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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 

Strawsonian Libertarianism: A Theory of Free Will and Moral Responsibility 
 
by 
 

Christopher Evan-Richards Franklin 
 
 

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Philosophy 
University of California, Riverside, December 2010 

Dr. John Martin Fischer, Chairperson 
 
 

My dissertation develops a novel theory of free will and moral responsibility, Strawsonian 

libertarianism, which combines Strawsonianism about the concept of moral responsibility 

with event-causal libertarianism concerning its conditions of application.  I construct this 

theory in light of and response to the three main objections to libertarianism: the moral 

shallowness objection, the intelligibility objection, and the empirical plausibility objection. 

 The moral shallowness objection contends that libertarianism seems plausible only in 

the absence of a robust understanding of the nature of moral responsibility.  P.F. Strawson’s 

work is the fount of this objection.  In response I argue, surprisingly, that Strawson’s 

account of the nature of responsibility, according to which the essence of responsibility is 

defined in terms of the reactive attitudes (such as gratitude and resentment), actually leads to 

libertarianism about its conditions of application.  In defense of this contention I offer a 

theory of the normative force of excuse which shows that moral responsibility requires that 

agents have free will.  I then construct the No Opportunity Argument which demonstrates 

that free will, and thus moral responsibility, is incompatible with determinism. 
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In the remainder of the dissertation I develop and defend this account of moral 

responsibility against the intelligibility and empirical objections, both of which focus on my 

contention that indeterminism is necessary for freedom and responsibility.  The intelligibility 

objection contends that libertarians cannot provide an intelligible account of freedom and 

responsibility because indeterminism is either (at best) irrelevant or (at worst) inimical to 

control.  I respond to these objections by showing that if we locate indeterminism at the 

moment of free choice, libertarianism can explain both why indeterminism does not 

diminish control and also how it is relevant to enhancing it. 

 Finally, I turn to the empirical plausibility objection which contends that 

libertarianism is scientifically implausible.  This objection centers on my contention that 

humans must be indeterministic systems in order to be free and responsible.  I argue that my 

commitment to neuronal indeterminism fares well in light of current physical and 

neurobiological findings and, therefore, that Strawsonian libertarianism is not as scientifically 

demanding as many have thought.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Difference-Makers 

We take ourselves to be difference-makers.  Your deciding to read this dissertation made a 

difference.  Some choices make vast differences to our lives and the world at large.  Deciding 

to come to the University of California, Riverside for graduate school has greatly shaped 

who I am as a person and philosopher.  Truman’s decision to drop the bomb made a 

massive difference in the lives of countless people.  But we do not take ourselves to be just 

any kind of difference-makers.  My computer is a difference-maker in the following sense: if 

it was not working properly, then the words I am currently typing would not be appearing 

on the screen.  My computer makes a difference: without it I would not be able to 

electronically record my dissertation (or at least I would need to go buy a new device).  

Human agents are difference-makers in a more robust way.  Philosophers have often marked 

this difference by claiming that humans have free will.  But what free will is and how exactly 

it differentiates us from artifacts, inorganic processes, and other kinds of animals has 

occupied philosophers for centuries. 

 One answer runs like this.  Human beings have free will in that some of their choices 

are left undetermined right up until the moment of action, those choices lacking sufficient 

causal conditions prior to choice.  In such cases, choice is the final determinant.  Let us refer 

to these kinds of choices as “there-and-then choices”, choices that there and then in action 

determine how things will proceed.  My computer, given that it is operating correctly and 

that I pressed certain buttons, is determined to produce certain results.  It is a conduit for 
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difference-makers, not an initiator.  Humans differ in precisely this way: when a human is 

functioning properly, external inputs (pressing our buttons as it were) do not determine an 

outcome.  It remains up to us, even when the inputs are in, to determine what we shall do.  

This kind of independence from the past and environment is part of what distinguishes us as 

more robust difference-makers.  And it is this independence that allows us to there and then 

in action determine how a course of events will proceed.  However, it is important not just 

that we can there and then in action determine how the course of events will proceed, but 

also that we can guide our lives in accordance with our conception of the good.  If quantum 

mechanics is at it seems, then the trajectory of certain micro-particles might not be fixed 

until right at the moment of movement.  But micro-particles are not difference-makers like 

us, and this is because they cannot make a difference in accordance with their conception of 

the good—for they have no such conception.  On this understanding, human agents have 

free will because we can there and then in action determine how things will proceed in 

accordance with our conception of the good. 

 We are morally responsible, so this line runs, because we are this distinctive kind of 

difference-maker: it is up to us, at the moment of action, to select from a variety of courses 

of action that are genuinely accessible and to make this selection in accordance with what we 

take to be good.  Because we are difference-makers in this special kind of way, because we 

have free will, we are morally responsible and thus merit a distinctive and deep kind of 

evaluation: blame if the action is bad or wrong, and approval if it is good or right. 

Those familiar with this area of philosophy will immediately recognize this 

conception of free will and moral responsibility as the libertarian conception.  Here I will 

define libertarianism as the thesis that free will and moral responsibility are incompatible 
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with determinism and yet we are free and morally responsible for much of what we do.1  

Libertarianism is a very natural way to understand the distinctive features of human agents: if 

our actions are the inevitable consequence of the laws of nature and events prior to our 

birth, then we seem to be mere conduits, not initiators of our actions.  But this is just to say 

that determinism is incompatible with this robust form of agency, for determinism is the 

thesis that “the past and laws together determine, at every moment, a unique future” (van 

Inwagen 2008, p. 330).  Compatibilists agree with libertarians that free will is required for 

moral responsibility, but disagree concerning the nature of freedom: they maintain that free 

will, and hence moral responsibility, are compatible with determinism.  Semi-compatibilists 

take issue with both libertarians and compatibilists’ insistence that free will is necessary for 

moral responsibility: the semi-compatibilist contends that moral responsibility is compatible 

with determinism whether or not free will is.2   

The dispute between (semi-)compatibilists and libertarians concerns the first element 

in the libertarian’s conception of free will and moral responsibility: that only agents who can 

there and then in action select from a range of genuinely open alternatives are free and 

morally responsible.  Semi-compatibilists deny that this kind of agency is required for moral 

responsibility, although they concede that it might be necessary for free will. Compatibilists 

deny that this kind of agency is required for either free will or moral responsibility.  It is this 

                                                 
1 This definition differs from others in an important respect.  Libertarianism is sometimes construed solely as a 
thesis about free will; my definition is broader as it also covers moral responsibility.   
 
2 It is important to note that semi-compatibilism is consistent with free will being compatible with 
determinism, the difference is that it does not require this additional compatibility claim: semi-compatibilism 
only requires that moral responsibility is compatible with determinism.  One further qualification: semi-
compatibilists only deny that the freedom to do otherwise (opposed to free will) is required for moral 
responsibility.  However, I am assuming a traditional conception of free will under which freedom of the will 
entails freedom to do otherwise (cf. Brahmall 1655/1999; Locke 1689/1975; Reid 1788/1969b; van Inwagen 
1983).   
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dispute concerning libertarians’ conception of freedom and moral responsibility that will 

occupy our attention in much of this dissertation. 

Non-philosophers unfamiliar with the historical and contemporary free will and 

moral responsibility debate can be forgiven for assuming that many philosophers are 

libertarians, as this seems to capture a rather intuitive picture of ourselves as robust 

difference-makers.  In most areas of philosophy, philosophers pride themselves on 

defending the intuitive or common sense point of view from various theoretical and 

skeptical worries.  Interestingly, why many will admit that libertarianism is the intuitive or 

common sense point of view, very few opt for this position.3  Instead, most parties in the 

debate go in for either compatibilism or semi-compatibilism.  The reason for this is that 

libertarianism seems faced with a host of difficulties.  So while philosophers have an 

inclination toward the intuitive view of things, this inclination can be overridden by various 

theoretical concerns, such as intelligibility and plausibility.   

There are three main objections to libertarianism: the moral shallowness objection, 

the intelligibility objection, and the empirical plausibility objection.4  Ever since P.F. 

Strawson’s landmark essay, ‘Freedom and Resentment’, philosophers have worried that 

libertarianism is a morally shallow view, in that it grounds its ruminations on moral 

                                                 
3 Although many admit that libertarianism is the intuitive point of view, this is certainly not universally 
conceded.   
 
4 This taxonomy of problems facing libertarianism bears obvious similarities to Kane’s (1996).  He divides 
objections to libertarianism into two problems: the ascent problem, which consists in showing that there is a 
kind of freedom that is both incompatible with determinism and necessary for the existence of various items of 
significance or value, such as love, dignity, friendship, uniqueness, creativity, and, most importantly for us, 
moral responsibility; and the descent problem, which consists in offering a theory of this kind of freedom and 
showing that we have it.  A response to the intelligibility and empirical plausibility objections will come near to 
a solution to the descent problem.  A response to the moral shallowness objection constitutes a solution to the 
problem of ascent, but not vice versa.  The problem of ascent is broader in its focus than the moral 
shallowness objection, which focuses exclusively on moral responsibility.  My debt to Kane here is evident, as it 
will be throughout the dissertation.     
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responsibility in a shallow understanding of the phenomenon.  Libertarians rest content with 

a merely intuitive view of moral responsibility, appealing to intuitions of fittingness to 

ground arguments that moral responsibility is incompatible with determinism.5  Rather than 

offering analyses of moral responsibility and on the basis of such analyses mounting 

arguments for incompatibilism, libertarians generally rest content with a pre-theoretical 

understanding of what it is to be morally responsible.  Many (semi-) compatibilists have 

latched on to this shallowness worry and argued that once we gain a deeper grasp of the 

nature of moral responsibility, we will see the mistakes in the libertarian arguments.6  The 

moral shallowness objection maintains that libertarianism is plausible only in the absence of 

a detailed understanding of moral responsibility.  Once we gain a deeper understanding of 

the nature of moral responsibility, libertarianism’s fog of plausibility evaporates.     

But suppose we grant that the libertarian’s arguments do not rest on a shallow 

understanding of moral responsibility, so that even with such an understanding in hand 

libertarianism remains plausible.  Libertarians still face what I will call the intelligibility 

objection.  According to this objection, libertarians cannot offer an intelligible theory of free 

will, a theory of the kind of control they maintain is necessary for moral responsibility.  This 

objection takes two forms, but both trace the source of the difficulty to the libertarian’s 

insistence that indeterminism is required for free will and moral responsibility.  The first 
                                                 
5 Kane (1996), O’Connor (2000), and van Inwagen (1983) are all targets of this objection.  It seems Strawson 
also had Campbell (1951) in mind.      
 
6 Wallace (1994) makes this point very forcefully.  Others, such as Scanlon (1998, 2008) argue for similar 
conclusions.  What about Fischer and Ravizza (1998)?  On way one of viewing their theory, they run a version 
of the moral shallowness objection against my version of libertarianism in particular (although their arguments 
apply more generally to anyone who thinks that moral responsibility requires the ability to do otherwise).  On 
this reading, Fischer and Ravizza argue that once we reflect more deeply about the nature of moral 
responsibility, especially in light of a set of hypothetical cases, we will see that the ability to do otherwise is not 
required for being morally responsible.  And once we see this, we can show that moral responsibility does not 
require indeterminism.     



6 
 

form of the objection argues that indeterminism is incompatible with free will and, 

consequently, that libertarianism is incoherent as it is committed to maintaining that free 

action is both determined and undetermined.  Libertarianism, therefore, is not intelligible 

since it is committed to maintaining that free action is both determined and undetermined.    

The second form of the intelligibility objection focuses on libertarians’ claim that 

indeterminism is relevant to enhancing control.  Libertarians argue that agents in 

deterministic worlds are not free and morally responsible because they, necessarily, lack the 

requisite kind or degree of control.  It follows, then, that indeterminism is required to 

enhance agents’ control.  It is this final claim that gives rise to “the problem of enhanced 

control,” the second instance of the intelligibility objection.  Given libertarians’ claim about 

the importance of indeterminism, they owe us an explanation of how indeterminism is 

relevant to enhancing control: how does this work?  The problem of enhanced control 

maintains that they cannot discharge this explanatory burden.  Libertarianism, therefore, is 

unintelligible because it claims that indeterminism is relevant to enhancing control, but lacks 

any satisfying explanation of this requirement.     

But even supposing that libertarians can respond to both the moral shallowness and 

intelligibility objections, many will still fault the theory for its empirical implications.  This 

objection is difficult to state in general form, as the objection itself is often underdeveloped, 

revealing more an impression than a detailed argument that libertarianism is fundamentally at 

odds with a scientific picture of the world.  However, I believe that we can isolate three 

strands of this objection.  First, some argue that libertarianism involves an objectionable 

form of armchair physics—an attempt to derive empirical claims from philosophical 

theorizing.  Libertarians believe not only that free will and moral responsibility require 
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indeterminism, but that we are free and morally responsible.  This commits them to holding 

to the existence of indeterminism.  But how can they arrive at this empirical conclusion from 

purely philosophical argument?  Second, some argue that libertarianism entails that not all 

events are law-governed, which runs against the emerging scientific view of the world.  

Third, some argue that the libertarian’s requirement of indeterminism is empirically 

unfounded, or even worse, at odds with current scientific theory.  As we will see, in order to 

respond to the problem of enhanced control, libertarians must locate indeterminism at the 

moment of choice.  But some have argued that current neuroscientific theory provides no 

corroboration for this claim, and, indeed, provides evidence to the contrary.  What reason, 

then, do we have to believe that most, or even some, of our choices are actually 

undetermined?  Together, these three objections raise deep worries about libertarianism’s 

compatibility with a scientific worldview.   

In this dissertation I develop a novel libertarian theory, Strawsonian libertarianism, 

which combines Strawsonianism about the concept of responsibility with event-causal 

libertarianism about its conditions of application, and is capable of addressing each of these 

important objections.  Part of my hope is show that philosophers need not abandon this 

intuitive view concerning free will and responsibility.  My account is Strawsonian as it 

appropriates Strawson’s distinctive theory and methodological approach to questions of 

freedom and responsibility, exemplified in his seminal work, ‘Freedom and Resentment.’  

Following Strawson, I argue that in order to have a clear understanding of the nature of 

moral responsibility, we must attend carefully to our actual practices, the interpersonal 

exchanges of the reactive attitudes, such as gratitude and resentment.  To be morally 

responsible, on this approach, is to be an appropriate target for the reactive attitudes (cf. 
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Fischer and Ravizza 1998; Wallace 1994; Watson 2004c).  A central task for the Strawsonian 

is to offer an account of the pleas that govern the appropriateness conditions of the reactive 

attitudes, for if we know under what conditions it is appropriate to feel the reactive attitudes, 

then we know the conditions under which an agent is morally responsible.  My focus will be 

on excuses and exemptions.  We do not want simply a catalogue of the excuses and 

exemptions we offer, such as accident, physical constraint, and insanity; rather we want to 

know why these excuses and exemptions have the normative force that they do: why these 

pleas get agents “off the hook.”  In offering an account of the normative force of these 

pleas, we will gain clarity concerning the kind of agential capacities required for morally 

responsible agency, and this will enable us to ascertain whether determinism is a threat to 

freedom and responsibility: does the account of excuses and exemptions show that 

determinism would, were it to obtain, count as a universal excuse or exemption, applying to 

all agents at all times, and in this way getting everyone off the hook?  

Strawsonians and their critics have been united in interpreting Strawson’s theory and 

method as a distinctively compatibilist one.  Strawson argued that once we attend carefully to 

the nature of the reactive attitudes, we will see that determinism is not a threat to the 

appropriateness of the reactive attitudes—the truth of determinism is not a condition that 

universally excuses us from responsibility.  In fact, Strawson’s work is the fount of the moral 

shallowness objection against libertarianism.   

I argue, however, that it is a mistake to see Strawson’s insights as exclusively 

compatibilist.  I construct a description of Strawsonianism, one that many compatibilists will 

endorse, that is neutral with regard to the compatibility/incompatibility question, showing 

that it is open to libertarians to accept many of Strawson’s most important insights.  Under 
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this description Strawsonianism is exclusively a theory about the concept or essence of moral 

responsibility.  My libertarian account endorses Strawson’s approach to, and theory of, moral 

responsibility, emphasizing the importance of beginning our inquiry into the nature of 

freedom and responsibility by attending to the nature of the reactive attitudes and providing 

an account of the normative force of the pleas that govern their appropriateness conditions.  

But I contend that Strawson, and Strawsonians, are mistaken about where this theory leads.  

A careful inquiry into the nature of the reactive attitudes shows that the truth of determinism 

is exactly the kind of condition that would constitute a universal excuse.  I concede that 

exemptions concern only an agent’s general cognitive and volitional capacities, and so are not 

threatened by the truth of determinism, and argue instead that the existence of determinism 

entails the presence of universal excuses.  In order to defend this claim I contend that the 

following principle is the required to explain the normative force of excuses, such as physical 

constraint and addiction:  

The Principle of Reasonable Opportunity (PRO): it is appropriate to blame an agent 

for an action only if she had a reasonable opportunity to do otherwise.   

Physically constrained and addicted agents (among others), I argue, lack just this opportunity 

and it is for this reason that they are excused from moral responsibility.  Therefore, to be 

morally responsible, for it to be appropriate to feel the reactive attitudes toward an agent, the 

agent must possess opportunity to do otherwise. 

The notion of opportunity holds the key of the solutions to both the moral 

shallowness objection and the problem of enhanced control, the second form of the 

intelligibility objection.  The kinds of agential capacities required for moral responsibility 

include cognitive abilities, such as the ability to grasp and apply moral reasons and to bring 
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these reasons to bear on a wide range of different situations.  Morally responsible agency 

also includes volitional capacities such as the abilities to deliberate, to make choices on the 

basis of deliberation, and to translate these choices into action.  In other words, being 

morally responsible requires agents to have a will.  But moral responsibility, as shown by 

(PRO), requires more than having a will: it also requires that agents have the opportunity or 

freedom to exercise their will in more than one way.  Moral responsibility, therefore, requires 

freedom of the will.  And it is freedom of the will that is incompatible with determinism.    

I argue for this incompatibilist thesis by constructing a novel argument, the No 

Opportunity Argument, which shows that determinism rules out any opportunity, let alone 

reasonable opportunity, to do otherwise.  My account of the normative force of excuses, in 

combination with the No Opportunity Argument, demonstrates that the appropriateness of 

the reactive attitudes depends on the falsity of determinism.  It is in this way that I respond 

to the moral shallowness objection.   

