 
the master (agent 1) and the slave (agent 2). Suppose further the social aggregation 
function is a lexicographic dictatorship, where agent 1's preferences take lexicographic 
priority over agent 2's preferences. This is simply a technical way of saying that the 
preferences of the master always take priority over those of the slave in determining the 
social outcome; the slave’s preferences act (at most) as tie-breakers. Formally, the social 
preference ordering is defined as follows. For any profile R = <R1, R2> and any pair of 
social alternatives x, y in X, 
 

xPy    if and only if  xP1y 
   or [xI1y and xP2y]. 
 

Suppose, for example, there are two social alternatives,  
 

x: agent 2 travels;  
y: agent 2 does not travel. 
 

First consider the profile R = <R1, R2>, where yP1x and xP2y. The slave wants to travel, 
whereas the master does not want him to. The resulting social preference ordering is yPx. 
Thus the slave is prevented from travelling. Formally, agent 2's preferences over x and y 
are not satisfied at R. Clearly, and intuitively, the slave is unfree in this situation. So far, 
this seems to be captured by the preference satisfaction account. But next consider an 
alternative profile R* = <R*1, R*2>, where agent 1 has the same preferences as before, 
i.e. yP*1x, but agent 2 changes his preferences to yP*2x. In other words, the slave no 
longer wants to travel. The resulting social preference ordering remains the same as 
before, i.e. yP*x. This time agent 2's preferences over x and y are satisfied. Suppose 
preference satisfaction is sufficient for freedom. Then we are committed to saying that 
agent 2, the slave, is free at R*. But this violates our intuitions about freedom. In 
particular, agent 2's preferences over x and y are satisfied at R* only because agent 2 
happens to have the same preferences as agent 1, and agent 1’s preferences are still 
dictatorial. The social preference ordering over x and y in no way tracks agent 2's 
preferences. If agent 2 were to change his preferences back to the original ones in R – 
other things remaining equal –, then his preferences over x and y would no longer be 
satisfied.  
 
Freedom requires more robust tracking of an agent's preferences. But different accounts 
of freedom disagree on what kind of robustness freedom requires.  
 
As I will now argue, several rival accounts of freedom – including liberal and republican 
ones – can be formalized in terms of a common scheme. They all belong to the same 
family of concepts, but they differ in one parameter: the parameter will be called N.  
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Let N be a function which maps each “actual” profile-agent pair <R, i> to a class of 
“possible” profiles N(R, i), deemed the relevant neighbourhood of the actual profile R, 
relative to agent i.4 
  
N-decisiveness. Agent i is N-decisive with regard to x and y at the profile R if, for all R* 
in N(R, i), [if xP*iy then xP*y] and [if yP*ix then yP*x].  
 
Suppose we have given some definition of N. The concept of N-decisiveness then induces 
a corresponding definition of freedom. 
 
Defining freedom in terms of N-decisivenss. Agent i is free with regard to the choice 
between x and y at the profile R if i is N-decisive at R. 
 
Defining freedom in terms of N-decisiveness means that an agent is free with regard to 
the choice between x and y at some actual profile if the agent is decisive over x and y in a 
class of possible profiles that lie in the relevant neighbourhood of the given actual profile. 
Now the disagreement between different accounts of freedom can be characterized as a 
disagreement over how broadly or narrowly that relevant neighbourhood is to be defined 
– i.e. as a disagreement over what the parameter N should be. 
 
The preference satisfaction account, as discussed above, defines N most narrowly. For 
each R and each i, N(R, i) is simply the set containing only R itself. As we have seen, 
preference satisfaction alone is insufficient for freedom. From this observation we can 
already learn one point. 
 
Observation. A necessary condition for a satisfactory definition of freedom in terms of 
N-decisiveness it that N(R, i) is (at least sometimes) a proper superset of {R}, i.e. N(R, i) 
contains not only the actual profile R, but also some other possible profile(s) other than 
R. 
 
If the classical liberal account of freedom is to be distinct from the preference satisfaction 
account, then the classical liberal account must satisfy the identified necessary condition. 
Therefore, if freedom under the liberal account is defined in terms of N-decisiveness, 
then (at least some) N(R, i) must contain not only the actual profile R, but also some other 
relevant possible profiles. Thus the distinction between the classical liberal account and 
the republican account lies not in the fact that the former considers only the actual world, 
whereas the latter also considers relevant possible worlds; for both consider the actual 
world and certain possible worlds. Rather, the distinction lies in how large the class of 
relevant possible worlds is chosen to be under each account.  
 
