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WHAT IS FREEDOM?: A LOOK INTO
THE DEADLOCK OF LIBERA""LISM'S
IDEA OF FREE CHOICE |

Whatl ‘amous "freedt S
respons:blllty f'not

of the good old
ﬁglce? You are ¢
chom'e on conditi
the right eﬁolce
freedom

n‘ot reall
Pg 129 An




Freedom to me has become a buzzword that holds many
implications to many people, yet is truly hard to pin down to
a singular meaning. To exercise freedom implies that there
was previously a state of subjection or lack of choice.
Western society can use Jefferson, Adams, Franklin, and
Hamilton as the archetypal forgers of freedom as well as
events such as the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation, or the
contemporary examples of landmark decisions such as
Miranda v. Arizona (1966) and Roe v. Wade (1973) as
examples of freedom prevailing. While we could surely
spend pages critically analyzing these historical touchpoints
and their impact on our understanding of freedom, | would
prefer to look at the context in which we understand
freedom today.

Western society, also dubbed the freeworld, boasts of
many freedoms such as the free market, freedom of the
press, freedom of speech, freedom to bear arms, etc. This
commitment to freedom is shared across political affiliations
as seen by those on the right contending for their freedom
for to [popular right issue] and those on the left, fighting for
a women’s rights to their own body. Constitutionally, these
partisans are within their right to advocate for their interests,
however, can these partisans truly say that they are
exercising free choice? When anal yzing the problematics of
the notion of tolerance, SlazejiZizek in is novel, Violence,
reveals the inconsistencies of Ame rica’s: laims of free
choice. In an excerpt fronillis ook, Zizeku shows that
freedom is not EN -
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Furthermore, it is only modern
Western capitalist culture for which
autonomy and individual freedom stand
higher than collective solidarity,
connection, responsibility for
dependent others, the duty to respect * .
the customs of one's community. |
Liberalism itself thus privilegesa .°

, certain culture: the modern Western
_ one. As to freedom of choice, liberalism

''Is also marked by a strong bias. It is
intolerant when individuals of other
cultures are not given freedom of
choice-as is evident in issues such as
clitoridectomy, child brideship,
infanticide, polygamy, and incest.

V4

.

However, it ighores the tremendous
pressure which, for example, compels
' women in our liberal society to undergo
such procedures as plastic surgery, *
cosmetic implants, and Botox injections
in order to remain competitive in the
sex market. s

The liberal idea of a "free choice" thus

always gets caught in a deadlock.
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"%, If the subject wants it, he or she can opt’

x for the parochial tradition into which
- * they were born, but they have first to be ‘
‘ presented with altern alternative and
then make a free choice among them.
Amish adolescents, on the other hand,
are formally given a free choice, but the '
conditions they find themselves in while E
— they are making the choice make the
choice unfree. In order for them to have a
' genuine free choice, they would have to .
be properly informed on all the options
and educated in them. But the only way
to do this would be to extract them from E
their embeddedness in the Amish
community and Americanise them."
144- 145 Tolerance as an Ideological l
Category




Zizek in this excerpt shows how Western culture is
predominated by patriarchal and individualist dogma
therefore inflects the seemingly universal pillar of freedom.
Through this framework of liberalism, although we are not
forced to this rigid caste of work, income, or leisure (as was so
feared with the threat of Socialism), the question again arises:
can we truly say that we are free?

Put another way, we are given a choice between
option A, B, or C, (or perhaps even fewer options)
A evenifthe options are not in our best interest.

From then we are convinced or rather coerced to
accept that we have free choice despite the

B alternative options condition’s being to our
detriment.
For example, if you choose to vote, this facade
C of free choice is seen every single election

cycle.
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Zizek uses an example of Muslim women who are freely
permitted to wear their veil if the choice is not imposed upon
them. Despite them exercising their freedom to faith, in
Western society, once the veil is worn “It is no longer a sign
of their belonging to the Muslim community, but an
expression of their idiosyncratic individuality”. Zizek
describes “the ‘subject of free choice’ in the Western
‘tolerant’ multicultural sense” to be due to an emergence of
an “extremely violent process [that tears] out of a particular
lifeworld, of being cut off from one's roots.” 146

So then if we live in the hegemon of Western liberal free
choice, we are conditioned through violence to accept the
limited options provided to us and are disillusioned to
believe that we are better off than those who are not
provided the West’s twisted idea of free choice.

"One can, of course, arque that.in. a way, the Western
situation is even wor because%t oppression itself is
obliterated and masked as free choice (What are you
complaining for? YOU chose to do this.) Our freedom of
choice effectively ofteantion'a@ a mere formal gesture
of consent to our own oppression and exploitation.
However, Hegel's lesson that form matters is important here:
form has an autonomy and efficiency of its own. So when we
compare a Third World woman, forced to undergo
clitoridectomy or promised in marriage as a small child, with
the First World woman ‘“free to choose" painful cosmetic
surgery, the formof freedom matters-it opens up a space

for critical reflection.” .
P 147-148 Tolera an Idecm Category

So then how do we Egin to reflect on who’s free, what is
free, and if freedom is even attainable? In his novel,
Violence, Zizek has a lot more to say about this topic,
specifically in the chapter “Tolerance as an Ideological
Category”.
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