However, my dissertation is concerned with much more than this negative 

conclusion about what free will and moral responsibility are not.  This brings us to a second 

distinctive feature of my account: it is reductive (or “event-causal”).  My theory is reductive 

as it analyzes the notion of an agent performing an intentional action solely in terms of states 

and events of the agent.7  For example, an agent’s making a choice consists in certain mental 

states of the agent, her having certain reasons or preferences, causing the choice.  Free 

choice, I argue, requires that this causation be nondeterministic: it must be possible, given 

the past and laws of nature, that the reasons and preferences that actually caused my choice 

did not, but instead that a different set of my reasons and preferences caused a different 

                                                 
7 I will say more about this theory in the next section. 
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choice, or caused me to refrain from making any choice.  This account gives rise to the 

problem of enhanced control: how is indeterminism relevant to enhancing control?  Why 

must free choice be nondeterministically caused?  The No Opportunity Argument points us 

to the answer: by locating indeterminism at the moment of choice, we furnish agents not 

with more abilities, but with more opportunities to exercise their abilities.  Part of the reason 

that libertarians have been stymied by the problem of enhanced control is that they have 

mistakenly assumed that we can only increase an agent’s control by increasing his capacities, 

abilities, or powers.  However, once we understand that we can enhance control either by 

increasing the agent’s abilities (and hence giving him more will), or by increasing his 

opportunities (and hence giving him more freedom), my solution to the problem of 

enhanced control presents itself: indeterminism is relevant to enhancing control because it is 

relevant to enhancing opportunities.  On the libertarian account I offer, although a free 

agent’s character, past, up-bringing, reasons, and preferences narrow the range of options 

from which she can choose, these conditions ultimately leave undetermined what she will 

do, thus affording her the opportunity, there and then in action, to take a stand on the kind 

of person she will become. 

My account of the location and role of indeterminism feeds into my response to first 

form of the intelligibility objection, the argument according to which indeterminism is 

incompatible with free will.  This objection takes two forms: the luck argument and the Mind 

argument.  I begin by dividing the luck argument into its various distinct formulations and 

responding to them one by one.  As will see, most versions of this argument gain force by 

spurious assumptions, such as the relation between causation and determinism, or the 

location of indeterminism in the libertarian’s theory.  Once we sort out these confusions, the 
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force of luck argument dissipates.  This discussion will place us in a favorable position to 

understand why the Mind argument is also unsound.        

But is any of this empirically plausible?  Isn’t my account of freedom and 

responsibility in tension with current scientific findings, especially in neurobiology?  Prior to 

answering this question, we must have a clear idea of what libertarianism’s empirical 

commitments actually are.  Surprisingly, I argue that libertarians, simply in virtue of being 

libertarians, have no empirical commitments.8  It is only when one weds libertarianism with 

other views, such as neurobiological views concerning the etiology of action, that 

libertarianism generates empirical commitments—such as the brain’s being indeterministic.  

Consequently, the charge of armchair physics is mistaken—libertarians do not derive 

empirical claims from purely philosophical theses, but rather derive empirical claims from 

philosophical plus empirical theses.  And there is nothing suspect about this methodology.  

Moreover, this commitment to indeterminism only commits libertarians to the falsity of 

universal, exceptionless, and deterministic laws.  Libertarianism is compatible with all events 

being governed by universal and exceptionless laws, albeit probabilistic ones.  Finally, I turn 

to qualms generated by supposed neuroscientific findings: namely that we lack evidence that 

the brain is indeterministic and have evidence that it is deterministic.  The worries here raise 

general epistemological and methodological questions.  Must we be justified in believing that 

the brain is indeterministic before we are justified in believing that we satisfy libertarianism?  

I argue for a negative answer to this question by applying Thomas Reid’s theory of common 

sense to the philosophy of action.  According to this theory, we are justified in believing the 

                                                 
8 By ‘empirical commitments’, I mean roughly commitments that are capable of being confirmed or 
disconfirmed by science. 
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principles of common sense even in the absence of proof, and, I argue, that the proposition 

that we are free and morally responsible is a principle of common sense.  Reid’s theory of 

common sense does not provide distinctive support for libertarianism, as it leaves open what 

the best analysis of free will and morally responsible is.  It is only when this theory is 

combined with arguments for libertarianism, arguments that I provide, that we generate 

epistemic support for libertarianism. 

We can be justified in believing in libertarianism even in the absence of proof that we 

satisfy this theory.  Consequently, the fact that we lack positive neurobiological evidence for 

libertarianism is not an obstacle to our being justified in believing that libertarianism is true.  

However, the claim that we have evidence that the brain is deterministic is a defeater.  Such 

evidence can be taken to show either that libertarianism is not the correct analysis of free will 

and moral responsibility, or that the proposition that we are free and morally responsible is 

not a principle of common sense.  Fortunately, we do not have evidence that the brain is 

deterministic.  Our current models are stochastic or probabilistic.  Now this does not 

necessarily show that the brain is indeterministic; the appearance of indeterminism might 

simply reveal our ignorance concerning the workings of the brain.  Nonetheless, it does 

undermine the claim that current neuroscience is in tension with libertarianism.  As of now, 

our best models are consonant what libertarians require.   

I conclude with some general reflections about science and determinism, raising 

worries about the practical empirical unfalsifiability of determinism: if determinism were 

false, would we be able to show this through empirical means?  I suggest that the answer is 

“No,” and this is because determinism is (partly) motivated by theoretical concerns, and not 

just concerns with explaining the observed, empirical data.  Commitments to determinism 
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are derived from a conception about the nature of explanation and theory, many believing 

that the goal of such theories is to explain the phenomena in deterministic manners.  Given 

our cognitive limitations, it is doubtful that we will ever be in a position to empirically 

disprove determinism.  I advise, however, that we jettison these enlightenment ideals in 

order to preserve our conception of ourselves as free and morally responsible.   

In developing a theory of libertarianism that is capable of responding to each of 

these important objects, I hope to show that Strawsonian libertarianism is a serious 

contender among theories of free will and moral responsibility.   

 

1.2 The Event-Causal Theory of Intentional Action 

In any major project, one is required to make certain assumptions, which in turn qualify 

one’s conclusions.  My dissertation is no exception to this rule.  In this section I want to lay 

out one of my key assumptions, namely the event-causal theory of intentional action.  This 

theory of action is a reductive account of agency insofar as it attempts to reduce an agent’s 

bringing about an intentional action to an event (or set of events) bringing about an 

intentional action. (On these accounts, the notion of intentional action is analytically prior to 

that of action.  Action is defined in terms of intentional action).  To be clear, what is being 

reduced here is the agent who brings about the action, and not the relation of bringing about.9  

Event-causalists argue that the left-hand relata of the bringing it about relation can be 

described solely in terms of events and states of an agent, and so we can analyze intentional 

action without any fundamental appeals to the agent’s causing anything.  Intentional action, 

                                                 
9 My understanding of the debate between event-causalists and agent-causalists differs from Bishop (1983, 
1986), who characterizes the dispute as concerning whether the relation and the relata can be reduced.  As I 
understand it, the debate solely concerns the relata of the bringing it about relation.   
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on this account, is an event that stands in a special causal relation to antecedent events or 

states of the agent.  To take a rather crude example: my walking to the refrigerator, an event, 

is an intentional action because it is caused, in the appropriate manner, by certain agent-

involving mental states, such as my desire to drink a beer and my belief that there is a beer in 

the refrigerator.10 

 The main rival to this theory is the agent-causal theory of intentional action, 

according to which an adequate analysis of intentional action must make reference to the 

agent bringing something about.11  The dispute between these theories concerns causally basic 

action, action that is “directly” caused by the agent.  Agent-causalists can allow that my 

raising my hand is an action and also that this action’s immediate cause is solely constituted 

by events.  What the agent-causalists will insist on, however, is that if we trace the causal 

etiology of this action far enough back, we will arrive at an agent, irreducibly, bringing 

something about.  Perhaps the cause of my raising my hand is my decision to raise my hand.  

But (part of) what makes this mental thought count as an intentional action, rather than 

simply a thought that occurs to me, is that I agent-caused it.   

 Which actions are basic actions is a matter of some dispute: some argue that arm 

raisings are basic actions (Davidson 1980; Baier 1971), others that only mental actions are 

basic (Ginet 1990; McCann 1974), and, consequently, it is difficult to state the event-causal 

theory with much precision: its formulation will depend on what one counts as basic action.  

Nevertheless, we can offer the beginnings of an analysis as follows:   

                                                 
10 The locus classicus for this view is Davidson (1980). 
 
11 However, this is not necessarily the sole motivation for positing the existence of agent-causation.  One might 
concede that the event-causal theory is a satisfactory analysis of intentional action, but fails for more robust 
kinds of action, such as free or autonomous action (cf. Clarke 2003; O’Connor 2000). 
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The Event-Causal Theory of Basic Intentional Action: An agent S performs some 

basic intentional action ϕ if and only if some set of S-involving mental events cause, 

in the appropriate manner, ϕ to occur.12 

On the basis of this analysis we can go on to analyze causally complex (non-basic) actions by 

showing them to be suitably connected to basic action.13  There are three important 

placeholders in this account that must be filled out prior to evaluating its merits.  We must 

know which mental events are the causal antecedents to basic action, in what way the agent 

must be “involved” in these mental events, and what counts as being caused in the 

“appropriate manner.”14  First, since we are dealing with basic action, the causal antecedents 

cannot themselves be actions.  Event-casual theorists have offered the following candidates 

as the non-actional, causal antecedents of basic action: beliefs, desires, reasons, intentions, or 

some combination thereof.  This raises an important puzzle: how can intentional action be 

wholly caused by events which are not themselves actions.  How can what I do be caused by 

what I don’t do?  I believe that this worry pushes the event-causalist toward the need to 

elucidate the second placeholder, the sense in which an agent must be involved in the mental-

cause of his basic intentional actions.  Perhaps a clear answer to this question will solve the 

aforementioned puzzle.  Unfortunately, event-causalists have said very little about this point.  

Often, agent-involvement comes to no more than being the subject of such events and 

states.          

                                                 
12 For those who endorse accounts similar to this see Bishop (1989), Brand (1984), Davidson (1980), Enç 
(2003), Goldman (1970), and Mele (1992). 
 
13 See Goldman (1970) and Ginet (1990) who offer very detailed analysis of action that bears this structure.   
 
14 On this analysis, I identify action with the event caused, whereas others have identified action with causally 
complex event of agent-involving mental events causing some event.  On the latter account action is constituted by two 
events standing in a causal relation.  Nothing of substance will turn on these different accounts of action. 
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 I believe that this failure is source of many philosophers sense that the event-causal 

theory is an eliminative, not a reductive, account of agency.  An agent seems to play two 

crucial roles in action: first he mediates between his reasons, beliefs, and desires and the 

decision he makes on their basis, and, second, he executes this decision in further action.  

Rather than offering an analysis of what states and events of the agent play these two roles, 

most event-causalists simply eliminate these two roles and make reasons, beliefs, and desires 

directly cause a decision, and the decision directly cause the further actions required to 

execute it.15   I believe that avoiding the charge of elimitivism is the central challenge facing 

event-causalists: they must identify an event (or events) that can play the role of the agent. 

 Filling out the final placeholder has been the subject of a vast literature.  The clause 

concerning ‘being caused in the appropriate manner’ is required because of the possibility of 

causal deviance or wayward causal chains.  The most famous example of this kind, discussed 

by Davidson (1980), concerns a rock climber who wants to rid himself of the danger of 

holding another climber on his rope and believes that he can accomplish this by cutting the 

rope, and yet this belief and desire so unnerve him that he cuts the rope.  In this case, the 

climber did not intentionally cut the rope, even though this event was caused by certain 

mental events.  The problem is that the causal chain leading from the mental events to the 

cutting of the rope is deviant in some intuitive, but unspecified sense.  Proponents of the 

causal theory of intentional action must, therefore, offer an account of causal deviance so as 

to exclude its possibility, for so long as the possibility of deviance remains it will be open to 

agent-causationists to argue that only by positing agents as irreducible causes can we avoid 

                                                 
15 This point is forcibly made by Velleman (200).  Velleman is one of the few who attempts to solve this 
problem.  See also Frankfurt (1971) and Watson (1975). 
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such deviance.  That is, until the possibility of deviance is eliminated it will yet to have been 

shown that we can offer a reductive analysis of intentional action.  Many have offered 

accounts to eliminate deviance, but it is unclear we have arrived at a solution.16    

There are, therefore, important questions concerning whether event-causal theorists 

have or can meet these three challenges.  But these worries notwithstanding, the event-causal 

theory is by far the most widely accept theory of intentional action.  One might wonder, 

given these problems, what accounts for this widespread allegiance?  I suspect that most 

endorse the event-causal theory of intentional action because they believe that the only 

serious rival, the agent-causal theory of intentional action, suffers from even worse 

theoretical problems.17  The agent-causal theory is non-reductivist, eschewing any attempt to 

reduce the role of the agent in action to certain events or states of the agent.  Instead, the 

agent, qua substance, causes his intentional action.  One of the main cited reasons for 

rejecting this theory is that it is incompatible with naturalism (cf. Bishop 1989; Velleman 

2000).  As most philosophers are committed to naturalism, this straightaway commits them 

to the falsity of of the agent-causal theory.  In addition to this incompatibility worry, there 

are many remaining questions about the agent-causal theory, questions about its coherence 

and ability to illuminate the phenomenon. 

In what follows I will assume that the event-causal theory of intentional action is 

true.  My theory of free will and moral responsibility will build on this theory of intentional 

                                                 
16 The most sophisticated attempt solve this problem is found in Bishop (1989). 
 
17 The only other alternative, that I am aware of, is a non-causal account.  But these accounts seem to the most 
problematic of all, and have been widely rejected. 



19 
 

action and, consequently, my conclusions will depend on the success of this theory.18  

Indeed, my response to the Mind argument, as we will see, requires that we assume the truth 

of the event-causal theory of action, and so my response to this argument would require a 

fuller defense of the event-causal theory.  Nevertheless, I believe that this assumption is 

justified.  First, most theorists accept the event-causal action, and so it is an interesting 

question how far this theory can be taken: for example, can we build an acceptable model of 

free will and moral responsibility on its basis?  Second, many have argued that libertarians 

are, in some distinctive way, committed to rejecting the event-causal theory in favor of the 

agent-causal theory.  Putting aside worries about causal deviance and agent-involvement, 

libertarianism, it is argued, can only be made sense of within an agent-casual framework.19  

This commitment, in turn, has led many to reject libertarianism.  If libertarianism entails the 

agent-causal theory, then libertarianism inherits all its problems, such as being incompatible 

with naturalism.  Hence, so the argument often runs, we should reject libertarianism.  One of 

my main hopes in this dissertation is to show that libertarians are not, simply in virtue of 

being libertarians, committed to the agent-causal theory.20 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
18 There is a question of how much my conclusions really depend on this theory.  I believe that many of my 
most important points will be capable of reformulation in any theory of intentional action that captures the 
intuitive features of this concept.  
 
19 Clarke (2000; 2003) and Watson (2004e) present this objection in a particularly forceful manner.  Variations 
of this objection can also be found in O’Connor (1993; 2000), Pereboom (2001), and Strawson (2000). 
 
20 I add this qualification since, if the event-causal theory of action turns on to be false, then both 
compatibilists and libertarians will be committed to the agent-casual theory.  Our question is whether there is 
some further feature that makes the libertarianism uniquely depend on the success of the agent-causal theory.  
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CHAPTER 2  

A REIDIAN APPROACH TO FREE WILL AND MORAL 

RESPONSIBILITY 

 

Before turning to the task of developing and defending Strawsonian libertarianism, I want to 

lay out the epistemology in which this theory takes shape.  Much of what I defend in this 

chapter will not become salient until chapters 6 and 7, when I address the empirical 

plausibility objection.  Nevertheless, I believe our purposes will be best served by beginning 

with an explanation and defense of my Reidianism, for in many ways this commitment 

structures my project: it gives guidance to which questions ought to be addressed, in what 

order, and in what manner.  I will, therefore, presently set out to explain the contours of a 

Reidian approach to free will and moral responsibility, according to which the “principles of 

common sense” possess a privileged role in our theorizing, and to argue that the proposition 

that we have a kind control over, and moral responsibility for, our choices and actions belongs to category 

of the principles of common sense.  A Reidian approach to these issues draws on the 

distinctive methodology and epistemology developed by the eighteenth-century philosopher 

Thomas Reid (1764/1997, 1785/1969a, 1788/1969b).  Reid’s approach to philosophy has 

come to be known as the “common sense” approach, and the most well-known twentieth-

century advocates of this school of thought were G.E. Moore (1959a, 1959b, 1959c) and 

Roderick Chisholm (1976, 1977).  My concern with Reid is not primarily one of exegesis, but 

inspiration.  Although it is certainly a worthwhile project to understand and reconstruct 

Reid’s account of the contents and role of common sense for our theorizing, it is a project 
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that is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  I will be concerned, rather, with articulating a 

philosophical methodology and epistemology that draws on his many insights.21 

 In Reid’s early works, Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense 

(IHM) and Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man (EIP), he utilized his theory of common 

sense to rebut skeptical challenges primarily concerning the reliability of our perceptual and 

cognitive faculties.  However, in Essays on the Active Powers of Man (EAP), Reid showed how 

his theory could be applied to issues in the philosophy of action; in particular, in response to 

skepticism about free will and moral responsibility.  Here I understand someone to be a 

skeptic about free will and moral responsibility if she thinks it is more reasonable not to 

believe that free will and moral responsibility exist than that they don’t. In addition to those 

who lack the belief that free will and moral responsibility exist, all those who believe that 

neither exists will count as skeptics according to my broad usage.22   A Reidian approach to 

free will and moral responsibility shall have its largest purchase in discussions about the 

empirical plausibility of libertarianism.   

I will do my best to leave the notions of free will and moral responsibility 

unanalyzed.  As we will see, Reidianism does not generate distinctive support for 

libertarianism (or compatibilism), but only for the claim that we possess a kind and degree of 

control over, and thus are morally responsible for, many of our choices and actions.  Let us 

refer to this proposition as the ‘F-R proposition’.23  Notice that the F-R proposition actually 

                                                 
21 For a very helpful discussion of the some of the difficulties in interpreting Reid’s theory see Wolterstorff 
(2001, 2004) 
 
22 Contemporary theorists who count as “free will and moral responsibility skeptics” include Double (1991), 
Pereboom (2001), Smilanksy (2000), and Strawson (1986).  
 
23 ‘F-R’ stands for ‘Freedom-Responsibility’. 
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makes no claim about free will, but only control.  More specifically, it makes a claim about 

the kind of control required for morally responsibility: namely that we have that kind of 

control.  It remains an open question whether this kind of control is to be identified with 

free will.  In chapters 3 and 4 I will argue that free will is required for moral responsibility, 

and thus the kind of control implicated in the F-R proposition is free will.  But let it be kept 

firmly in mind that in the present chapter, my defense of the F-R proposition is not a 

defense that of the claim that our having free will is a principle of common sense, but only 

that we possesses a robust form of agency.  In light of this, I will, for the time being, employ 

‘agency’ as a technical term to refer to the kind of control required for moral responsibility.  

Hence, it is a further, substantive claim that agency is to be identified with free will.   