The standard definition of the liberal account – freedom is the absence of interference in 
the actual world – may thus seem somewhat misleading. But the definition can be made 
consistent with our observation by interpreting “interference in the actual world” as 
“violation of preference satisfaction in the actual world or in a nearby possible world”. 
                                                 
4 The function N may not always depend on i – especially, as we will see, in the case of versions of the 
republican account of freedom, where N is the set of all logically possible profiles. 
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Under this reading, the liberal conception defines freedom as decisiveness in the actual 
world and in nearby possible worlds, but casts its net fairly narrowly across possible 
worlds.5 The republican account also defines freedom as decisiveness in the actual world 
and in a class of possible worlds, but casts its net morely widely across possible worlds. 
As we will see, the question of how widely the net is cast across possible worlds – i.e. 
how broadly N is defined – has crucial implications for whether or not an account of 
freedom is affected by (a version of) Sen's liberal paradox. 
 
Pettit notes the shortcomings of the preference satisfaction account, and points out that, to 
define freedom plausibly in terms of decisive preference, it is necessary that the agent’s 
decisiveness be independent of content. 
 

“[I]t will not be enough for freedom that I get A if my preference is for A, 
when it is not the case that I get B if my preference is for B. Freedom 
requires that my preference is empowered in a content-independent way: it 
is decisive, regardless of which of the relevant options is preferred.” (Pettit 
2001, p. 5) 

 
Pettit attributes to Berlin (1969) what he takes to be the best argument for the content-
independence requirement: “if we reject it, we must say that a person can make 
themselves free just by adapting their preference appropriately”. And he adds that Sen 
explicitly endorses the content-independence requirement. 
 
We can formalize content-independence in terms of the requirement that an agent’s 
preferences be satisfied not only at the actual profile, but also at all possible profiles that 
result from the actual one if that agent changes his preferences, but all other agents’ 
preferences are held fixed. On this formalization, content is interpreted as agent i’s 
preference ordering. 
 
Define two profiles R and R* to be i-variants if, for all j≠i, Rj = R*j. (“Nobody, except 
possibly agent i, changes their preferences.”) 
 
Content-independent decisiveness. For each R and each i, N(R, i) is the set of all i-
variants of R. 
 
Given the remarks above, content-independent decisiveness might be taken to be the 
most narrow version of a liberal account of freedom, as distinct from a mere preference 
satisfaction account. 
 
Content-independent decisiveness alone is insufficient for freedom. Suppose the 
agents, the social alternatives, and the social aggregation function are exactly as in the 
previous example of the master and the slave. Consider the profile R = <R1, R2>, where 

                                                 
5 Using a similar substitution, we can state two equivalent definitions of the republican account: (i) freedom 
is the absence of domination in the actual world, and (ii) freedom is the absence of interference in the 
actual world and all relevant possible worlds. The two definitions can be made equivalent by interpreting 
“domination in the actual world” as “interference in the actual world or in a relevant possible world”. 
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xI1y and xP2y. By the definition of content-independence, N(R, 2) contains all 2-variants 
of R. R has precisely three 2-variants: (i) R itself, (ii) R* = <R*1, R*2>, where xI*1y and 
yP*2x, (iii) and R** = <R**1, R**2>, where xI**1y and xI**2y. The social preference 
ordering in cases (i), (ii) and (iii) are, respectively, xPy, yP*x, and xI**y. Thus agent 2 is 
N-decisive (i.e. content-independently decisive) at R. Suppose content-independent 
decisiveness is sufficient for freedom. Then we are committed to saying that agent 2 is 
free at R. However, agent 2’s decisiveness is not very robust. Suppose agent 1, the 
master, suddenly changes his preferences from indifference over x and y to ranking y 
strictly above x. Then agent 2’s preferences will no longer be satisfied. If the profile is R* 
= <R*1, R*2>, where yP*1x and xP*2y, then the social preference ordering is yPx. Agent 
2’s decisiveness at R is not independent of the goodwill of agent 1. In Pettit’s terms, 
agent 2 is only favour-dependently decisive. 
 
Pettit argues that the necessary additional robustness is captured by a context-
independence requirement, which he says “is not explicitly marked by Sen”. 
 