For some, my claim that the F-R proposition belongs to the class of the principles of 

common sense and that it is justified even in the absence of a proof, will seem so obvious 

that it hardly needs mentioning—let alone the development of a theory for its defense.  Here 

I can do no better than to quote Chisholm’s reply to a similar objection:  

One may say, on being confronted with the list [of the principles of common sense], 
“But these things are too obvious to mention.  Let us get on with our philosophy.”  
Yet, when we do get on with our philosophy and appeal to [the principles of 
common sense] in order to criticize a philosophical theory, then you will hear the 
objection: “But you have no right to assume anything like that.”  The reply is, of 
course, that whatever we are justified in assuming, when we are not doing 
philosophy, we are also justified in assuming when we are doing philosophy.” (1976, 
p. 16) 
   

A satisfactory philosophical and scientific theory must accommodate the data of common 

sense, or so the Reidian argues, and on the basis of this requirement we can judge the 

adequacy of such a theory by the degree to which it conforms to these principles.  The claim 

that we are, all of us, justified in believing that we are morally responsible agents shall play 
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just such a role in this dissertation.  Given its centrality, I think it is important to develop a 

general methodological and epistemological approach to situate the F-R proposition.  I hope 

also, by way of example, to show, as others have shown, that methodological issues play a 

vital role in the free will debate (cf. Double 1996; Vargas 2004).   

 The first part of this chapter is concerned with explaining the structure of the 

Reidian approach.  Central to this approach is the claim that there is class of propositions, 

the principles of common sense, which enjoy a privileged role in our theorizing.  The second 

half of this chapter will argue that the F-R proposition belongs to this privileged class.   

 

2.1 The Principles of Common Sense 

There is an important sense in which one cannot argue for the Reidian approach.  All 

argument and inquiry must take some propositions for granted.  The Reidian approach 

makes claims about what propositions we ought to take for granted in philosophical and 

scientific inquiry, and this would seem to prevent the Reidian from giving any philosophical 

argument for his position.  After all, on pains of inconsistency, any such argument must 

assume the Reidian’s position by taking for granted those very propositions that the Reidian 

thinks one ought to take for granted.  It seems that one could argue about how best to do 

philosophy only by assuming some philosophical approach (cf. Chisholm 1973).  This partly 

explains why debates about philosophical methodology are so exasperating.  There does not 

appear to be any neutral ground, no assumption-free starting point, from which to argue for 

or against a specific philosophical methodology.  But even if there is no neutral ground, 

there may be common ground between parties on which arguments can rest.  Although we 

may have to make assumptions when doing philosophy, and in this sense there is no neutral 
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ground, there is often ample shared assumptions, ample common ground, on which we can 

conduct philosophical and scientific inquiry.  Descartes and Reid disagreed about a great 

many things, but they agreed about enough that they could offer arguments against each 

other’s positions based on their shared assumptions.  By appealing to this common ground, 

the Reidian can argue that his position is the best development of, or most consistent with, 

our shared starting point.  But as to the common ground, as to our starting point, one can 

give no argument in its favor.   

The Reidian position is born out of the failure of earlier philosophers’, such as 

Descartes and Locke’s, way of handling skepticism.  Central to understanding the Reidian 

approach is to contrast it with what Reid considered to be the “spirit of modern 

philosophy,” which was “to allow of no first principles of contingent truths but this one, 

that the thoughts and operations of our own minds, of which we are conscious, are self-

evidently real and true; but everything else that is contingent is to be proved by argument” 

(EIP VI.vii, p. 677).  We may accept the necessary truths of mathematics and logic as self-

evident and in need of no argument, but every contingent proposition besides that of which 

we are conscious must be proved via argument, and of course, that our sense-perception and 

memory are reliable, that there is an external world, and that the F-R proposition is true are 

all paradigm cases of such contingent propositions.  What many had simply taken for 

granted as first principles of philosophy were called into question in the modern period.  

Descartes was not genuinely skeptical about such propositions (Descartes 1641/1984, p. 11), 

but he did think that our entitlement to believe them required a rational foundation—a 

foundation he thought had yet to be given.  These contingent propositions were not 
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grounded in any argument, and this the modern philosopher found simply unacceptable.  I 

will follow Reid in referring to this approach as the Cartesian approach.24   

The goal of philosophy, then, according to the Cartesian, is to rear the whole fabric 

of knowledge of contingent truths on the deliverances of consciousness.  All other faculties, 

all other propositions, are guilty until proven innocent.  Reid thought that such an approach 

to philosophy was doomed to failure.  In fact, he thought that such a philosophy actually 

fueled rather than extinguished skepticism (EIP I.ii, p. 33).  But when contending with the 

skeptic, we must distinguish two skeptical challenges that correspondingly give rise to two 

types of successful response.  The first and stronger form of skepticism argues that if we 

lack any argument for proposition p, for example that sense-perception is reliable, then we 

ought to withhold assent.  In order to meet this challenge we must provide a proof of p.  

The second and weaker skeptical challenge argues that if we have most reason to doubt that 

p, then we should doubt that p.  Offering a proof of p would also meet this challenge, but 

something weaker will do: we need only show that skeptic’s evidence does not suffice to 

throw such significant doubt on p.  The Reidian is concerned with both forms of skepticism, 

but only seeks to meet to the second challenge.  The proper way to handle the first challenge, 

the Reidian argues, is not to meet it, but to show that it is misguided. 25  Whereas it might be 

                                                 
24 See Reid (EIP VI.vii p. 674ff).  There are important questions of interpretation here and it is debatable 
whether Reid rightly understood Descartes’s position.  For a reading of Descartes that removes skeptical 
concerns from front and center see Carriero (2008).  However, these questions are largely unimportant for my 
present purposes.  I will view Descartes, and the other moderns, through the eyes of Reid, so to speak.  
Regardless of accuracy, it will be helpful in understanding the Reidian approach to contrast it with the so-called 
Cartesian approach.     
 
25 A third way of “dealing” with the skeptic is to simply ignore him.  This is “the way of naturalism” (Strawson 
2008, p. 8).  Although there is much similarity between the Reidian and naturalist, there is also a fundamental 
difference: the Reidian sees us as justified in believing the principles of common sense, the naturalist sees 
questions of justification at this level as misguided.  The principles of common sense for the naturalist form the 
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difficult to argue for one’s methodology, it may be easier to argue against another’s, 

especially if it can be shown to be self-defeating or inconsistent—as Reid thought strong 

(and sometimes weak) skepticism about the principles of common sense is.  This is part of 

common ground that the Reidian exploits in order to respond to both forms of skepticism.  

The Reidian thinks that the principles of common sense hang together as a class; to reject 

one (e.g. the reliability of sense-perception), while accepting another (the reliability of 

consciousness) would be inconsistent.  As long as someone stands on the common ground 

of endorsing one of the principles of common sense, there is room for the Reidian to argue 

that they should accept all these principles.  The Reidian thinks that the Cartesian approach 

is guilty of just such an inconsistency: Descartes lacked any principled reason for endorsing 

the reliability of consciousness, while rejecting all other “first principles of contingent 

truths.”26  The Reidian response to weak skepticism concerning the principles of common 

sense is not to prove the propositions they have called into question, but to show that the 

force of the skeptical arguments depend on taking some propositions of common sense for 

granted while, denying others.  The Reidian response to strong skepticism consists in 

showing that it rules out the possibility of inquiry.  Let us begin with the response to weak 

skepticism, which will enable us to work up to the Reidian response to strong skepticism.   

                                                                                                                                                 
framework in which reason can operate: it makes no sense to raise questions of justification about the 
framework itself.   
 
26 In addition to thinking that there are first principles of contingent truths, Reid also thought that there are 
first principles of necessary truths.  Taken together they constitute the class of the principles of common sense.  
All that will concern me in this chapter are the first principles of contingent truths, and so I will depart from 
Reid and use ‘first principle of contingent truths’ and ‘principles of common sense’ interchangeably.  Reid also 
thought that all the first principles of philosophy are principles of common sense.  I will follow him in this 
assumption.  
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To bring out this inconsistency in the Cartesian approach, Reid asks why we should 

accept the reliability of consciousness, while suspending judgment about the reliability of 

sense-perception and memory.  Reid thought that the Cartesian had no good answer to this 

question.  There is simply no principled reason to take consciousness for granted but not 

sense-perception.  An often cited reason for why we should doubt the reliability of sense-

perception is that it can lead us astray.  We are subject to illusions and hallucinations.  Less 

exotically, poor lighting, long distances, and the like sometimes cause us to make mistakes 

about what we take ourselves to perceive.  Similar things can be said about memory.  It is for 

these very reasons that Descartes, in his quest for the indubitable, suspended affirmation of 

propositions that have their sole basis in the sources of sense-perception and memory.  And 

it is these very reasons that the Cartesian thinks prevent us from taking the reliability of such 

faculties for granted (Descartes 1641/1984, p. 12).   In contrast to these faculties, 

consciousness does not admit of error.  Although we may not know whether what we are 

thinking about really exists, we cannot be wrong that we are thinking (Descartes 1641/1984, 

pp. 16-17).   

But Reid has a ready and characteristic response to this line: how do we know we 

have made such perceptual mistakes?  When we formed false beliefs on the basis of sense-

perception, how did we come to realize we made such errors?  The answer is clear: by 

employing the very faculty whose reliability is in question.  It is only because we take it for 

granted that sense-perception is a reliable faculty that we are able to come to know that we 

sometimes form false beliefs upon the basis of its testimony.  It is because we now see that it 

is Jones who earlier entered the room that we know our previous judgment that it was Smith 

was mistaken.  It is because we feel the table is smooth that we now know our judgment that 
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it is rough was mistaken.  Hence, it turns out that the usual reasons given for distrusting 

sense-perception presuppose its general reliability.  Notice also that such arguments against 

the reliability of sense-perception assume the general reliability of memory.  We know we 

sometimes form false beliefs on the basis of sense-perception partly because we remember 

forming such beliefs.  The Reidian response is clear: we can only argue for skepticism about 

these faculties by taking their reliability for granted.  This argument from mistake then fails 

to give us reason to distrust the testimony of sense-perception.  Similar remarks apply to 

memory. 

So the Cartesian cannot privilege consciousness over other first principles of 

contingent truths by arguing that the latter sometimes lead us astray.  But Descartes had 

another and perhaps more powerful reason for suspending trust in these faculties: the 

possibility of a “malicious demon.”  Descartes asked, “How do I know that he has not 

brought it about that there is no earth, no sky, no extended thing, no shape, no size, no 

place, while at the same time ensuring that all these things appear to me to exist just as they 

do now?” (1641/1984, p. 14).  It is this possibility that precludes sense-perception from 

producing certain and evident beliefs (unless they can be given a rational foundation).  

Descartes, then, goes on to argue that the only contingent proposition that he can be sure of 

is that he exists—at least he can be certain of this proposition so long as he thinks.  No 

matter how much he is deceived or doubts, these acts of thought are sufficient for his 

existence: if he is being deceived, then clearly he exists. 

The Reidian is unimpressed.  He maintains that Descartes has dug himself into a pit 

that he simply cannot get back out of.  Descartes not only thinks that this malicious demon 

might deceive him with regard to beliefs derived from sense-perception, but also those 
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concerning judgments about mathematical truths.  He writes, “What is more, I sometimes 

believe that others go astray in cases where they think they have the most perfect knowledge, 

may I not similarly go wrong every time I add two and three or count the sides of a square, 

or in even some simpler matter, if that is imaginable?” (1641/1984, p. 14).  With the extent 

of Descartes’s doubt kept firmly in mind, let us return to his famous cogito.   

Descartes argued that it is impossible to doubt his own existence without thereby 

affirming his existence:  “I must finally conclude that this proposition, I am, I exist, is 

necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind” (1641/1984, p. 

17).  Reid responds to Descartes’s claim of indubitability by asking how Descartes knows that 

he doubts his existence.  Reid concludes that it is on the basis of the “operation of the 

mind” that Descartes discovers the cogito.  Descartes must, therefore, know he doubts his 

own existence in order to know he exists.  So, then, what is the argument that Descartes 

gives for the claim that he knows he doubts his own existence?  Although Descartes is silent 

on this point, Reid thinks the answer is clear: “it is evident, that for this he trusted to the 

testimony of consciousness.  He was conscious that he thought, and needed no other 

argument” (EIP VI.vii, p. 675).  For Descartes, the argument stops here.  He does not 

question the deliverances of consciousness because he finds them impossible to doubt.  

Moreover, Descartes repeatedly depends upon the deliverances of reason.27  However, if this 

malicious demon is powerful enough make us doubt whether 2 and 3 equal 5, then surely he 

                                                 
27 This is especially truth in his First Meditation: “I have no answer to these arguments, but am finally 
compelled to admit that there is not one of my former beliefs about which a doubt may not properly be raised; 
and this is not a flippant or ill-considered conclusion, but is based on powerful and well thought-out reasons” 
(Descartes 1641/1944, pp. 14-15).  Although Descartes is never explicit on this point, it is quite difficult to see 
how he demolishes the other possible sources of indubitability without depending on reason. 



30 
 

is powerful enough to make us doubt our ability to assess the cogency of Descartes’s 

skeptical doubts or the deliverances of consciousness.  Although Descartes’s argument  

seems powerful, might we not be mistaken, as others have been mistaken, even when the 

arguments we are assessing appear sound?  It would seem that nothing is immune to so 

powerful a deceiver.     

Therefore, Descartes arrives at the cogito only by relying on the testimony of 

consciousness.  He may be right that his thinking implies his existence, so that no amount of 

doubt could overturn his belief in his own existence.  The Reidian’s point is that he could 

never have arrived at this insight without taking for granted the reliability of consciousness 

(or reason for that matter).  For this proposition there can be no argument.  Now such an 

assumption seems perfectly acceptable.  Reid’s point is not to question the assumption’s 

legitimacy, but to point out that Descartes has no principled reason for making this 

assumption, but not also assuming the reliability of other faculties.  We have no more reason 

to trust the testimony of consciousness than that of sense-perception and reason.     

But the point goes deeper.  Reid thought that we cannot conduct inquiry, or even 

everyday living without taking some propositions for granted.  Any attempt to argue for 

skepticism about the beliefs of common sense requires taking some proposition(s) for 

granted.  Any argument made in attempt to rebut the skeptic, any argument that tries to 

show that one faculty is more reliable than another, requires taking some proposition for 

granted.  Our practices of conducting business and conversing with others, our theorizing 

about human nature and conducting scientific experiment require that we assume some 

proposition(s).  This is a fact about human life.  We simply cannot argue, or live, without 

making assumptions.   
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The Reidian offers the following reason why we take the reliability of consciousness 

for granted: “We find it impossible to doubt of things which we are conscious.  The 

constitution of our nature forces this belief upon us irresistibly” (EIP VI.vii, pp. 675-676).  

Nature has so endowed us that certain beliefs arise from our constitution, rather than as a 

result of argument.  These principles (those beliefs that are a direct result of our 

constitution) are of greater authority than reason and philosophy partly because the latter are 

possible only in virtue of our constitution.  We cannot conduct philosophical and scientific 

inquiry without trusting our constitution.  It is the background, the substratum within which 

we live out, and reflect on, our lives.  Moreover, we cannot “prove” the reliability of our 

constitution.  In order to do this we would have to be given a new constitution.  But even in 

this case we could only sit in judgment on our old constitution by taking for granted the 

reliability of our new constitution.  The need for trusting our constitution, the Reidian 

thinks, is inescapable. 

We can have no reason to doubt our constitution: any such reason will presuppose the 

reliability of our constitution (at least in certain respects).  But we also cannot give any 

reason for trusting our constitution, and this might prove disturbing.  The Reidian, however, 

is unmoved and claims that just as we accept the testimony of a witness until proven 

unreliable, so also we should trust our constitution until proven unreliable.  Reid, then, 

departs seriously from Descartes.  For Descartes, philosophical inquiry starts with doubt.  

For Reid, it starts with trust.          

Our constitution inevitably gives rise to certain beliefs.  On the Reidian approach, we 

are entitled to take all the principles of common sense for granted in our theorizing and 

practice.  We are entitled to trust, or assume, all those propositions that our natural 
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constitution forces upon us.  Our belief in the reliability of consciousness and reason is a 

direct result of our constitution.  But it does not end there.  There are many other 

propositions that have the same mark: belief in the existence of the external world, the 

reliability of sense-perception and memory, one’s own personal identity and, more germane 

to our present inquiries, “that we have some degree of power over our actions, and the 

determinations of our will” (EIP VI.v, p. 628),28 and that “[t]here are some things in human 

conduct, that merit approbation and praise, others that merit blame and punishment…” 

(EAP V.i, p. 361).  All these beliefs are such that, given our natural constitution, we cannot 

but take them for granted in philosophical and scientific inquiry, as well as ordinary life.  As 

mentioned above, the principles of common sense hang together as a class, and the mark of 

the members of this class is that their source is the human constitution.  Since these 

propositions hang together as a class, the Reidian claims that any theoretical position that 

takes some for granted while rejecting others is inconsistent, and for this reason to be 

rejected.         

The Reidian can object to views that take some principles of common sense for 

granted and reject others by showing that such a position is inconsistent.  This is the Reidian 

strategy for responding to weak skepticism about a principle of common sense.  But it does 

not follow from this that we ought to accept all such principles (at least provisionally); after 

all, another option is global skepticism about the principles of common sense.  This position 

claims that we should not take for granted any principles of common sense.  The skeptic 

may recall my concession that we cannot give any reason or argument for taking such 

                                                 
28 The wording of this principle might seem odd.  Isn’t it true by definition that we have power over our actions 
and choices?  I think we can charitably understand Reid as saying something like “we have some degree of power 
over much behavior and many mental occurrences that we usually refer to as ‘actions’ and ‘choices.’” 
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principles for granted and judge that this is enough to warrant withholding trust.  This 

skepticism, then, is a species of strong skepticism.  But does such a position avoid the above 

charge of inconsistency?  I think it does, but only by paying an extremely high price.  The 

global skeptic cannot argue nor have any reason for his position.29  The skeptic cannot, 

except on pains of inconsistency, argue that we should suspend judgment about the principles 

of common sense.  Whether or not this is a good reason, the reason only has force if we 

trust our reasoning capabilities.  Any reasons they offer for their position requires them to 

assume our ability to reason, especially to reliably conduct a priori reasoning.  Therefore, a 

skeptic of this stripe is condemned to silence.  There is no common ground between the 

Reidian and this skeptic, and so no possibility of discourse.30   

There are three main positions with respect to the evidential status of the principles 

of common sense: we can trust all of them without argument, some of them without 

argument, or none of them without argument.  The problems that beset the latter two are 

serious: one is inconsistent and the other can avoid inconsistency only by silence.  The 

Reidian adopts the first position and takes all the principles of common sense for granted 

without argument.   

But what are the principles of common sense?  And for any given proposition, how 

do we know whether or not it is a principle of common sense?  Above we assumed that 

certain propositions (e.g. that sense-perception is reliable) are principles of common sense, 

                                                 
29 Hume’s Cleanthes makes this same point about the global skeptic: “And for what reason impose on himself 
such a violence?  This is a point in which it will be impossible for him ever to satisfy himself, consistently with 
his skeptical principles” (Hume 1779/1998, p. 5, emphasis mine). 
 
30 By ‘no possibility’, I mean that, if the skeptic remains consistent, there is no possibility of discourse.  There is 
a genuine question of whether this kind of skepticism is psychologically possible.  How could the skeptic accept 
such an extreme position without thinking there is some reason for it?  
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and we used this assumption to argue against the Cartesian.  But why think that such a 

proposition deserves the status of a principle of common sense?  Why couldn’t the Cartesian 

simply reject it as a principle of common sense and thus avoid the charge of inconsistency?  

From this line of questioning it becomes clear that the Reidian must offer criteria of 

principles of common sense.  I shall now turn to this issue. 

 

2.2 Criteria of Principles of Common Sense     

In EIP Reid recognizes that providing criteria of the principles of common sense is of the 

utmost importance—it would contribute greatly to the progress of philosophy.  Often 

philosophical debates end in each party pronouncing her own position as the position of 

“common sense.”  How do we adjudicate such debates?  To what tribunal do we appeal?  

Reid’s criteria are offered as a way of helping us progress beyond these stalemates.  An 

important point arises here: the Reidian thinks that we can be mistaken about what the 

content of the principles of common sense is.  Prejudice, inattention, and mere human 

cognitive limitations can lead us into error concerning the status of some proposition.  What 

we want, then, is a way to identify accurate judgments regarding the status of a proposition.  

Reid identifies several features that a principle of common sense must have. 

 Before we enumerate the criteria, we should observe that Reid constantly argued that 

philosophers and the “vulgar” are on equal footing when it comes to judging of the 

principles of common sense.  For Reid, common sense, the ability to judge of the principles 

of common sense, is not something that can be developed or that admits of degrees.  No  
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particular person’s judgment carries more weight than another’s.  When it comes to judging 

of the principles of common sense every person with whom we can converse and conduct 

business is an authority.   

 In this context Reid offers five criteria for the principles of common sense.  Central 

to Reid’s conception of common sense is that these principles are an effect of our 

constitution.  There are certain propositions that, given our nature, we cannot help but 

believe or take for granted.  We can, consequently, understand the criteria as a way of 

distinguishing beliefs that arise from our constitution from those that do not.31  All 

propositions of the former sort are principles of common sense. 

  The first criterion is that a principle of common sense is a proposition for which 

there neither can, nor need, be any proof.  This criterion has two parts: (i) the principles of 

common sense cannot be proven and (ii) that they need no proof.  Let us consider these in 

turn.  (i) is in fact part of what it is to be a first principle.  We reason from such principles, 

not to them.  What Reid has in mind by “proof” is an argument whose premises are more 

plausible than the conclusion.  Reid allows for the possibility that one principle of common 

sense entails another, without admitting that it is possible to prove this latter principle.  Reid 

would, accordingly, reject Moore’s proof of the external world.  That our sense-perception is 

reliable, a premise that Moore’s proof relies on, is no more certain than that the external 

world exists.  Hence, we cannot prove the existence of the external world by appealing to the 

reliability of sense-perception.32     

                                                 
31 This claim, that the criteria are specifically intended to uncover those beliefs that are a result of our 
constitution, goes beyond what Reid ever claims.  It might, therefore, be a departure from Reid’s considered 
view.    
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The second part of the criterion is that we regard such principles as so evident that 

we need not prove them.  Our belief in the principles of common sense is not based in 

arguments.  The reason I believe that sense-perception is reliable is not because I have come 

to accept an argument in its favor.  Rather, sense-perception’s reliability is manifest.  Similar 

remarks apply to the existence of the material world.  The idea here is that our constitution 

makes it seem, or perhaps even literally, impossible to doubt such propositions: we cannot 

be help to find them evident.  Hence, principles of common sense are those propositions 

that cannot and need not be proven.   

The second criterion of a principle of common sense is that what is contrary to it is 

not merely false, but absurd.  The notion of absurdity that is at play is not as austere as that 

of logical absurdity.  Rather it encompasses what we would consider to be absurd in the 

practice of everyday life.  Consider for example the proposition that every event has a cause.  

Reid thought that this was a principle of common sense.  To see that its contrary is absurd 

he does not argue that it is impossible that there is an event that lacks a cause, but rather 

that, while conducting our lives, we would treat such a suggestion as absurd.  He imagines 

one serving as a juror on a case in which the defendant is accused of robbing a house.  What 

would we make of a defense attorney who suggested that perhaps nothing at all caused the 

victims possessions to be removed from his house, and, therefore, that there is reasonable 

doubt about the defendant’s guilt until this possibility is ruled out?  We would find such a 

suggestion absurd.  Although we might not be able to analyze in exactly what this absurdity 

                                                                                                                                                 
32 This may be one important departure of the Reidian approach from Reid.  Reid sometimes writes as though 
we cannot give any proofs of the principles of common sense, but at other times he only states that we need 
not give such a proof.   
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consists, there are many occasions in which we detect its presence.  Just consider one’s 

reaction to a student who professed to sincerely doubt the reliability of his sense-perception.   

 The third criterion is that there is widespread, if not universal, consent among the 

ages concerning such a proposition.  Sensitive to the objection that this is a mere appeal to 

authority, Reid explains this feature by the following example.  A mathematician might ask a 

colleague to check his proof in order to make sure that it is sound.  Supposing that the 

colleague confirms the correctness of the proof, the mathematician’s degree of confidence in 

its accuracy goes up.  His confidence would continue to increase with each confirmation by 

his fellow mathematicians.  We think such a practice is justified.  Some people are experts or 

authorities in making judgments about mathematical questions, and a consensus among such 

experts concerning a mathematical judgment provides justification for believing the 

proposition.  The same goes for science.  So the testimony of authorities confers justification 

in matters about which they are experts.   

Return now to principles of common sense.  Since every man is an authority in such 

matters, the more people who agree about a judgment, the more confidence we ought to 

have in its accuracy.  It is in this sense that the universal or widespread consent of the ages is 

a mark of a principle of common sense.  However, we cannot accumulate the judgments of 

all current nations, let alone the nations of all the ages, but Reid thinks that by considering 

the structure of their languages and character of their practices we can infer their judgments 

about such matters.  

Fourth, belief in principles of common sense arise so early in the human mind that 

they cannot be considered a product of education or prejudice and so are an immediate 

effect of our constitution.  We again see the importance of the notion of beliefs resulting 
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from our constitution for Reid.  The fact that the belief in such a proposition arises so earlier 

gives us good reason to think that it arises from our natural constitution and any such 

proposition has a claim to be a principle of common sense.    

Finally, “when an opinion is so necessary in the conduct of life, that without the 

belief of it, a man may be led into a thousand absurdities in practice, such an opinion, when 

we can give no other reason for it, may safely be taken as a first principle” (EIP VI.iv p. 

613).  Like the second criterion, we see that Reid thinks that our practical and theoretical 

lives should be seamless in the sense that what we are entitled to assume in ordinary life is 

coextensive with what we are entitled to assume in theorizing.  I believe that this criterion, 

along with the second, accounts for the most distinctive features of Reid’s methodology, and 

largely accounts for the specific flavor of the common sense tradition.  Chisholm, picking up 

on this Reidian theme, writes, “We should be guided in philosophy by those propositions 

that we all do presuppose in our ordinary activity” (1976, p. 15).   

This point sets the Reidian apart from the Cartesian, who thinks that his duty as a 

philosopher is to throw off the shackles of ordinary life and to accept only the testimony of 

consciousness.  It also separates Reid from Hume.  Hume would agree with much of what 

Reid states about the source of the principles of common sense,33 but he would disagree 

about their relevance for our theorizing.  These beliefs which, according to Hume, have their 

origin in habit, and govern our everyday lives, should play no role in theorizing about 

philosophical and scientific matters.34  For Hume, the principles that we are entitled to 

                                                 
33 Perhaps agree is too strong.  But there is an undeniable similarity between the role of constitution in Reid 
and habit it Hume.  In fact, the similarity is so striking that Strawson (2008) categorizes (in my opinion 
mistakenly) Reid as a Humean naturalist. 
 
34 See Hume (1740/1978, I.iv); cf. Strawson (2008, pp. 8-9). 
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assume in practice are not co-extensive with those are entitled to assume in theory.  In 

making this same point Strawson writes:   

Hume, then, we may say, is ready to accept and tolerate a distinction between two 
levels of thought: the level of philosophically critical thinking which can offer us no 
assurances against skepticism; and the level of everyday empirical thinking, at which 
the pretensions of critical thinking are completely overridden and supplemented by 
Nature, by an inescapable natural commitment to belief: to belief in the existence of 
body and inductively based expectations. (Strawson 2008, p. 10) 
 

In contrast, the Reidian thinks that common sense has authority in both practice and theory.  

All propositions that must be taken for granted in avoiding absurdities in our everyday lives 

and for which we can offer no argument, are principles of common sense.   

Here, then, are the resources for adjudicating appeals to common sense.  Although 

each person is a competent judge concerning such matters, we do not have to take them at 

their word.  We can also test their claim against the above criteria.  Just as mathematicians 

and scientists can make mistakes concerning subjects about which they are experts, so too 

the common person may be led astray in matters of common sense.  From this discussion 

also emerges a clearer understanding of the scope of “common sense.”  It is customary in 

philosophical debate to appeal to the common sense or intuitive view about a certain matter.  

It often seems that what the author has in mind by “common sense” or “intuitive” is that 

the propositions strikes us as correct or natural upon reflection.  The Reidian has something 

much more specific in mind.  Indeed, in chapter 1 I claimed that libertarianism is the 

intuitive position concerning free will and moral responsibility.  Many things that strike us as 

true and correct upon reflection may not be principles of common sense.  It is wrong, then, 
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to think that the Reidian position is committed to saying that many of the things we pre-

reflectively think are true, are true.35     

We have now before us the motivation for accepting and the criteria for identifying 

the principles of the common sense approach.  Before turning to an argument that the F-R 

proposition is a principle of common sense, I will clarify the specific role principles of 

common sense should play in our theorizing.   

 

2.3 The Role of Common Sense   

Many have considered the Reidian approach to be dogmatic and unphilosophical: the 

approach seems to stifle inquiry opposed to enhancing it (cf. Stroud 1984, especially pp. 117-

118).   These charges however are misplaced, as will shortly become clear.  Reid colorfully 

describes the relationship between common sense and philosophy: 

 It may be observed, that the defects and blemishes in the received 
philosophy concerning the mind, which have most exposed it to the contempt and 
ridicule of sensible men, have chiefly been owing to this; that the votaries of this 
philosophy, from a natural prejudice in her favour, have endeavored to extend her 
jurisdiction beyond its just limits, and to call to her bar the dictates of common 
sense.  But these decline this jurisdiction; they disdain the trial of reasoning, and 
disown its authority; they neither claim its aid, nor dread its attacks.    
 In this unequal contest betwixt common sense and philosophy, the latter will 
always come off both with dishonour and loss; nor can she every thrive till this 
rivalship is dropped, these encroachments given up, and a cordial friendship 
restored: for, in reality, common sense holds nothing of philosophy, nor needs her 
aid.  But, on the other hand, philosophy, if I may be permitted to change the 
metaphor, has no other root but the principles of common sense; it grows out of 
them, and draws its nourishment from them: severed from this root, its honours 
wither, its sap is dried up, it dies and rots. (IHM I.iv, p. 19) 
 

                                                 
35 Although the Reidian is not committed to this claim, the claim may well turn out to be true.  It is in this way 
that Reidianism contrast with Lemos’s (2004, chapter 1) characterization of “the common sense tradition.” 
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Reid makes two important points here: philosophy must be grounded in common sense and 

common sense has its own authority.  I understand the claim about authority to be a claim 

about the evidential status of the principles of common sense.  Common sense has its own 

authority in the sense that it neither needs to, nor can be, justified by philosophy.  

Philosophy presupposes common sense, it does not establish or vindicate it.  If a 

philosopher tries to prove the truth of a principle of common sense, he will run into the 

following problem: the principle he is trying to prove is more plausible than (or at least 

equally as plausible as) his premises.  If a philosopher tries to disprove a principle of  

common sense, he will run into a similar problem: the negation of his conclusion is more 

plausible than his premises.  It is in this sense that common sense disdains trial by reasoning 

and disowns its authority. 

 That philosophy must be grounded in the principles of common sense is why Reid 

uses ‘principles of common sense’ and ‘first principles of philosophy’ interchangeably.  In 

order to conduct philosophical and scientific inquiry effectively, we must take for granted, 

take as our first principles, the principles of common sense.  Reid argued that a chief reason 

for philosophy failing to progress like the other sciences is that philosophers have failed to 

ground their theories in, and pay proper attention to, the principles of common sense.  A 

chief concern among the modern philosophers was how to get philosophy on the progress 

train.  They compared philosophy unfavorably with mathematics and natural philosophy, 

wondering how they could better model philosophy after these other disciplines.  Reid, 

enamored with Newton, tried (like Newton) to lay down the first principles of this area of 

inquiry in order to make possible its progress (IHM I.ii). 
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 There are two important implications of taking the principles of common sense to be 

first principles of philosophy.36  First, we should explicitly build our theories on the basis of 

these principles; we should base our research projects on them.  Knowing that sense-

perception is reliable, we should seek to construct philosophical and scientific theories of 

this fact: how is it that sense-perception is reliable?  Knowing that every event has a cause, we 

should seek to understand the nature of causation.  Knowing that we have control over and 

thus moral responsibility for much of what we do, we should seek to understand their nature 

and extent.  This approach is in the spirit of much contemporary philosophy.  Philosophers 

pride themselves on developing and refining the “intuitive view of things.”  Although on the 

right track, the Reidian approach has the distinct advantage of having a general theory about 

what counts as “the intuitive view of things.” 

 Second, the principles of common sense serve as part of the resources by which we 

evaluate the adequacy of a philosophical or scientific theory.  It might seem that we can 

simply dismiss out of hand any theory that is inconsistent with the principle of common 

sense.  Indeed some defenders of common sense have explicitly argued along these lines 

(Moore 1959c).  But the Reidian eschews this as too simplistic.  Reid cautions:  

Upon the whole, I acknowledge, that we ought to be cautious, that we do not adopt 
opinions as first principles, which are not entitled to that character….We do not 
pretend, that those things that are laid down as first principles may not be examined, 
and that we ought not to have our ears open to what may be pleaded against their 
being admitted as such.  Let us deal with them, as an upright judge does with a 
witness who has a fair character.  He pays regard to the testimony of such a witness, 
while his character is unimpeached.  But if it can be shown that he was suborned, or 
that he is influenced by malice or partial favor, his testimony loses all its credit, and is 
justly reject. (EIP I.ii, pp. 40-41)       

                                                 
36 I believe it is clear in Reid that the first principles of philosophy and the principles of common sense are 
coextensive.  Sometimes Reid writes as though this point is definitional.  The principles of common sense just 
are the first principles of philosophy.  But nothing I say here will require me to deny the possibility of there 
being a first principle of philosophy that is not a principle of common sense. 
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This is an important passage for understanding the Reidian approach.  Reid is quick to point 

out that we can make mistakes concerning the contents of common sense.  We might think 

that some proposition is a principle of common sense when it is not.  Religion and education 

might lead us to think that a proposition must be true, is a direct result of our constitution 

and must be assumed in theory and practice.  Philosophical and scientific theories can help 

in bringing to light mistaken judgments about the content of these principles.  Consequently, 

the Reidian does not reject out of hand any theory that comes into conflict with what we 

take to be principles of common sense.  It is not that a principle of common sense might be 

false, but that what appears to be a principle of common sense might be no such thing. 

How do such conflicts arise?   In order to call into question a principle of common 

sense, it would seem that a theory or proposition, whether scientific or philosophical, would 

have to itself be rooted in a set of principles of common sense that is more or equally 

plausible.  The plausibility in question here attaches not to principles of common sense as 

such, but rather to our identification of some proposition as a principle of common sense.  

The picture of conflict here is that some theory T that is derived from an apparent principle 

of common sense p, appears to be inconsistent with some other apparent principle of 

common sense q.  How do we resolve this inconsistency?  We might try to show that either 

the inconsistency is merely apparent or that T does not in fact follow from p.  But let us 

ignore these options and assume that the inconsistency is genuine and that T does in fact 

follow from p.  What then? 

Given the inconsistency, either p or q must be false.  What Reid understands to be 

under dispute is not which of two principles of common sense is false, but rather which of 
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the two propositions that seemed to be principles of common sense actually is a principle of 

common sense.  What the inconsistency calls into question is our judgment that both of 

these propositions are principles of common sense.  We resolve the dispute by ascertaining 

which propositions’ claim to being a first principle seems more plausible.  We can ascertain 

this by referring to the criteria of the principles of common sense.  This inquiry can yield a 

variety of results: one proposition has all five marks, whereas the other has only three; both 

propositions have all the marks but one satisfies them all to a greater degree; and so on.  All 

I want to do here is provide a clear indication of how such disputes should proceed.   

In light of this, it becomes clear that the charge of dogmatism misses the mark for 

two reasons.  First, the Reidian is willing to consider arguments against his position.  

Whereas Moore sometimes implies that we have sufficient reason to reject out of hand any 

argument or theory that is in conflict with a principle of common sense, the Reidian thinks 

this is too quick.  If the theory or argument derives support from another principle of 

common sense, then things will be much more complicated than Moore lets on.  Second, the 

Reidian does not think that the principles of common sense provide us with indefeasible 

justification: we might after all be mistaken about the status of the proposition in question.  

The Reidian’s willingness to consider arguments against a principle of common sense is not 

merely meant to placate his opponent.  Rather, he seriously entertains the possibility that 

what seemed so obvious to him and thus deserving of the status of a principle of common 

sense, actually stemmed from mere prejudice.  For the Reidian, this is a serious and troubling 

possibility. 

 In light this, a new possibility for weak skepticism arises.  We cannot respond to this 

skeptic merely by claiming that the proposition they are calling into question is a principle of 
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common sense since her doubt is partly aimed at this very claim.  If we have reason to doubt 

the truth of p, then this puts some pressure on p’s claim to being a principle of common 

sense.  For us to remain confident in p’s status we must show that the skeptics doubt is 

unfounded.  So while the Reidian rejects the requirement that these principles must be 

proven before we are entitled to assume them in our theorizing, he does take serious 

challenges to any particular principle’s validity—either giving up the apparent principle of 

common sense as merely apparent, or offering a counter-argument to show the skeptic’s 

doubt can be defeated. 

But perhaps the original charge of dogmatism is aimed at a different aspect of the 

Reidian theory.  Why think that these principles of common sense are justified?  Even 

granting that we cannot theorize or engage in our everyday lives without assuming such 

principles, this hardly is reason to think we are justified in making such an assumption.  It 

sounds as though the Reidian identifies some assumptions that are forced upon us as a result 

of our nature, waves there magic wand, and voila, a justified belief.    

It is often said that Reid and Hume agree about the evidence we have for these 

fundamental principles of common sense, but disagree about the implications (Wolterstorff 

1987, De Bary 2002, Harris 2005).  Hume agrees that we must assume the principles in 

conducting our everyday lives.  But since we cannot prove such principles via a rational line 

or argumentation, we are not justified in making such assumptions.  Reid, on the other hand, 

while agreeing that we cannot prove such principles via argument, nonetheless thought we 

are justified in making such assumptions.  For Reid, (at least part of) the foundation of 

rational inquiry is built upon trust.  Nicholas Wolterstorff has noted that for Reid, “…when  
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we dig down to the deepest stratum…[we] find trust.  Practical trust.  We trust our senses, 

trust our memory, trust our introspection, trust our reason, trust our intellection” (2001 p. 