“It is … possible for preference to be just context-dependently decisive 
and so insufficient for freedom. In particular it is possible for preference 
… to be just favour-dependently decisive: to be decisive only so far as the 
person enjoys the gratuitous favour of certain others – the sort of favour 
that can be bestowed or withdrawn at the pleasure of the giver.” (Pettit 
2001, p. 6). 

 
We here formalize context-independent decisiveness as follows. An agent is context-
independently decisive if the agent’s preferences are satisfied not only at the actual 
profile, but also at all possible profiles that result from the actual one if that agent’s 
preferences are held fixed, but some other agents change their preferences. On this 
formalization, context is interpreted as the preference orderings of all agents other than 
agent i. The present version of context-independent decisiveness is a demanding one in so 
far as it requires that the agent be decisive across all possible profiles that result from the 
actual one if the agent’s preferences are fixed, but some other agents change their 
preferences. Less demanding versions of the criterion might require decisiveness only 
across some suitably defined but not all such profiles. 
 
The requirements of context-independence and content-independence, as stated here, are 
independent from each other. However, it can be argued that context-independence alone, 
just as content-independence alone, is insufficient for freedom. On Pettit’s account, it is 
the combination of context-independence and content-independence that is necessary and 
sufficient for freedom. That combination (given the present demanding version of 
context-independent decisiveness) is the following requirement. An agent is context- and 
content-independently decisive if the agent’s preferences are content-independently 
decisive not only at the actual profile, but also at all possible profiles that result from the 
actual one if that agent’s preferences are held fixed, but some other agents change their 
preferences. (In a less demanding definition, the italicized “all” might be replaced with 
“some suitably defined but not all”.) Thus an agent is context- and content-independently 
decisive if the agent’s preferences are satisfied not only at the actual profile, but also at 



 7 

all possible profiles that result from the actual one if that agent or some of the other 
agents (or both) change their preferences. This implies that agent i is context- and 
content-independently decisive over x and y (at R) if and only if the agent is decisive 
across all profiles in U.6 A less demanding version of the criterion of context- and 
content-independent decisiveness would be one that requires decisiveness only across a 
suitably large subset of U, depending on R and i. We will see below that the republican 
has no choice but to try to opt for some such less demanding definition, in order not to 
face an impossibility result. 
 
Context- and content-independent decisiveness. For each R and each i, N(R, i) = U.  
 
As N(R, i) is a constant function here (taking always the value U), we can simplify the 
notation by writing U-decisiveness instead of N-decisiveness.  
 
3. Context- and content-independent decisiveness and the liberal paradox 
 
The requirement of context- and content-independent decisiveness, in its strong version, 
yields exactly Sen’s original definition of freedom, in conjunction with the condition that 
the relevant domain is U (as in Sen’s original result). 
 
Sen’s original definition of freedom. Agent i is free (at some profile R) with regard to 
the choice between x and y if, for all profiles R in the relevant domain, ([if xPiy then xPy] 
and [if yPix then yPx]). 
 
In short, freedom, according to Sen’s (1970) definition, is U-decisiveness. Freedom 
according to Sen’s original definition thus implies freedom according to the republican 
definition. Moreover, on a demanding version of context- and content-independent 
decisiveness, the two definitions – Sen’s and the republican one – coincide, and the 
difference is at most linguistic: Under Sen’s original definition, freedom of an agent with 
regard to a pair of alternatives is stated as a ‘global’ property of a social aggregation 
function. Under the present reading of the republican definition, freedom of an agent with 
regard to a pair of alternatives is stated as a ‘local’ property that holds at a particular 
profile. But implicitly freedom under the republican definition is also a ‘global’ property: 
for an agent to be free at some profile R, the agent must be decisive across all profiles in a 
large neighbourhood of R, where that neighbourhood is – in the limit – all of U. 
Logically, the two definitions are equivalent: reference to a specific profile R makes no 
difference, and can therefore be added or dropped as we wish.  
 