213).37     

 

2.4 The F-R Proposition as a Principle of Common Sense 

The question before us now is whether the F-R proposition is a principle of common.  Let 

me first make it clear what question is being asked.  We can answer this question without 

thereby answering the question of whether agency and moral responsibility are compatible 

with determinism or indeterminism.  What one affirms in claiming that it is a principle of 

common sense that have control over, and thus responsibility for, many of our actions is too 

amorphous to settle the respective compatibility questions.38  By maintaining that the 

existence of agency and moral responsibility is manifest, in need of no proof, and firmly 

imbedded in structure of our everyday lives, we are not thereby claiming that it is manifest, 

in need of no proof and firmly embedded in our practices that agency and responsibility are 

incompatible with determinism.  Experience and practice are just not that fine grained.  The 

compatibility questions about agency and moral responsibility, therefore, are left wide open 

even after we have settled the status the F-R proposition.  Only careful philosophical analysis 

and scientific theorizing can discover their precise nature.  The Reidian, as such, is neutral 

                                                 
37 The main difference between Reid and Strawson (2008) seems to be that Reid thinks it makes sense to ask 
whether, and in facts answer in the affirmative that, these fundamental principles are justified.  Whereas 
Strawson appears content with the purely descriptive claim that, as a matter of fact, we do take these principles 
for granted, Reid is at pains to emphasize that we should take such principles for granted.  Reid also differs 
from Hume and Strawson in that he refuses to cut a distinction between what we are allowed to assume in 
practice and what we are entitled to assume in theorizing.       
 
38 Again I pass over non-control based skeptical objections to the belief that we are morally responsible, such 
as skepticism concerning our satisfying various epistemic conditions. 
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between compatibilism and incompatibilism.39  Reid was without doubt a libertarian.  But 

this was not merely because he thought the F-R proposition belonged to the category of first 

principles.  His libertarianism stemmed from his analysis of the notion of power, not from 

this theory of common sense. 

 This point cannot be overemphasized.  My task in this chapter is to show that the 

belief in our agency and responsibility, whatever their precise nature, is justified, not because 

we have a proof of it, but because it is a principle of common sense.  Compatibilists and 

libertarians alike can make use of this in their theories.  My opponent in this chapter is not 

the compatibilist, but the skeptic who thinks that our belief in the F-R proposition is 

unjustified.  In later chapters I will join the ranks of libertarians, who claim that agency and 

moral responsibility are incompatible with determinism.  However, my argument for this 

claim, like Reid’s, is based on a philosophical analysis these notions. 

 It should not seem odd to affirm a thing’s existence without affirming a specific 

analysis of its nature.  Without a doubt we know we are conscious beings.  However, this 

claim, in and of itself, does not commit us to a specific account of the nature of the mental.  

We can reasonably affirm that we know we are conscious without taking a stand on the 

mind-body problem.  The same holds for perception.  We know we perceive things, but we 

are not thereby committed to a philosophical and scientific account of perception.  The 

Reidian thinks that agency and moral responsibility are similar in that we can affirm their 

existence without thereby settling on their precise nature.  In this way the Reidian approach 

is equally useful for compatibilists and libertarians.      
                                                 
39 It is for this reason that much recent experimental philosophy relating to the question of freedom and moral 
responsibility has little relevance for the present chapter.  Most those studies have on focused on whether the 
folk are compatibilists or libertarians (or incompatibilists).  The relevant question for us is whether the folks are 
not skeptics about free will and moral responsibility.     
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 With this clarification in mind, let us return to the question with which we began: is 

it a principle of common sense that we a kind of control over and thus moral responsibility 

for many of our choice and actions?  I will defend an affirmative answer to this question by 

arguing that the F-R proposition satisfies the first, second and fifth of the criteria of the 

principles of common sense.  Although I think it satisfies the third and most likely the 

fourth, a defense of these claims goes far behind my expertise as a philosopher, requiring 

attention to anthropological, sociological, and psychological data.  From my limited 

knowledge, it seems a nearly universal feature among nations and culture to have certain 

standards by which they assess each other’s actions that seems to presuppose agency and 

responsibility.  Moreover, some have argued that part of our self-conception and our notion 

of causation are derived from our experience of ourselves as agents, which suggests that this 

experience occurs too early to be a product of education (Reid 2001; von Wright 2004).  But 

I will not hang my hat on either claim, as plausible as they may be; for in order to show that 

the F-R proposition is a principle of common sense, it is sufficient to show how it satisfies 

three of the criteria.  Let us now consider each criterion in turn.  

 The first criterion is that we neither can nor need give a proof of a principle of 

common sense.  Consider the first part, the claim that we cannot give a proof of the F-R 

proposition.  Admittedly, it is rather difficult to show that we cannot give a proof that of this 

proposition.  Even if I could show that all existing proofs fail (no easy task in itself), it 

certainly would not follow that one could not give such a proof.  When it comes to the 

reliability of consciousness and reason, it might seem possible to show that we cannot prove 

their reliability.  One might be able to argue that any such proof would assume the reliability 
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of the faculty the proof is purporting to establish.  But I have no optimism about similarly 

showing that it is impossible to furnish a proof for the F-R proposition. 

 Fortunately, I do not think that we need to establish that no such proof can be given.  

In order to see this point consider the following argument.  Either a proof for the F-R 

proposition can be given or it cannot.  If it can be given, then the F-R proposition is true.  If 

it cannot be given, then the F-R proposition satisfies the first part of this criterion.  It 

follows that either the F-R proposition is true or the F-R proposition satisfies the first part 

of the first criterion.  My appropriation of the Reidian approach is ultimately concerned to 

rebut the skeptic’s charge that we have no reason to believe in the F-R proposition because 

there is no argument that shows that it is true.  We can rebut this charge either by showing 

that, despite the skeptics claim, there is a proof of the F-R proposition, or by showing that, 

despite the skeptic’s assumption, our belief in the F-R proposition can be justified in the 

absence of proof.  Let me be clear here: a fundamental aim in this chapter is to rebut the 

skeptical charge that since have no proof of the F-R proposition we are not justified in 

believing it.  I can rebut this charge in one of two very different ways.  First, I could rebut 

this charge by offering a proof for the F-R proposition.  I have no such proof in hand, nor 

am I optimistic about the possibility of constructing such a proof.  Therefore, I have elected 

to take up the second way of rebutting the skeptic’s charge: namely by showing that we do 

not need a proof of the F-R proposition in order to be justified in believing it.  So although I 

cannot establish decisively that no proof of the F-R proposition can be given, I need not do 

this to defend my ultimate aim—for if F-R proposition fails to satisfy the first part of this  



50 
 

criterion, then we are justified in believing it.   I will assume, then, that there can be no proof 

of the existence the F-R proposition, and consequently, that this proposition satisfies the 

first part of the criterion.   

 What about the second part of the criterion, that this proposition need not be proven?  

I take ‘need not be proven’ to be shorthand for ‘need not be proven in order to be justified’.  

The F-R proposition satisfies this part of the criterion because it is evident that we 

sometimes have control over and responsibility for both our actions and choices.  In fact, it 

is no more obvious that there is a computer now before me than that the words that are 

appearing on the computer’s screen are appearing as a result of my agency, or an exercise of 

my agency.  It is no less obvious that I remember recently choosing to open a bottle of Pinot 

Noir than that this choice was a result of an exercise of my control.  We find the claim that 

we are morally responsible agents evident.  Our experience makes our agency and 

responsibility seem so obvious that we take these suppositions for granted without requiring 

any argument in its favor.  In this sense, we find it no less evident than that there are 

material objects in the world.  We require no argument in favor of this latter proposition.  As 

Heidegger sensibly pointed out, “The ‘scandal of philosophy’ is not that [a proof in the 

material world] has yet to be given, but that such proofs are expected and attempted again and again” 

(1962, I.6).  It is a fiction of modern philosophy that our belief in the material world 

somehow stands in need of proof.  The F-R proposition belongs to the same category.   

It is worth mentioning that we sometimes genuinely doubt whether we have agency 

over or responsibility for a particular action.  Similarly, we can doubt whether a particular  
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perception was veridical.  But we cannot seriously entertain the thought that none of our 

actions and choices is a result of our exercising our agency, just as we cannot doubt that we 

ever perceive material objects. 

 It is important to further characterize the notion or degree of evidence I am giving to 

our belief in the F-R proposition.  What I am claiming here is that we find this belief so 

evident that we think this belief is justified even in the absence of a proof—it is not 

something that we come to be justified in believing only after someone has given us an 

argument in its favor.  It is not as though people come to believe in the F-R propositions 

only after reading some philosophical inquiry on the subject.  Our experience makes this 

belief seem so evident that we immediately acquiescence to it.  The degree of evidence that I 

am according to our belief in this proposition is that it is justified even in the absence of any 

proof, not a degree of evidence that is indefeasible.   

The second criterion reinforces the first: we do not merely think that the negation of 

the F-R proposition is false, but that it is absurd.  Just as we do not seriously entertain the 

thought that none of our perceptions are veridical or that there is no material world, so also 

we refuse to seriously consider that we have no agency or responsibility over any of our 

actions or choices.  It is crucial to remember that the absurdity in question here involves the 

notion of practical absurdity.  We may sometimes, in abstract reflection, find ourselves 

wondering whether agency and moral responsibility exist, but this spark of skepticism is 

extinguished as soon as we reenter practical life.   To illustrate this sense of absurdity, Reid 

often invites us to enter the court room.  He explains: “what is absurd at the bar, is so in the 

philosopher’s chair.  What would be ridiculous, if delivered to a jury of honest, sensible 

citizens, is no less so when delivered gravely in a philosophical dissertation” (EIP VI.v, p. 
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623).  We need to be careful here.  It is clearly reasonable for, and often convincing when, a 

defense attorney argues that his client is innocent due to lack of agency.  He might argue that 

the client at the time of behavior was psychotic or subject to irresistible urges.  He might 

argue that due to childhood neglect and abuse, the defendant lacked the necessary degree of 

agency to avoid developing into a ruthless and cold adult.  We should not rule out, in 

principle, that such arguments are ever sound; but we do tend to require that any such 

evidence be overwhelming because of our deep-seated belief in our agency.  Nonetheless, 

what a jury would not find convincing is the argument that the client is innocent because 

neither he nor anyone ever has any agency over his actions and choices and therefore are 

morally responsible for what they do.  

The final criterion is that “when an opinion is so necessary in the conduct of life, 

that without the belief of it, a man may be led into a thousand absurdities in practice, such 

an opinion, when we can give no other reason for it, may safely be taken as a first principle” 

(EIP VI.iv, p. 613).  Those propositions that we must take for granted in order to avoid 

many absurdities in practice are to be taken as principles of common sense.  As mentioned 

above, I believe this criterion gives the Reidian approach its distinctive flavor.  What must be 

taken for granted in practice should also be taken for granted in theorizing.  

Would thinking that we are not morally responsible lead to practical absurdities?  It is 

unclear that it would.  Moral responsibility skeptics (Pereboom 2001) have offered elaborate 

alternatives for moral responsibility emotions such as resentment, guilt, and indignation, as 

well as have argued cogently that responsibility is not required for the central and seemingly 

inescapable interpersonal relationships that involve reciprocal love, such as friendship. 
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But this belief might be a practical necessity at one remove.  In a moment I will 

argue that we must take for granted that our actions are up to us in a sense that (partly) 

grounds our belief in moral responsibility.  The manifest nature of our belief in agency leads 

us (all other things being equal) indelibly to feel guilt and pride over our actions and 

admiration and resentment of others actions towards us, assuming that they too possess the 

kind of agency we experience in our own lives.40  Taking it for granted that we are morally 

responsible, then, may acquire a degree of practical necessity because our sense of 

responsibility follows inevitability from our belief in our agency. 

Reid lists choices, deliberation, and resolutions as activities that imply a belief in our 

agency (EIP VI.v, p. 629).   Consider our making resolutions and plans.  Both of these 

activities imply a belief or require us to take it for granted that we have a degree of control 

over our actions and choices.  We often make resolutions and, in order to aid our execution 

of such resolutions, we engage in planning.  A familiar case involves the resolution to pursue 

the life of the mind.  Consider a young woman, Sophie, who has resolved to pursue such a 

life.  Her coming to value this form of life arose through various experiences.  Her 

encounter with Plato and Descartes in her introduction to philosophy course has inculcated 

in her not just a fascination with the questions these authors wrestled with, but also with 

their posture towards life—treating the development of the mind as of central importance.  

                                                 
40 My reasoning runs in the opposite direction of many philosophers.  It is often argued from the fact that we 
know we are morally responsible, we know we satisfy whatever control conditions are required for moral 
responsibility (cf. van Inwagen 1983 chapter 6, especially pp. 208-209; Clarke 2008).  But this seems to get 
thinks backwards.  We know are morally responsible because we know, among other things, that we have the 
kind of control required from moral responsibility.  Nonetheless, as will become clear in the following chapters, 
I do think that we gain a deeper understanding of this kind of control we possess by attending to the nature of 
moral responsibility.  Thus, I believe it is correct to build on theory of control on the basis of a theory of moral 
responsibility.  What I am denying is that we know, or are justified in believing, that we have this kind of 
control because we know, or are justified in believing, that we are morally responsible.  I am grateful to Philip 
Swenson for helpful discussions concerning these issues.     
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This exposure led her to form a resolution to walk this road, to pursue wholeheartedly this 

way of life.  She believes that it is up to her both whether to resolve to pursue this life and 

whether to execute, or at least try to execute, this intention.   

This last qualification is important.  We have, or should have, a healthy respect for 

our limitations.  The world, as is painfully familiar, does not always cooperate.  This fact 

notwithstanding, we still make resolutions.  After all, we know we can, at the very least, try 

to carry them out.  Imagine a general who is in serious doubt about his chances of 

successfully defending his country against the imminent enemy attack.  He nevertheless 

resolves to hold off the enemy even though he has doubts about his chances of success.  

One might argue that it would be more accurate to say that he resolves to try to defend his 

country.  This might be correct, but is irrelevant for my argument.  I am defending the claim 

that our making resolutions implies a belief in our possessing control over our choices and 

actions.  Whether or not we can make a resolution in face of doubt about our control to 

execute it is, strictly speaking orthogonal to this issue.  What is crucial is that our making 

resolutions implies a belief in our control over some event, whether it be the very thing we 

are resolved about or merely an attempt to accomplish it.  The general’s resolution does 

imply, at the very least, a belief in his control over his trying, even if he remains uncertain 

about the chances of his success.  Likewise, in resolving to pursue the life of intellect, Sophia 

implies, at the very least, a belief in her control over trying to execute this resolution.  To 

bring this point out more clearly we can say that a resolution to ϕ implies a belief or requires 

one to take it for granted that one has a degree of control over choices ψ and actions θ,  



55 
 

where ψ and θ may but need not be identical to ϕ.  So a resolution to perform some action 

implies belief in one’s possesses control to perform that or some other action, it implies a 

belief in one’s own agency.     

As mentioned above, we often make plans about how to best to execute our 

resolutions.  This activity also implies a belief in our agency.  Upon resolving to pursue the 

life of the mind, Sophie develops plans and policies to execute it.41  She considers what it will 

take to live this life and what alternative activities cohere with it.  She loves basketball and 

has hoped to continue on her college career.  But her four hours of practice a day must cease 

if she is to execute her newly formed resolution.  In addition to considering what activities 

are incompatible with her resolution, she we will also consider activities that are necessary 

for enabling her to execute it.  She will need to seek out professors who can guide her in this 

new pursuit; develop new friendships in which she can sharpen her critical thinking; carve 

our time to devote to study the great works. 

We cannot give up making resolutions and planning: they are part of the fabric of 

life.  And since these activities require or imply that we believe or take for granted the F-R 

proposition, we cannot give up this proposition without succumbing to many practical 

absurdities.  Although giving up belief in our moral responsibility might not lead to practical 

absurdities, giving up this belief because we believe that we lack the requisite kind of control 

would be to lead us in practical absurdities.  It would require us to view ourselves as passive 

in a way that it is inconsistent with how we must view ourselves: we must view ourselves as 

active beings, with control over how much of our life unfolds. 

                                                 
41 The nature and important role of plans and policies is emphasized and elucidated in Bratman (1987). 
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I conclude, therefore, that the F-R proposition is a principle of common sense.  This 

proposition neither can, nor need be proven; it is so obvious that its contrary is absurd; and 

we must believe or take it for granted in order to avoid many practical absurdities.     

 

2.5 Conclusion  

I have argued that the F-R proposition— the proposition that we have a kind control over, 

and thus are open to moral responsibility for, our choices and actions—is a principle of 

common sense, and hence we do not require proof of it in order to be justified in believing 

it.  I defended this claim by arguing that the F-R proposition satisfies three of the criteria of 

the principles of common sense.  Therefore, strong skepticism about the F-R proposition is 

mistaken: from the fact that we lack an argument for the truth of the F-R proposition it does 

not follow that we ought to withhold belief.  This conclusion will set the pace for the 

dissertation: our fundamental question is not whether we have agency or moral 

responsibility, but what it is to possess agency and to be morally responsible. Although the 

F-R proposition remains silent about the nature of agency and moral responsibility, by 

establishing that some theory (say libertarianism) is the best analysis of these notions we 

generate distinctive epistemic support for that theory.  This will become crucial when we 

turn in chapters 6 and 7 to the empirical plausibility objection to libertarianism.  It is here 

that my Reidianism will have the biggest payoff.  But in the immediately preceding chapters 

we will concern ourselves with determining the precise nature of agency and responsibility. 

 Before turning to these issues a comment about weak skepticism is in order.  Even if 

strong skepticism is unfounded, there may well be excellent reasons to doubt that we have 

agency or are morally responsible.  I will not directly respond to this worry, but my 
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dissertation can be construed as a sustained, albeit indirect, response to certain instances of 

weak skepticism.  For example, some mount defenses of weak skepticism by arguing that 

there are deep problem with all existing theories of the kind of control required for freedom 

and responsibility (cf. Double 1991; Pereboom 2001; Smilansky 2000; Strawson 1986).  My 

dissertation could be construed as a response to these control-based versions of weak 

skepticism insofar as I offer and defend just such a theory.  However, my dissertation will 

ignore non-control-based weak skepticism.42 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
42 Versions of non-control-based weak skepticism include epistemic-based skepticism and morality-based 
skepticism:  one might doubt that we satisfy the epistemic condition or one might argue for a kind of error 
theory concerning morality.       
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CHAPTER 3 

STRAWSONIAN LIBERTARIANISM 

 

P.F. Strawson’s 1962 masterpiece, ‘Freedom and Resentment’ has left an indelible and 

multifaceted impression on the contemporary literature concerning free will and moral 

responsibility.43  The goal of that piece was to affect a reconciliation between optimists 

(crude forms of consequentialist compatibilism) and pessimists (skeptical incompatibilists 

and libertarians)—theorists which, according to Strawson, form the extremes of the free will 

debate.  As Strawson saw it, both of these theorists make the same fundamental mistake, 

although the mistake manifests itself in different ways: they both fail to attend to the nature 

of the “reactive attitudes”, attitudes such as resentment, indignation, and guilt.  Strawson’s 

hope was that by offering a proper characterization of the reactive attitudes, he would 

remedy the clear conceptual deficiencies in the pessimist’s watered-down characterization of 

the nature and rationale of our moral responsibility practices, while also avoiding the 

obscurity of libertarians’ “panicky metaphysics.”  In appreciating the nature and role of the 

reactive attitudes we regain a clear and candid grasp of the practices involved in moral 

responsibility, enabling us to construct an account of moral responsibility that is true to the 

“facts”, and thereby a firmer understanding of its nature and foundation.  Strawson intended 

his account to simultaneously replace the crude consequentialist accounts of moral 

responsibility in vogue among compatibilists and show that nothing beyond the “facts” that 

we know is required to justify, warrant, or make appropriate the reactive attitudes.  

Conspicuously absent from the facts that we know is that determinism is false.  

                                                 
43 All subsequent references will be to the reprinting of Strawson (1962) in Fischer and Ravizza (1993).  
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Consequently, Strawson’s theory of moral responsibility attempted to render responsibility, 

and its attendant notion of freedom, compatible with determinism. 

 Much of what brings philosophers back to Strawson’s piece time and time again, is 

not the specific arguments he offers—indeed there is widespread agreement that the 

arguments, as they stand, fail—but rather his many undeveloped seeds of suggestion that 

promise to yield great fruit when properly nurtured.44  All those who have attempted to 

make use of these broad Strawsonian themes have been compatibilists, and this is 

unsurprising since Strawson was himself a compatibilist and his project offers a promising, 

perhaps the most promising method of developing and defending compatibilism.  Strawson 

and his commentators have universally construed libertarianism as a rival theory,45 and to a 

degree this is surely correct: after all, Strawson offer arguments against libertarianism.  But 

this was not all that Strawson did, nor, I will suggest, is it his most important contribution.  

In addition to offering thoughts about the conditions under which an agent is responsible, 

he also provided the beginnings of a theory of responsibility, of what it means to be morally 

responsible.  And it is here that libertarians can follow Strawson.  Once we clearly 

distinguish Strawson’s theory of what it is to be morally responsible from his theory of the 

conditions of its application, it will become clear that libertarians can make use of his 

insights about the centrality of the reactive attitudes just as readily as compatibilists.  Indeed, 

in the bulk of this chapter I will be concerned with arguing that Strawson’s project, when 

properly carried out, leads to a libertarian understanding of the conditions of moral 

                                                 
44 For sympathetic criticisms of Strawson see Bennett (1980), Russell (1992), G. Strawson (1986), Wallace 
(1994), Watson (2004c).  See also Fischer and Ravizza (1993) for a very helpful introduction to the various 
issues surrounding Strawson’s position.  
 
45 This is true of all the references in n. 2.   
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responsibility and freedom, and that Strawson’s failure to see this was due to his failure to 

adequately develop a theory of the normative force of excuses and exemptions (or “pleas” as 

he calls them): his theory of the nature of responsibility is correct, but his theory of its 

conditions of application is mistaken.   

 Strawson’s work also has central relevance for us as his piece is, at least the 

contemporary, fount of the moral shallowness objection to libertarianism.  According to this 

objection, libertarianism has plausibility only so long as we lack a clear account of the nature 

of responsibility.  But once we go beyond libertarians’ shallow accounts of moral 

responsibility, we come to see that libertarianism is mistaken about the conditions under 

which an agent is morally responsible for an action.  For Strawson, this objection took the 

specific form of arguing that once we attend to and understand the reactive attitudes, we will 

see that determinism is irrelevant to their legitimacy.  R. Jay Wallace (1994) has followed 

Strawson’s lead and argued quite forcefully that once we attend to the nature of the moral 

responsibility practices will see that determinism is simply irrelevant.  My Strawsonianism is 

essential to my reply to this objection.  By arguing that Strawson’s approach to freedom and 

responsibility leads to a libertarian understanding of moral responsibility I will answer the 

moral shallowness objection.  This solution to the moral shallowness objection is a two-step 

process.  In the present chapter I will lay out and clarify Strawson’s account of the nature of 

moral responsibility and argue for a distinctive understanding of its conditions of 

application.  In chapter 4, I will show that under this conception of the conditions of 

application, moral responsibility is incompatible with determinism.  If successful, these 

arguments constitute a solution to the moral shallowness objection: they show that even 

after we attend to the nature of moral responsibility, incompatibilism remains quite plausible.   
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 In the first section of this chapter I will develop a characterization of Strawsonianism 

that makes clear that many of Strawson’s central insights are neutral with respect to the 

compatibility question, and in this way are open to adoption by both compatibilists and 

libertarians alike.  As mentioned above, Strawson’s project, as he seems to admit, is 

incomplete (Strawson 1993, p.54).  The second section of this chapter considers and 

criticizes of one of the most influential and systematic compatibilist attempts to complete 

Strawson’s project, namely Wallace’s “reactive theory” of moral responsibility (Wallace 

1994).  A crucial aspect in which Strawson’s project is incomplete concerns providing an 

explanation of the normative force of excuses and exemptions: an explanation of why pleas 

such as “He did it accidently,” or “She is insane,” get agents “off the hook.”  Wallace’s 

theory is intended to fill this lacuna and show that Strawson was correct that determinism 

does not threaten the legitimacy of our practices of moral responsibility.  Like Strawson, 

there is much I agree with and have learned from Wallace’s account of moral responsibility, 

and consideration of his account will help prepare the way for my own theory.  Nevertheless, 

I will argue that Wallace’s theory, like Strawson’s before, fails to account for the normative 

force of the full range of pleas embedded in our practices of moral responsibility.  I will 

shore up this gap in Strawson and Wallace’s theories with a new principle.  It will be clear, 

however, that this principle raises deep worries about the compatibility of moral 

responsibility and determinism.  In chapter 4 I will argue that these worries are well founded: 

determinism is indeed incompatible with moral responsibility.  It is in this way that I believe 

carrying out Strawson’s project leads to libertarianism.  But my attention in the present  
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chapter will be limited to explaining the contours of Strawsonianism about freedom and 

moral responsibility and offering an account of the normative force of pleas.  Let us now 

turn to these tasks.      

 

3.1 Strawsonianism 

The epithet ‘Strawsonianism,’ even in the context of discussions of free will and moral 

responsibility, has little determinate content.  Strawson’s work is deep and complex, and 

understandably different philosophers have been inspired by different aspects of it, resulting 

in ‘Strawsonianism’ having a variety of meanings.46  In this section I will offer a 

characterization of an important sense in which I am a Strawsonian, one that many 

compatibilists will also endorse, while leaving it open whether there are also other important 

senses in which one could be a Strawsonian.   

Strawsonianism places the moral sentiments, or, in Strawson’s terms “the reactive 

attitudes,” at the heart of moral responsibility.47  The reactive attitudes, such as gratitude, 

approval, self-worth, resentment, indignation, and guilt serve as a guide to the nature and 

conditions of moral responsibility.  These attitudes give the essence of moral responsibility, 

they tell us what it means to be morally responsible and in this way serve as a guide to the 

conditions under which one is morally responsible.  In these ways the reactive attitudes are 
                                                 
46 Indeed, there is a real worry as to whether Strawson’s suggestions are entirely consistent.  See Russell (1992) 
for a brilliant exposition of Strawson’s ‘Freedom and Resentment’ and demonstration of a deep tension therein.  
Perhaps the most discussed aspect of Strawson’s thought that I will follow him on is his naturalism.  See 
Strawson (2008) for a fuller defense of this position.     
 
47 Strawson himself suggests the “moral sentiments” would be an apt name for the category or “web” of 
attitudes he focuses on, thus placing himself firmly in the moralist traditions of Hume (1740/1978), Butler 
(1726/1897) and Reid (1788/1969b).  It is often suggested that Strawsonianism could equally be called 
“Humeanism” or even “Butlerianism”, although Butler’s own account was much less developed.  But the credit 
understandably goes to Strawson as he is responsible for forcefully resurrecting this view that was all but absent 
from contemporary discussions.     
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inextricably linked to moral responsibility, and a proper inquiry into the nature of moral 

responsibility should begin with an inquiry into the nature and rationale of the moral 

sentiments.   

Consider Strawson’s own words on this point: 

The vital thing [missing from current accounts of moral responsibility] can be 
restored by attending to that complicated web of attitudes and feelings which form 
an essential part of the moral life as we know it, and which are quite opposed to 
objectivity of attitude.  Only by attending to this range of attitudes can we recover 
from the facts as we know them a sense of what we mean, i.e. of all we mean, when, 
speaking the language of morals, we speak of desert, responsibility, guilt, 
condemnation, and justice.  (1993, pp. 63-64). 
  

Strawson’s central objection to the optimists and pessimists is that they fail to properly 

attend to the reactive attitudes when offering theories of moral responsibility and freedom.  

This is their mistake.  Strawson argued that this mistake has serious consequences: leading to 

a distorted theory of the nature of moral responsibility (the manifestation of the optimist’s 

mistake) or a bloated conception of its conditions of application, of the kind of agency 

required to justify our practices (the manifestation of the pessimist’s mistake).  In order to 

avoid these errors, we must closely attend to the nature of the reactive attitudes, what they 

are, what gives rise to them, and what renders them (in)appropriate.  This approach to moral 

responsibility and freedom is the heart of Strawsonianism.  Strawsonianism maintains the 

nature and rationale of the reactive attitudes gives the essence of moral responsibility: they 

define both the concept of moral responsibility and its conditions of application.  To clarify 

this idea, let us consider the reactive attitudes in more detail, and especially their relation to 

the notion of holding responsible.       

The central examples of the reactive attitudes or moral sentiments are, on the one 

hand, resentment, indignation, and guilt and, on the other hand, gratitude, approval, and self-
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worth.48  Blame and approval are the genuses of each of these specific responses: we can 

blame by feeling resentment and we can approve by feeling gratitude.49   What distinguishes 

the reactive attitudes as a class is their connection with demands: we feel the reactive 

attitudes when we believe that someone has violated (or fulfilled) a demand.50  For example, 

we feel resentment toward the person who has flouted their obligation to repay his debt to 

us, and gratitude toward or approval of the person who has be faithful to her promise.  I feel 

guilt when I believe that I have failed to be the husband I ought to be, and self-worth as I 

watch my child graduate from college.  Our beliefs about demands and expectations are 

what explain and characterize the reactive attitudes and distinguishes them from other, non-

reactive emotions, such as fear and tranquility.51    

                                                 
48 Strawson’s list is much more extensive than this, including adult reciprocal love and friendly affection.  I 
agree with Wallace’s (1994) diagnosis that Strawson is apt to confuse the personal stance toward others with the 
reactive attitudes, and by so conflating them, renders it impossible to give an account of what unifies the 
reactive attitudes as a class.   
 
49 The positive counterpart of blame, whether approval or praise, has received surprisingly little attention in the 
literature.  Some even claim that these attitudes play no role in holding responsible: we only hold responsible by 
blaming (cf. Smith 2007).  I do not think this is correct, but I will not argue for it here.  Consequently, I will 
follow the lead of others and focus primarily on blame as a way of holding response.  I will limit my comments 
concerning praise and approval (for the most part) to footnotes.       
 
50 “The personal reactive attitudes rest on, and reflect, an expectation of, and demand for, the manifestation of 
a certain degree of goodwill or regard on the part of other human beings towards ourselves….” (Strawson 
1993, p. 57).  Wallace (1994, chapter 2) offers the most extensive treatment of this point.  This interpretation of 
Strawson differs from Bennett (1980) and Fischer and Ravizza (1993) who understand Strawson to be a non-
cognitivist about the reactive attitudes. 
 
51 There is an important question of whether this notion of moral responsibility is the only kind.  Some have 
suggested that other kinds of moral responsibility include answerability (Anscombe 2000; Scanlon 1998), while 
others have suggested attributability as a kind of moral responsibility (Watson 2004d).   I will continue to speak 
of moral responsibility as though it is a univocal notion, but I certainly will not insist on it.  It might be best to 
label the notion responsibility that I am after as “moral accountability” (cf. Watson 2004d). 
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The notion of a demand is, in turn, intimately connected to the stance of holding 

one responsible.  Holding responsible has a prospective and retrospective sense.52  I often 

hold people to demands, expecting them to fulfill them, and being disposed to blame them if 

they do not.  It is consistent with this sense of holding responsible that no obligation has yet 

been fulfilled or violated.  In holding them responsible in this manner, I am holding them to 

a demand or expectation that they will fulfill their obligation.  In addition to this prospective 

sense of holding responsible, I can also retrospectively hold people responsible by blaming 

(or approving) of them for violating (or fulfilling) a demand.  A transition from prospectively 

holding responsible to retrospectively holding responsible occurs when the time of 

performance has passed: once I form beliefs about the agent’s either fulfilling or violating his 

obligation.  Both senses of holding responsible are conceptually tied to the reactive attitudes 

and both senses go beyond mere belief and judgment.  To prospectively hold someone 

responsible is, among other things, to be disposed to blame him if we believe he violated the 

obligation, and approve if we believe he fulfilled it.  To retrospectively hold someone 

responsible is to actually experience these attitudes as a result of the belief that he 

violated/fulfilled it. 53   

Holding responsible, whether of the prospective or retrospective variety, involves 

judgment, albeit in quite different ways.  In prospectively holding someone responsible, we 

will not yet have made any judgment about whether the subject of the demand has violated 

                                                 
52 While Wallace shows some sensitivity to this distinction, he surprisingly moves between these two senses of 
holding responsible without calling much attention to their difference.  See, however, Wallace (1994, pp. 69-71) 
for one occasion in which he explicitly distinguishes these two senses of holding responsible. 
 
53 Can we retrospectively hold someone responsible and yet not experience the moral sentiments at all?  I am 
inclined to say no.  Wallace (1994, pp. 76-77) disagrees, arguing that believing that it would be appropriate to 
feel these attitudes is sufficient for holding him responsible.  But holding someone responsible is different from 
judging him to be responsible, the former including, but going beyond the latter.           
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or fulfilled an obligation.  However, the notion of a judgment figures prominently in my 

characterization of this stance.  The stance of prospectively holding responsible involves a 

set of dispositions to react in a variety of ways, and the manifestation of each one of these 

dispositions is dependent on our judgment.  First, the manifestation of the disposition is 

triggered by a judgment to the effect that some demand has been flouted or fulfilled.  

Second, which disposition is manifested depends on the content of the judgment.  Our 

disposition to blame is manifested if we judge that the demand has been flouted, and our 

disposition to approve is manifested if we judge that the demand has been respected.     

Judgment plays an even more intimate role in the stance of retrospectively holding 

responsible: to hold responsible in this sense is to experience a reactive attitude as a result of 

a demand-judgment.  My retrospectively holding James responsible for stealing my shoes 

consists in my experiencing one of the negative reactive attitudes, such as resentment, as a 

result of my judging that James has violated his duty to me.54    

Holding responsible is a complex stance involving demand-judgments and (the 

disposition to feel) the reactive attitudes.  While the expression ‘holding responsible’ never 

appears in Strawson’s work, the concept is central.  Strawson links the reactive attitudes with 

our perception of demands being flouted—especially the demand that an agent show good 

will, or at least not ill will, toward us.55  Strawsonian commentators have helpfully clarified 

the connection between demands and the reactive attitudes by introducing the phrase 

‘holding responsible’.  To hold an agent prospectively responsible is to hold them to a 

                                                 
54 Strawson was clear about the importance of judgment for the reactive attitudes: “The central commonplace 
that I want to insist on is the very great importance that we attach to the attitudes and intentions towards us of 
other human beings, and the great extent to which our personal feelings and reactions depend upon, or involve, 
our beliefs about these attitudes and intentions (1993, p. 48; emphases mine).   
 
55 See notes 8 and 12 above. 
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demand.  Holding to a demand, in turn, is to be understood by reference to the agent’s 

dispositions to the reactive attitudes: to blame if the demand is flouted and to approve if the 

demand is fulfilled.  As Strawson remarked, “The making of the demand is the proneness to 

such attitudes” (1993, p. 63).  To retrospectively hold someone responsible is to experience a 

reactive attitude (or complex of reactive attitudes) as a result of the belief that he has 

violated/fulfilled the demand in question.56 

There is another disposition at play in the stance of holding responsible: a 

disposition to express the reactive attitudes.  To focus on the negative side of the reactive 

attitudes, the disposition to “sanctioning behavior” is a natural part of both experiencing a 

negative reactive attitude and making a demand.  Part of what it is to feel resentment toward 

someone is to be disposed to express our resentment in a variety of ways, not all which 

involve confrontation—sometimes the most natural expression of blame is withdrawal.57  

And as Gary Watson aptly points out, “To be entitled to make demands…is to be entitled to 

impose conditions of liability”, and among the conditions of liability is expression of the 

reactive attitudes (2004d, p. 275).  The disposition to expression is not merely a contingent 

feature of the reactive attitudes: it is part of their very nature.  We must not forget, therefore, 

that moral sentiments are “associated with a readiness to acquiesce in the infliction of 

suffering” (Strawson 1993, p. 63).58  Therefore, our discussion of the conditions under which 

                                                 
56 This stance of holding responsible is helpfully analyzed by Wallace (1994, chapters 2 and 3). Much of what I 
saw here is indebted to his insightful work. 
 
57 Christopher Bennett rightly notes that the withdrawal is importantly different from ignoring (Bennett 2002).  
To withdraw from someone is to perform a set of actions or refrain from a set of actions in order to 
communicate to the offender.  Ignoring is kind of indifference that is unconcerned with how others will 
respond.   
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it is (in)appropriate to feel the reactive attitudes must be extended to include the conditions 

under which it is appropriate to express them.  

We can restate our original contention about the connection between moral 

responsibility and the reactive attitudes as follows: in order to understand the nature and 

conditions of application for moral responsibility, we must understand the nature and 

conditions of application for holding responsible, particularly when this stance is appropriate 

or justified.  For one to be morally responsible is for it to be legitimate to hold you 

responsible.  The ambiguity in the notion of holding responsible nicely tracks the ambiguity 

in the notion of responsibility.  Responsibility can refer to one’s duties and obligations, the 

things one is expected to do, as in “The safety of swimmers is the lifeguard’s 

responsibility.”59   Responsibility also has a retrospective sense, as in “The lifeguard is 

responsible for saving the swimmer’s life.”  Strawsonianism is concerned, fundamentally, 

with retrospective moral responsibility and consequently with retrospectively holding 

responsible.60  What it is for you to be morally responsible (in the sense that concerns us) is 

for it to be appropriate that someone hold you responsible.  But as we will see below, there 

is a deep connection between these two stances: it is appropriate to hold someone 

retrospectively responsible only if it is and was appropriate to hold him prospectively 

responsible.   

                                                                                                                                                 
58 One form of suffering is being the object of reproach.  It would be a mistake to form medieval fantasies 
every time we see the word ‘suffer’. 
 