We can now see that Sen’s own definition of freedom, given the domain U, already 
satisfies both the content-independence requirement and the context-independence 
requirement (and, of course, if either requirement is defined less demandingly, Sen’s 

                                                 
6 Formally, define two profiles R and R* to be (N\i)-variants if Ri = R*i. We can now say that agent i is 
context- and content-independently decisive over x and y at the profile R if, for all R* in N(R, i), i is 
content-independently decisive at R*, where, for each R and each i, N(R, i) = {R* ∈ U : R* is an (N\i)-
variant of R}. Then agent i is context- and content-independently decisive over x and y at R precisely if i is 
N’-decisive at R, where, for each R and each i, N’(R, i) = U. 
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definition will still satisfy it). The two independence requirements are satisfied precisely 
because of the universal quantification – reference to all profiles R in the relevant domain 
(here U) – in Sen’s definition of freedom. Whether or not context-independence is 
“explicitly marked” by Sen, it is implied by his original definition of freedom. 
 
Context- and content-independent decisiveness (in its demanding form) leads to 
Sen’s “liberal” (or “republican”?) paradox. Sen’s original result can be stated as 
follows.  
 
The weak Pareto principle. For all profiles R in D and all pairs of alternatives x and y, if 
[for all i, xPiy] then xPy.  
 
Minimal liberalism. There exist at least two agents, i and j, and two corresponding pairs 
of alternatives <x1, x2> and <y1, y2> such that agent i is D-decisive with regard to x1, x2 
and agent j is D-decisive with regard to y1, y2. 
 
Theorem. (Sen 1970) Let D := U. Then there exists no social aggregation function F 
(defined on D) which satisfies the weak Pareto principle and minimal liberalism.  
 
Using the demanding reading of the republican definition of freedom, we can restate 
Sen’s theorem by replacing the condition of minimal liberalism with the logically 
equivalent condition of minimal republicanism. 
 
Minimal republicanism. There exist at least two individuals, i and j, and two 
corresponding pairs of alternatives <x1, x2> and <y1, y2> such that, for at least one profile 
R, agent i is context- and content-independently decisive over x1, x2 at R and agent j is 
context- and content-independently decisive over y1, y2 at R. 
 
Sen’s theorem then implies that, given any social aggregation function F satisfying the 
weak Pareto principle, there will exist not even one profile at which as few as two agents 
are each free (in the republican sense, demandingly interpreted) with regard to the choice 
between at least one pair of alternatives.  
 
4. Are escape-routes from the liberal paradox via domain restriction open to the 
republican? 
 
It is well known that, if we suitably restrict the domain of a social aggregation function, 
i.e. if we define F not on U, but on a suitable proper subset D of U, then there will exist 
social aggregation functions (defined on D) which satisfy both the weak Pareto principle 
and minimal liberalism (as well as stronger versions of the latter condition). 
 
I will briefly review three such domain restriction conditions (see Sen 1983 for a more 
extensive discussion; see also Craven 1982; Gigliotti 1986). 
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Tolerant preferences. D is the set of all profiles R for which the following holds: for any 
pair of alternatives over which some individual has a decisiveness right, all other 
individuals are indifferent over that pair. 
 
Empathetic preferences. D is the set of all profiles R for which the following holds: for 
any pair of alternatives over which some individual has a decisiveness right, all other 
individuals’ preferences over that pair mirror those of the individual who has that 
decisiveness right. 
 
Non-meddlesome or liberal preferences. D is the set of all profiles R for which the 
following holds: there exists no individual who has a more intense preference on a pair of 
alternatives over which some other individual has a decisiveness right than on those pairs 
of alternatives over which the individual him- or herself has a decisiveness right. 
 
For each of these domain restriction conditions, there exist social aggregation functions 
(defined on D) which both satisfy the weak Pareto principle and make each individual D-
decisive over at least one pair of alternatives. Under D-decisiveness, for each actual 
profile R (in D) and each individual i, the relevant neighbourhood of possible profiles, 
N(R, i), is D. Thus D-decisiveness, under the reviewed domain restriction conditions, 
defines N(R, i) more broadly than the preference satisfaction account of freedom – where 
N(R, i) is only {R} –, but less broadly than the most demanding version of the republican 
account – where N(R, i) is all of U. 
 
Is this kind of escape-route from the liberal paradox satisfactory from the perspective of 
the republican account of freedom? To avoid a republican paradox, the republican must 
find a domain restriction condition which meets the following two requirements: (i) N-
decisiveness captures a sufficiently strong notion of context- and content-independent 
decisiveness, and (ii) the condition of minimal republicanism (defined in terms of N-
decisiveness) is consistent with the weak Pareto principle.  
 