59 There are more senses of responsibility than these two.  See (Baier1970) and Hart (2008c). 
 
60 From here on I will drop, for the most part, the qualifiers ‘retrospective’ and ‘prospective.’  The relevant 
sense of holding responsible should be clear from the context.   
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So we must understand the stance of holding responsible (especially the reactive 

attitudes) and the conditions that render this stance appropriate in order to understand 

moral responsibility.  As Watson explained:   

In Strawson’s view, there is no such independent notion of responsibility that 
explains the propriety of the reactive attitudes.  The explanatory priority is the other 
way around: It is not that we hold people responsible because they are responsible, 
rather, the idea (our idea) that we are responsible is to be understood by the practice, 
which itself is not a matter of holding some propositions to be true, but of 
expressing our concerns and demands about our treatment of one another.” (2004c, 
p. 222) 
 

A brief point of clarification is required.  Watson’s claim about priority seems ambiguous 

between a metaphysical and conceptual reading.  One might read it metaphysically as the 

claim that what makes someone responsible is that we hold him responsible.  However, I do 

not think this is what Watson intended, and rightly so as this claim is implausible.  Instead, I 

believe Watson’s point is that holding responsible, and, importantly, it’s being appropriate to 

hold someone responsible, has conceptual priority over moral responsibility, in that it gives 

the essence of moral responsibility: it tells us what it is to be responsible.  The search for the 

conditions under which an agent is morally responsible becomes a search for the conditions 

under which it is appropriate to hold someone responsible.  Wallace refers to this as the 

normative interpretation of moral responsibility: an agent S is morally responsible for some 

action ϕ if and only if it is appropriate for someone S* to hold S responsible for ϕ (cf. 

Wallace 1994, p. 91). 

Strawsonianism, then, is a distinctive approach to moral responsibility that yields 

and, in fact, is grounded in, a distinctive account of moral responsibility.  The 

methodological and conceptual claims of Strawsonianism are mutually reinforcing.  By 

following Strawson’s methodology we are able to see the centrality of the reactive attitudes 
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and in seeing this we are able to understand why Strawson’s methodology is so fruitful and 

necessary.  Notice, however, that nothing has been decided about determinism.  Everything 

so far has been stated in a neutral way with respect to compatibilism and incompatibilism.  

Strawsonianism points us in a direction, but is silent about where that direction will take us.  

In order to discover the conditions for moral responsibility, we must discover the conditions 

under which it is appropriate to hold another responsible, but what these conditions amount 

to is a further, substantive claim over which Strawsonians can and do disagree.  Three 

important Strawsonian theories come quickly to mind: Watson’s moral address account 

(2004c), Wallace’s reactive account (1994), and Fischer and Ravizza’s reasons-responsive 

account (1998).  All these theories attempt to offer the conditions under which it is 

appropriate to hold another responsible and all of them take the conditions to be compatible 

with the truth of determinism.61  When you add to these accounts the fact that Strawson was 

himself a compatibilist, it is hardly surprising that Strawsonianism has be understood as an 

exclusively compatibilist approach to moral responsibility.  Nevertheless, it is now apparent 

that so long as we clearly distinguish Strawson’s theory of the nature of moral responsibility 

from his theory of its conditions of application that Strawsonianism is completely neutral 

with respect to the compatibility question.  We can be Strawsonians without being 

compatibilists.   

Libertarians might have traditionally resisted Strawsonianism because they believed 

that once we follow Strawson’s lead concerning the nature of moral responsibility, we will 

ineluctably be led to a compatibilist-friendly conception of its conditions.  I will now begin 

                                                 
61 However, Watson harbors more skepticism than Wallace and Fischer and Ravizza about the ultimate 
compatibility of the determinism with the reactive attitudes.  
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an argument that will be completed in chapter 4 that shows that the exact opposite is the 

case: Strawsonianism leads to libertarianism.  The rest of this chapter will focus on the first 

part of this argument which concerns arguing for a specific account of the normative force 

of excuses and exemptions.       

 

3.2 A Taxonomy of Pleas 

The reactive attitudes are highly structured emotional responses to an agent’s conduct in 

light of demands.   The having of such an attitude can be rendered inappropriate in a variety 

ways: we offer various pleas for showing that it is inappropriate to hold an agent responsible.  

We have all experienced moments when we have inappropriately been blamed for some 

putatively wrong action that we supposedly performed, and, in response, have offered 

considerations to show that blame should be retracted.  Although the kind of considerations 

or “pleas” we offer seem to defy orderly taxonomy, they are usually divided into three 

classes: justifications, excuses, and exemptions.62  What unifies these considerations as pleas 

is that they all attempt to get the agent under scrutiny “off the hook”—they attempt to show 

that it is inappropriate, or unreasonable, or unfair to blame the agent.63  They are, however, 

distinguished from one another by the manner in which they achieve this aim.  Consider 

                                                 
62 Austin (1961) contains an earlier discussion of justifications and excuses.  ‘Exemptions’ is, to my knowledge, 
first used in Watson (2004c) to pick out Strawson’s second group of considerations that inhibit the making of 
the basic demand (Strawson 1993, p. 51-52).  Wallace (1994, chapter 5) offers the same taxonomy of please that 
I offer here.    
 
63 Presumably there is an analogue to pleas in the realm of approval: just as pleas get agents off the hook with 
respect to blame, there are considerations that show that an agent does not deserve approval.  ‘He did it by 
accident’, or ‘There was nothing else he could have done’ seem to inhibit the positive reactive attitudes no less 
than the negative ones.  Nonetheless, I will focus only on pleas and the negative reactive attitudes, for it is these 
attitudes that especially seem to be threatened by determinism, as they raise worries about fairness in a more 
forceful manner than their positive counterparts.   
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some agent S who supposedly performed some putatively wrong action ϕ.  Justifications 

concede that S performed ϕ, but argue that the agent does not deserve blame because ϕ was, 

despite initial appearances, a permissible or obligatory action.  We resent friends who fail to 

keep their promises because we think our friends are obligated to keep their promises.  

However, if it turns out that the friend neglected his promise in order to save a drowning 

child, resentment is inappropriate, since the friend’s obligation to keep the promise was 

outweighed by the obligation to help the drowning child.  In such a case it was not wrong to 

fail to keep the promise; indeed, many would judge that the friend was obligated to break the 

promise.  In that case the justification serves to modify the “valence” of the stance of 

holding responsible: rather than holding the agent responsible by blaming him, we hold him 

responsible by approving of him.  In other cases, when the justification shows that the 

action was morally neutral (it neither fulfilled nor violated an obligation), then the 

justification shows that retrospectively holding him responsible is entirely inappropriate—for 

the agent’s action does not stand in the right relation to a demand for it to be either 

appropriate to feel blame or approval toward him.  All justifications attempt to show that it 

is inappropriate to blame an agent for some action ϕ because ϕ was not, despite initial 

appearances, wrong.  Yet they differ in how they attempt to accomplish this: some do so by 

showing that so far from the agent being blameworthy he is worthy of approval, while others 

do so by showing that the stance of holding responsible, in either its positive or negative 

forms, is inappropriate since the action was morally neutral.         

As J.L. Austin (1961) pointed out, when we offer an excuse we deny that it is quite 

right to say baldly, “S did ϕ.”  Rather, S’s ϕ-ing stands in need of qualification: S did ϕ 
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accidently or by mistake.  A familiar characterization of excuses is that they concede that ϕ 

was wrong, but argue that given some special way in which ϕ occurred, full blame is 

rendered inappropriate.  However, we will see that Wallace rejects this characterization of 

excuses: he argues that excuses excuse one from blame by showing that one did nothing 

wrong.  Below I will suggest that this is in fact one reason to reject Wallace’s account.  But as 

an ecumenical gloss of excuses, we can say that excuses are considerations according to 

which the manner in which the action or behavior occurred renders full blame inappropriate.  

Under this construal, excuses differ from justifications in that they focus on the manner in 

which the action or behavior occurred, whereas justifications focus on the circumstances in 

which the action occurred.  Paradigm excuses include cases of mistake (“I thought you were 

someone else”), accident (“I tripped”), ignorance (“I didn’t know how to do it”), 

inadvertence (“I didn’t know that was you”), and physical constraint (“I was handcuffed”).  

Sometimes duress and coercion are also listed as excuses, although I find it more natural to 

interpret them as justifications.64  The reason a banker-teller is not blameworthy for handing 

over the bank’s money to the robber is that this action, given the unusual circumstances, is 

permissible.  Excuses can be either mitigating or exculpatory.  If you knocked the vase over 

by accident, then this may well mitigate your responsibility.  Nevertheless, you should have 

been more careful and thus you still merit some blame for the loss.  It is in this way that 

excuses show that full blame is inappropriate, rather than blame simpliciter.  Other excuses, 

such as physical constraint, are generally exculpatory: that one was tied down to a chair 

makes blame entirely inappropriate (at least on the assumption that one was not responsible 

for this condition).   
                                                 
64 Scanlon (2008) offers a similar categorization of these pleas. 
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Exemptions show that blame is inappropriate by showing that it is inappropriate to 

hold the agent prospectively responsible for not ϕ-ing: the agent is not one of whom we can 

demand that he not ϕ.  Retrospectively holding someone responsible is dependent on 

prospectively holding him responsible: it is appropriate to hold someone retrospectively 

responsible only if it is appropriate to hold him prospectively responsible.  In this respect 

exemptions differ from both justifications and excuses, which do not call into question the 

person’s moral accountability for ϕ, but only their blameworthiness for ϕ: exemptions 

inhibit the making of the basic demand.  Exemptions, like excuses, come in two kinds: 

partial and complete.  An agent who is completely exempted is not a morally accountable 

agent.  An agent who is merely partially exempted is a morally accountable agent, but due to 

certain defects or inabilities, is one of whom certain demands are inappropriate.  

Exemptions, then, show that it is inappropriate to blame an agent for ϕ because it is 

inappropriate to demand of that agent that he not ϕ.  Often cited exemptions include 

childhood, insanity, psychopathy, and addiction. 

Before turning to Strawson’s arguments that determinism is neither a kind of excuse 

nor exemption, I want to contrast pleas with considerations of standing.65  Considerations of 

standing can show that it is inappropriate for some particular person to blame another 

without showing that the accused agent is not blameworthy.  Pleas, on the other hand, 

function exclusively by calling into question the agent’s blameworthiness.  It is because of 

this very difference that a consideration of standing can merely defeat the appropriateness of 

expressed blame, while leaving untouched the appropriateness of unexpressed blame.  

                                                 
65 I am grateful to Justin Coates for helping me to see the potential relevance of considerations of standing for 
the Strawsonian project.   
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Consider a case in which a teenager is being rude to his mother.  In observing such a case, 

you might appropriately feel indignation toward the teenager and yet rightly judge that you 

should keep this to yourself.  After all, it is not one’s place to upbraid another’s child, and so 

doing might further cause distress for the mother.  The judgment in this case concerns solely 

one’s standing to blame, not the blameworthiness of the agent.  In contrast, if we were to 

judge that the child suffered from a mental defect that prevented us from prospectively 

holding him responsible, then not only we judge it inappropriate to express blame, but even 

to feel blame.  Pleas, unlike considerations of standing, call into question the appropriateness 

of both feeling and expressing blame. 

A complete discussion of holding responsible should treat both pleas and 

considerations of standing.  But as our present focus is whether determinism is a threat to 

the appropriateness of holding responsible, and it is clear that determinism does not merely 

threaten expression but also the legitimacy of feeling the reactive attitudes, we need not 

come to terms with the considerations of standing prior to determining the (ir)relevance of 

determinism for moral responsibility.  Therefore, I mention considerations of standing 

simply to set them aside.66          

Returning to our discussion of pleas, it is one thing to catalogue the various kinds of 

considerations that we intuitively judge to justify, excuse, or exempt agents from blame, and 

                                                 
66 Smith (2007) raises an objection to Strawsonianism based on these observations.  According to her 
argument, being responsible cannot be reduced to appropriately holding responsible, for the latter stance is 
broader than our notion of moral responsibility.  As just pointed out, one can be responsible without its being 
appropriate for me to hold her responsible.   But this objection is off the mark.  First, Strawsonians can insist 
that the notion of appropriateness at stake only extends to the feeling of the reactive attitudes, and not their 
expression, thereby forestalling the relevance of considerations of standing.  Second, Strawsonians need not 
require that being morally responsible entails that it is appropriate for everyone to hold you responsible, but 
only some person.  I, therefore, doubt that considerations of standing raise trouble for Strawsonians.  These 
problems aside, Smith (2007) contains a very illuminating discussion of considerations that undermine one’s 
standing.       
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quite another to explain why these considerations have the force that we judge them to have.  

Why does being a very small child exempt one from responsibility?  What relevance does a 

mistake have to blameworthiness, such that its presence mitigates or exculpates an agent 

from blame?  Strawson himself was silent concerning these questions.  His approach instead 

was to try to model the absurdity of maintaining that determinism is either an excuse or 

exemption by illustrating how very different determinism is from either kind of plea.  

Strawson was attempting to show that no excuse or exemption would universally apply to 

agents in deterministic worlds.  I will follow Wallace (1994, pp. 16-17) in referring to the 

argument that Strawson was attempting to rebut as “the generalization strategy.”   

But Strawson’s rebuttal is not without its problems.  He argued that exemptions could 

not universally apply to agents in a deterministic world because exemptions show that an 

agent is abnormal, and abnormality cannot be the universal condition: “But it cannot be a 

consequence of any thesis which is not itself self-contradictory that abnormality is the 

universal condition” (Strawson 1993, p. 54).  Strawson’s conflation of statistical-abnormality 

with capacity-abnormality is almost comical. While Strawson is correct that it is absurd to 

maintain that everyone is abnormal in the statistical sense of abnormality, it is not absurd to 

maintain that everyone lacks a certain capacity.67  And this is all the pessimist needs to be 

committed to.   

My disagreement with Strawson, however, concerns excuses, not exemptions.  His 

argument that excuses do not universally apply to deterministic agents simply consists in 

observing that the existence of determinism would not entail that all seemingly wrong 

actions are actually a result of accident, mistake, or ignorance rather than an expression of ill 

                                                 
67 Fischer and Ravizza (1993) and Russell (1992) both call attention to this problem. 
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will.  This, as he ironically observes, would be the thesis of “universal goodwill” not the 

thesis of universal determinism (1993, p. 53).      

Strawson’s argument that deterministic agents are not universally excused can be 

challenge on one of two grounds: first, it might be argued that Strawson failed to catalogue 

all the kinds of excuses we give and once these are all in, we will see that determinism is an 

excuse.  Second, even if Strawson successfully catalogued all the kinds of excuses we give, it 

might be argued that his failure to explain their normative force accounts for his failure to 

notice that determinism functions as an excuse: the principles that explain the normative 

force of excuses apply no less to deterministic agents than agents who act from mistake and 

accident.  Below I will show that Strawson’s argument is open to both objections: he both 

fails to catalogue the full range of excuses we offer and once we understand the moral 

principle that grounds these considerations’ normative force, the threat of determinism 

looms large.68   

In this way we can see that there are two very different ways of carrying out the 

generalization strategy.  Under the first route, we argue that some specific (set of) excuse(s) 

or exemption(s) embedded in our ordinary practices would universally apply to agents in 

deterministic worlds.  Under the second route, we argue that while no specific excuse or 

exemption would universally apply to agents in a deterministic world, the rationale 

                                                 
68 Strawson’s admittance that his dismissal of the generalization strategy is “altogether too facile” (1993, p. 54) 
suggests that was sensitive to these worries.  And this sensitivity explains why he offered an alternative strategy 
for establishing determinism’s irrelevance to moral responsibility, namely his “naturalistic strategy.”  Russell 
(1992) offers a very insightful analysis of these two replies and reveals a deep tension between them.  The 
tension between these replies, put succinctly, is that the rationalistic strategy (the strategy that attempts to show 
that determinism is not an excuse or exemption) assumes the possibility that determinism could show that no 
one is appropriately blamed, while the naturalistic strategy purports to show that determinism could not 
possibly be relevant to the appropriateness of moral responsibility.  Strawson’s naturalism has also received a 
great deal of attention in the literature, but, to the degree that I understand Strawson’s naturalism, I am inclined 
to reject it.    
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grounding the force of excuses or exemptions universally applies to deterministic agents.  I 

will attempt carry to out the generalization strategy along the lines of the second route.   

It is in light of these difficulties for Strawson that Wallace has offered an extensive 

treatment of excuses and exemptions, attempting to consider more thoroughly their entire 

range and normative force.69  Wallace argues that Strawson, in the end, is vindicated: 

determinism does not generalize.  In the following sections I will lay out and respond to 

Wallace’s account.  There is much that I accept in Wallace’s reactive theory of moral 

responsibility, yet there are important problems with his account—problems that I will argue 

can only be remedied in a libertarian-friendly way.        

  

3.3 Wallace’s Theory of Pleas 

Wallace’s strategy is one of divide and conquer.  He first considers our concrete judgments 

of excuse and offers a principle that purports to explain why we make these judgments.  He 

argues that this principle is more plausible and powerful—in that it better explains the full 

range of concrete judgments of excuse—than rival incompatibilist principles, such as the 

Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP).70  And, most importantly for Wallace’s project, 

this principle does not generalize: the conditions it identifies as rendering it unfair to blame 

agents would not universally apply to deterministic agents.  He turns next to exemptions and 

proceeds in much of the same way, offering a principle that explains the normative force of 

                                                 
69 Watson (2004c) also attempts to remedy these deficiencies, but offers a very sober evaluation of his 
successes.  Importantly, though, Watson focuses on exemptions, whereas I believe that the source of the 
difficult for compatibilists stems from the nature of excuses.   
 
70 Wallace is aware that PAP is also accepted by compatibilists, but thinks that if PAP is true, then 
incompatibilism is highly plausible.  He concludes that compatibilists would do well to resist PAP.   
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exemptions, arguing that it would not universally apply to deterministic agents, and that this 

principle is more powerful than incompatibilist rivals.   

 Wallace’s account is very insightful and incompatibilists have much to learn from it.  

I accept much of Wallace’s account; indeed, as we will see, there is a clear sense in which my 

theory is an extension of his own.  However, I think that his account, as it stands, faces a 

series of problems.  I will argue that his normative principles governing excuses and 

exemptions fail to explain all the cases in which we ordinarily judge an agent to be excused 

or exempted.  I will then offer my own principle as an alternative to Wallace’s.  While the 

principle I offer does not itself entail incompatibilism about moral responsibility, it makes it 

very plausible.  In the next chapter I will argue that determinism is indeed incompatible with 

moral responsibility. 

 For each category of plea, excuse and exemption, Wallace identifies a single 

governing moral principle that explains the normative force of the relevant considerations.  

The principle at work for excuses is the Principle of No Blameworthiness without Fault: an 

agent is blameworthy only if he has done something wrong (Wallace 1994, p. 135).  Wallace 

argues that excuses, in effect, show that the agent’s action which seemed to violate a demand 

did no such thing.  Take unintentional bodily movement for example, such as my being 

pushed and as a result knocking you over.  While at first it may seem that I have violated my 

obligation of non-maleficence, once you realize that my bodily movement did not express an 

objectionable quality of will, such as a choice to knock you over, you will realize that blame 

is inappropriate.  This is because our obligations do not concern mere bodily movement, but 

the agent’s quality of will as expressed in action: “the obligation of non-maleficence…is an 

obligation not to act in ways that express the choice to harm other people, in the ordinary 
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pursuit of one’s own ends”, rather than simply the obligation not to harm (Wallace 1994, p. 