The challenge for the republican is a difficult one, as I will try to explain now. Arguably, 
the three reviewed domain restriction conditions satisfy requirement (ii) at the expense of 
violating requirement (i). Under each of these domain restriction conditions, an agent’s 
decisiveness is – in part – dependent on the context, i.e. on the preferences held by other 
agents. Under the condition of tolerant preferences, each agent’s decisiveness over a pair 
of alternatives depends on the other agents’ attitude of “tolerant” indifference over that 
pair. Under the condition of empathetic preference, the agent’s decisiveness depends on 
the other agents’ “empathetic” mirroring of that agent’s preferences over the relevant 
pair. Under the condition of non-meddlesome or liberal preferences, the agent’s 
decisiveness depends on the other agents’ “liberal” attitude of not holding more intense 
preferences over that agent’s sphere of decisiveness rights than over their own such 
spheres.  
 
In each case, if the context – i.e. the preferences held by other agents – changes and the 
relevant favourable conditions cease to hold, then an agent may cease to be decisive. 
Hence D-decisiveness (for each of the reviewed domain restriction conditions) does not 
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imply context-independent decisiveness in the strong form defined above.7 Now suppose 
that an agent’s decisiveness is contingent on the fact that actually occurring profiles fall 
into the domain D, but the occurrence of profiles outside D is still possible. From the 
republican perspective, this kind of contingent decisiveness would be insufficient for 
freedom. If, on the other hand, it could somehow be shown that actually occurring 
profiles will robustly fall into the domain D, then the republican might consider D-
decisiveness sufficient for freedom. This would seem to be the most promising route for 
the republican. But establishing the required robustness is a difficult challenge. First, a 
possible argument that the occurrence of profiles outside D is empirically unlikely would 
presumably be insufficient for establishing that actually occurring profiles will robustly 
fall into D. Even if the occurrence of profiles outside D could be shown to be empirically 
rare, the occurrence of such profiles would still remain a possibility. Second, a possible 
arrangement that would coercively preclude the occurrence of such profiles – by 
explicitly forcing people not to hold certain combintations of preferences – is unlikely to 
satisfy the republican because of its coercive nature.  
 
Hence it seems that, the more broadly N(R, i) is defined, the harder it becomes to render 
N-decisiveness consistent with the weak Pareto principle. In other words, the more robust 
we want an agent’s freedom to be, the more prone we are to encountering a liberal 
paradox. Since the republican account of freedom demands more robustness than the 
liberal account, it is also more prone to encountering the paradox. Avoiding the paradox 
may require sacrificing some degree of robustness. 
 
5. Concluding remarks 
 
The formalization of freedom in terms of N-decisiveness suggests that “freedom” can be 
viewed as a parametrical family of concepts, all similar in form, but each depending on a 
specific choice of the parameter N. The parameter N (formally a function N(R, i)) 
describes the set of possible worlds (or profiles) over which the agent in question is to be 
decisive. That set of possible worlds typically includes, but may not be confined to, the 
actual world. The preference satisfaction account, which is arguably insufficient as an 
account of freedom, defines the set of relevant possible worlds most narrowly, to include 
only the actual world. Decisiveness with respect to this one-member set simply means 
preference satisfaction in the actual world. The liberal account of freedom defines the set 
of relevant possible worlds slightly more broadly, but still confines it to a very close 
neighbourhood of the actual world. Under the most narrow version of the liberal account, 
that neighbourhood would consist just of those possible worlds that are “generated” by 
the different possible preferences a given agent might hold, holding the preferences of all 

                                                 
7 An alternative domain restriction condition, proposed by Krüger and Gaertner (1981, 1983), called self-
supporting preferences, may have the following peculiar property: if an individual with self-supporting 
preferences is D-decisive (where D is the set of all profiles satisfying that domain restriction condition), the 
individual may be context-independently decisive, but not content-independently decisive. As Krüger and 
Gaertner put it, “an individual who preserves an ordering of his (her) own feature-alternatives [i.e. whose 
preferences are self-supporting] can secure social protection for his (her) choice between them”. Thus the 
individual can win “[context-independent] social decisiveness over private-sphere alternatives at the price 
of revealing self-supporting preferences [i.e. at the price of revealing preferences with a specific content]” 
(1983, p. 214).  
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other agents fixed. Decisiveness with respect to that narrow set of possible worlds may 
mean content-independent decisiveness, but not context-independent decisiveness. The 
republican account, finally, defines the set of relevant possible worlds more broadly. 
Decisiveness with respect to that larger set of possible worlds means (some version of) 
context- and content-independent decisiveness. However, what all these accounts of 
freedom have in common (the preference satisfaction account being the exceptional 
limiting case) is that they define freedom as decisiveness not just in the actual world, but 
also in certain possible worlds. Thus they all require a certain degree of robustness; they 
just differ on how much robustness they require. Hence they all belong to the same 
parametrical family of concepts; they just differ on what parameter they choose. 
Consistently with this, Pettit says that “[context]-independence may come in degrees” 
(2001, p. 7).8 We can imagine several nested sets of possible worlds such that within the 
smaller ones an agent is decisive, whereas within the larger ones an agent may cease to 
be decisive. 
 
In his reply to Pettit, Sen (2001) writes “I … accept Pettit’s diagnosis that [an argument 
for context-independence] can also be seen as an implication of some of the things I have 
myself said about freedom” (p. 53). If the analysis of the present note is correct, then it is 
a little surprising that Sen does not insist more strongly that the context-independence 
requirement is already satisfied by his own definition of freedom in 1970. The reason for 
this may be that, in his remarks, Sen puts more emphasis on his recent capability 
approach than on his original 1970 definition of freedom. In particular, Sen makes an 
important point. He shows that multiple differentially robust definitions of freedom 
provide a discriminating power that we would lack if we were to use only a single such 
definition. To illustrate Sen’s point, let us recapitulate the example of the master and 
slave above, in a form analogous to Sen’s own example (p. 54). 
 
Case 1.  Agent 2 is a slave, and is prevented by agent 1, his master, from travelling. 
Case 2.  Agent 2 is a slave, but agent 1, his master, currently has the goodwill to allow  

  agent 2 to travel whenever he wishes. 
Case 3.  Agent 2 is a “free” citizen, and can travel whenever he wishes. 

 
As before, consider two alternatives: agent 2 travels (x); and agent 2 does not travel (y). 
Most accounts of freedom will agree that in case 1 agent 2 is not free with regard to the 
choice between x and y. If freedom is defined as content-independent decisiveness, then 
agent 2 is free both in case 2 and in case 3. Sen would say that, in cases 2 and 3, agent 2 
has the capability to choose between x and y, whereas, in case 1, agent 2 lacks that 
capability. If freedom is defined as context- and content-independent decisiveness, by 
contrast, then agent 2 is free only in case 3. From the republican perspective, what 
matters for freedom is not the actual capability to choose between x and y, but rather the 
agent’s robust decisiveness over these alternatives. Thus the capability approach and the 
republican approach draw the boundary between ‘unfreedom’ and ‘freedom’ differently. 

                                                 
8 Pettit notes that content-independence may also come in degrees (bottom of p. 7). Indeed, an agent may 
be content-independently decisive in a more demanding sense by being decisive for all i-variants of a given 
profile, or in a less demanding sense by being decisive only for a certain subset of the set of all i-variants of 
a given profile. 
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For the capability approach, that boundary lies between case 1 and case 2, whereas for 
the republican approach it lies between case 2 and case 3. As Sen puts it, each of the two 
approaches has a particular discriminating power that the other approach lacks.  
 

“I would argue that we need both the capability approach and the 
republican approach to point to different aspects of freedom. The former 
approach concentrates on whether someone is actually free and able to 
achieve those functionings that she has reason to want, and the latter on 
whether the capability enjoyed is conditional on the favours and goodwill 
of others. If through the emendation proposed by Pettit the capability 
approach becomes just like the republican approach, then we would be one 
distinction short.” (Sen 2001, p. 55) 

 
Having a parametrical family of differentially robust definitions of freedom rather than a 
single such definition is, then, a virtue, rather than a vice. An interesting implication of 
this, as I hope to have shown, is that our choice of the parameter N determines whether or 
not we are faced with the impossibility of a Paretian “N-liberal”. If we choose N most 
broadly, then we will run into that impossibility. The challenge for the republican is to 
find a definition of N that is both sufficiently broad to capture the requirement of robust 
(namely context- and content-independent) decisiveness and sufficiently narrow to avoid 
the impossibility of a Paretian republican. 
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