128; emphasis mine).  The normative force of the other excuses, such as accident, mistake, 

inadvertence, ignorance, and physical constraint are to be explained in the same way: in such 

cases our behavior or omission does not express an objectionable quality of will (namely 

choice) and therefore our behavior does not violate any moral obligation.71   

While this account may seem to assimilate excuses to a form of justification, Wallace 

maintains that there is still an important difference: although both types of plea focus on the 

moral quality of the “action”, justifications allow that the agent acted intentionally, while 

excuses do not.  Justifications concede that the agent intentionally ϕ-ed, but go on to argue 

that there were extenuating circumstances which made it permissible to ϕ.  Excuses deny 

that the agent ϕ-ed intentionally, but concede that had the agent ϕ-ed intentionally, then he 

would have been blameworthy.72     

                                                 
71 Wallace also lists duress, coercion, and necessity as kinds of excuses.  His account of these putative excuses 

strikes me as highly contrived, forcing us to distinguish the choice to ϕ from the choice to ϕ-rather-than-ψ.  I 
believe that Wallace’s account would be better served by construing considerations such as duress, coercion, 
and necessity as types of justifications, thus allowing him to avoid the peculiarities raised by his treatment of 
them under the rubric of excuse.     
 
72 A central worry for Wallace is whether all blameworthy action occurs as a result of an objectionable quality 
of will:  cases of negligence or recklessness serve as possible counterexamples.  In negligently failing to fulfill 
my promise, I do not choose to flout my promise and so it seems that my omission does not express an 
objectionable quality of will and hence, on Wallace’s account, my omission is not wrong.  It would follow 
according to Wallace’s Principle of No Blameworthiness without Fault that I am not blameworthy.  But this is 
the wrong verdict.   

Wallace responds to this objection by arguing that in cases of negligence we need to trace the 
objectionable quality of will to earlier choices.  Suppose I promised to help you move and yet forgot to keep 
this promise.  If I earlier chose not to write the date of the move on my calendar, and in this way failed to take 
the proper precautions to make sure I came through on my promise, then this choice constitutes an 
objectionable quality of will.  And so we can trace the agent’s blameworthiness back to this earlier quality of 
will.   

He treats cases of recklessness in a different manner.  The objectionable quality of will in such cases is 
not a choice per se, but a cavalier attitude expressed in a choice to do something (driving exceedingly fast on the 
freeway) in full awareness of the danger.  I will not concern myself with the adequacy of Wallace’s responses 
since there are, I believe, more pressing problems with his account. 



81 
 

After showing that the principle of No Blameworthiness without Fault can explain 

the full range of excuses that we offer in our moral responsibility practices, Wallace proceeds 

to argue that this principle is both superior to alternative incompatibilist principles, such as 

PAP, and that it would not universally apply to deterministic agents.  First, in cases of 

accident and inadvertence, often the agent will possess the ability to do otherwise.  Suppose 

I inadvertently step on your hand while walking to the kitchen.  I could have not stepped on 

your hand by deciding not walk to the kitchen.  Nevertheless, if I did not see your hand, and 

am not culpable for this lack of awareness, then I am excused from blameworthiness.  PAP 

is incapable of explaining this, whereas Wallace’s principle applies in a straightforward 

manner: your stepping on my hand does not express an objectionable choice to step on my 

hand and so you are not blameworthy.  So while PAP may seem to apply naturally to the 

cases of physical constraint and unintentional bodily movement, this principle cannot 

explain the full range of excuses.73     

Wallace claims that if excuses are understood along the lines he proposes, then one 

“can see immediately” that determinism would not constitute a universal excuse (Wallace 

1994, p. 147).  In order for determinism to do so, it must be a consequence of determinism 

that no one would ever express an objectionable quality of will in their actions or behavior.  

Wallace considers two potential routes of arguing that determinism has this consequence: 

one that maintains that the truth of determinism undermines all intentional explanation, and 

hence our actions would not result from or express ill will, and one that argues that no one 

                                                 
73 A defender of PAP might naturally reply that PAP does not need to be explain the full range of excuses in 
order to be true.  Wallace concedes this point.  His argument against PAP is two-fold: first, PAP is not needed 
to explain any excuses and, second, there are more powerful principles.  Wallace contends that once we realize 
that PAP is not required to explain the normative force of excuses, our inclination to accept it wanes (1994, p. 
151).  I have serious doubts about this last claim.  But, as before, I believe there are more pressing problems 
with Wallace’s account and so I will not call these claims into question.   
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would ever make a genuine choice if determinism were true.  Wallace, in my opinion, rightly 

maintains that neither reply has much to recommend it.            

Turning now to Wallace’s treatment of exemptions, he argues that exemptions, 

unlike excuses, call a person’s morally responsible agential capacities into question.  

Consequently, a principle that explains the normative force of exemptions will help to 

identify the capacities necessary for morally responsible agency.  Wallace categorizes excuses 

as “Blameworthy-conditions” (or “B-conditions”) on moral responsibility and exemptions as 

“Accountability-conditions” (or “A-conditions”) on moral responsibility.  He offers the 

following principle, which I will call the Principle of Reasonableness, as the normative 

principle governing exemptions: it is unreasonable to hold an agent responsible unless she 

has the general capacity to comply with the obligation and thereby avoid the sanction (such 

as expressed blame) attached to a violation of the obligation.  A couple of comments about 

this principle are in order.   

First, Wallace refers to the capacity implicated in this principle as “normative 

competence”: “the ability to grasp and apply moral reasons, and to govern one’s behavior by 

the light of such reasons” (Wallace 1994, p. 1).  Normative competence is composed of 

cognitive and affective elements.  As for the cognitive element, it requires the possession of 

the moral concepts at play in moral responsibility, such as wrongness, obligation, and blame, 

as well as the ability to bring these concepts to bear in a wide range of situations in which 

they apply—being able to anticipate demands and adjust one’s behavior in light of other 

moral principles.74  This ability also requires the ancillary abilities of attention, concentration, 

                                                 
74 Wallace (1994) and Fischer and Ravizza (1998) are of the same mind on this condition: the cognitive 
condition requires sensitivity to moral reasons.  Scanlon (1998) has argued, however, that mere sensitivity to 
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and judgment in order to bring the moral principles to bear.  An agent must be able to do 

more than merely mimic moral reasoning; he must actually be able to appreciate the moral 

reasons at play.  With respect to the affective or volitional element, the agent also must have 

the ability to control and regulate his behavior in light of these reasons.  In other words, the 

agent must have a will: the ability to step back and critically evaluate his motivations in light 

of moral reasons, and to be able to control his behavior in light of his rational evaluations.75   

Second, the abilities implicated in this condition are only general abilities.  The proof 

of this claim, so to speak, is in the pudding.  To the degree that normative competence, 

understood as only requiring general abilities, can account for the full range of exemptions, 

then there is no reason to require the specific ability.76  Wallace never offers analyses of these 

distinct senses of ability, but they can be illustrated by the following example.  Suppose 

Smith is tied tightly to a chair.  In such a case, Smith retains the general ability to stand up, 

even though he loses the specific ability.  In slightly different circumstances, if Smith tried to 

stand, he would stand up; and this is sufficient to establish that he has the general ability to 

stand up.  Specific abilities, however, incorporate features (or more features) of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
reasons (moral or otherwise) is sufficient to “get one in the game.”  It is for this very reason that their accounts 
treat psychopaths differently, for it is thought that psychopaths possess practical reasoning skills, at least to 
some degree, and yet lack the capacity to recognize and appreciate distinctively moral reasons.  I am inclined to 
think Wallace and Fischer and Ravizza are correct, but this point of contention has little bearing on my present 
arguments.  Watson (2001) raises serious worries about Scanlon’s rejection of moral understanding as a 
necessary condition for morally responsible agency. 
 
75 Locke (1689/1975, I.xxi) contains an important discussion of the first aspect of this conception of a will: the 
capacity to “suspend” one’s activity in order to critically reflect on one’s motivations.  The second aspect 
figures into most accounts of the will.   
 
76 As with Wallace’s treatment of excuses, one might question his claim about the relation between explanatory 
power and truth: the fact that specific abilities are not needed to explain the normative force of exemptions 
does not show that it would be unreasonable to hold someone responsible that lacks such abilities.  I have 
much sympathy for such a reply, but will instead focus on responding to Wallace on his own grounds, arguing 
that his normative principles do not in fact explain the full range of excuses and exemptions we offer.    
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circumstances: Smith lacks the specific ability to stand up since the only circumstances in 

which he stands up are ones in which salient features of his current circumstances are 

modified—the rope is looser, he is much stronger, etc.  I will have more to say below about 

the nature of this distinction, but this intuitive characterization should suffice for now.   

The third comment about Wallace’s offered principle for governing exemptions, is 

that the sense of holding responsible that is rendered inappropriate includes both 

prospective and retrospective stances.  The reason that it is unfair to hold a person 

retrospectively responsible who is not normatively competent is that it is unreasonable to 

hold him prospectively responsible.  Such a person is not a morally accountable agent and 

hence it is unreasonable to place any demands on him.  And since it is unreasonable to make 

demands of him, it is clearly unreasonable or unfair to blame him for failing to comply with 

them.  Normative competence is an A-condition on moral responsibility, a condition on 

whom we can appropriately form moral expectations and demands.      

Wallace, as with the category of excuse, argues that his Principle of 

Reasonableness—that it is unreasonable to hold responsible a person who it is not 

normatively competent—explains the full range of exemptions that we offer in our ordinary 

practices of responsibility (e.g. young children, addicts, psychopaths, and the insane).  We 

should keep in mind that Wallace is trying to offer explanations of why these exemptions 

have the force they do, given the accuracy of our folk understanding of the surrounding 

issues.  In this way, Wallace is not making any empirical claims about childhood, addiction, 

insanity, or psychopathy.  Instead, he is trying to explain why, given a certain understanding 

of these conditions, we judge such persons to be exempt from responsibility.   
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Very young children, the insane, and psychopaths are all exempted because they lack 

the cognitive abilities requisite for normative competence.  They cannot grasp and/or apply 

moral reasons and for this reason are exempt from responsibility.  Addicts and people under 

post-hypnotic suggestion, however, are exempted on the basis of lack of will: the addictive 

and post-hypnotic desires they face are too strong for them to control and consequently the 

person is unable to govern his behavior in light of his rational evaluations.  While he may 

judge that he ought to resist such impulses, and in this way demonstrates cognitive 

competence, he cannot translate his judgments into action.  Such agents suffer from 

volitional defects.    

Wallace believes that “any competent moral judge would endorse” his Principle of 

Reasonableness, as it “expresses an abstract moral conviction in which we have the utmost 

confidence” (1994, p. 161).  Moreover, Wallace’s principle also does not generalize under 

determinism.  Vital to Wallace’s defense of this latter claim is that normative competence is 

constituted solely by general abilities.  We have supreme confidence in the Principle of 

Reasonableness when it is understood this way: clearly it is unreasonable to demand of 

someone to speak English who lacks even the general ability to do this.  Wallace’s argument 

that only general abilities are required is an indirect one: appeal to the Principle of 

Reasonableness so understood has the explanatory power to account for the full range of 

exemptions, and therefore there is no need to appeal to “specific” abilities.  Moreover, it is 

claimed that general abilities are not threatened by determinism, as even incompatibilists will 

admit.  Wallace offers no account of general abilities, but goes so far as to claim that a 

constraint on an adequate analysis of general abilities must render such abilities compatible 

with the truth of determinism (Wallace 1994, p. 182). 
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 Wallace concludes his defense of compatibilism with a diagnosis of the seductiveness 

of incompatibilism, explaining what he takes to be the main mistakes involved in 

incompatibilist arguments, such as conflating difficulty with physical necessity.  In this way 

Wallace provides a powerful argument in favor of compatibilism and casts serious doubt on 

the tenability of incompatibilism.   

An incompatibilist might respond in a variety of ways.  For example, he might point 

out that it does not follow from the fact that none of the conditions that we actually identify 

as excusing or exempting agents would generalize under determinism, that deterministic 

agents would not be universally excused or exempted.  For, the objector might continue, that 

we do not actually offer any excuses or exemptions that would generalize under determinism 

is merely a byproduct of our contingent and limited experiences, not a deep truth about the 

nature of moral responsibility.  It is thus open to us to consider hypothetical cases, perhaps 

science fiction cases involving incredible forms of manipulation, in order to determine 

whether we would judge such forms of manipulation to excuse or exempt the agent from 

responsibility.  And, so the argument would go, it is these conditions that would generalize 

under determinism.77 

 A second proposal is to argue that if determinism is true, no ever does wrong and 

hence no one is ever blameworthy.78  The core ideas behind this argument are that ‘ought’ 

implies ‘can’ (call this the Maxim) and that if determinism is true, no one can do other than 

he actually does.  On these assumptions, Wallace’s Principle of No Blameworthiness without 

                                                 
77 For two prominent strategies along these lines see Alfred Mele’s Zygote argument (Mele 2006) and Derk 
Pereboom’s Four-Case argument (Pereboom, 2001). 
 
78 Prominent defenders of this strategy include Copp (1997, 2008) and Schnall (2001). 
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Fault does generalize under determinism.  To see this, consider for reductio, the claim that a 

deterministic agent S performs some action ϕ that violates an obligation.  According to the 

Maxim, if ϕ was wrong, then S could have done otherwise (where this includes simply not ϕ-

ing).  But if determinism is true, then it is false that S could have done otherwise (according 

to our second assumption).  It follows then that our original assumption, namely that S’s ϕ-

ing was an instance of a wrong action is false.79  So while Wallace is correct that the truth of 

determinism would not imply that no one ever expresses an objectionable quality of will, he 

is mistaken to assume that this is the only aspect of wrongdoing that determinism might be 

incompatible with.  Rather, determinism undermines the possibility of doing wrong by 

undermining the agent’s ability to do otherwise.         

 Such approaches have great promise against Wallace, who only briefly and 

unsatisfactorily deals with cases of manipulation and threat of the Maxim for 

compatibilism.80  However, I will respond to Wallace on his own terms, arguing that his 

principles cannot explain the full range of excuses and exemptions in our ordinary moral 

responsibility practices, especially cases of physical constraint and addiction. 

 

3.4 The Principle of Reasonable Opportunity 

Suppose that you have promised a friend to help him move later in the day.  However, as the 

hour approaches you remained glued to the TV as one of the most exciting football games 

                                                 
79 The only other assumption at play in this proof is that blameworthiness implies that one has done wrong.  
And while some would dispute this claim, Wallace as we have seen, does not. 
 
80 Wallace only considers cases of manipulation in which an agent’s capacities for normative competence are 
impaired.  But it is clear that we can imagine cases in which agents are manipulated in seemingly morally 
responsibility undermining ways and yet their capacity for normative competence are left in tack.  Wallace 
needs to explain this “seeming” away.  See Fischer (1996) for a nice statement of this worry.   
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of the year unfolds.  As the game arrives at the fourth quarter, you decide to stay home and 

watch the game, flouting your obligation to your friend—you will deal with the 

consequences later.  Assuming that this situation does not involve any abnormal conditions, 

it is clear that you are blameworthy.  You have violated your obligation to help your friend 

move and your choosing to omit helping your friend manifests an objectionable quality of 

will.   

 But suppose we slightly tweak the case.  Suppose that, unbeknownst to you, your 

only available means of transportation (the subway system) was out of service at that time, 

so that even if you had tried to fulfill the obligation, you would have failed.  But, as in the 

above case, you don’t try, but instead choose to watch the football game.  Are you also 

blameworthy in this case?  The potential ambiguity of the question is striking.  You do seem 

to be blameworthy; but blameworthy for what?  For failing to fulfill the promise?  This 

seems doubtful since there was nothing you could have done to make good on the promise: 

it was inevitable that you would fail to help your friend move.81  But it is equally doubtful 

that you are completely off the hook.  There are a few different (albeit compatible) ways of 

explaining your blameworthiness.  First, we might think that you should have at least walked 

to the subway station, intending to talk the subway.  Given that you didn’t know that the 

subway system was down, and as you were not physically constrained from doing this, you 
                                                 
81 This claim flies in the face of the Frankfurt-style cases, cases that supposedly consist of a situation in which 

an agent’s ϕ-ing is inevitable and yet the agent is still blameworthy.  I will comment on the relevance of these 
cases below.  But a brief comment is in order here.  I doubt that most defenders of Frankfurt-style cases would 
object to the claim that you are not blameworthy for failing to fulfill the promise. What they would reject is my 
explanation of why you are not blameworthy.  Consider another case, “Sharks” in which a man decides not to 
save a child who he sees drowning in the ocean, but, unbeknownst to him, the waters are infested with sharks 
so that even if he had tried to save the child, the child still would have drowned (Fischer and Ravizza 1998, p. 
125). Fischer and Ravizza, two the stoutest and most able defenders of Frankfurt-style cases, judge that the 
man is not blameworthy for the child’s drowning.  As our promising case is structurally identical to the Sharks, 
we have reason to think that they would agree with my judgment about your not being blameworthy for not 
fulfilling the promise.  What they would dispute is my explanation of why the man is not blameworthy.      
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are blameworthy for failing to walk to the subway station.  Since you had an obligation to 

fulfill your promise, and the only way to fulfill the promise was to go to the subway station, 

you were obligated to go to the subway station.82  Alternatively, we might argue that the 

impossibility of fulfilling the obligation gives rise to other obligations, such as calling the 

friend to let him know you will be unable to arrive, offering assistance in some other way, 

etc.  Finally, we might argue that you violate an obligation concerning how to deliberate: 

your choosing to stay and watch the football game in lieu of fulfilling your promise fails to 

give proper weight to your promissory obligation.83  All of these explanations are driving at 

the fact that you failed to take seriously your promissory obligation: in failing to give due 

weight to the obligation you show yourself to be blameworthy. 

 Wallace disagrees.  He claims that you are blameworthy for failing to fulfill the 

promise: physical constraint, he claims, excuses an agent from omitting to fulfill an 

obligation only if the omission “is due solely to physical constraint” (1994, p. 142).  In our 

case, however, your omitting to fulfill the obligation is overdetermined: it is due to your 

deciding not to fulfill it and the subway-system’s being down.  Consequently, the 

unavailability of the subway cannot excuse you from blameworthiness for failing to fulfill the 

promise (Wallace 1994, p. 142), and as there is no other excuse in the offing, you are 

blameworthy for this omission.  It is important to see that this assessment is not a simple 

mistake on Wallace’s part.  Rather, given his account of the normative force of excuses, 

Wallace is forced to make this dubious claim.  Recall that on Wallace’s picture obligations 

                                                 
82 It is important to note that on this explanation we are committed to thinking that you remain obligated to 
keep the promise to the friend even though it is inevitable that you will not fulfill it. 
 
83 Scanlon (1998) rightly emphasizes the importance of the manner in which we deliberate for our interpersonal 
relationships. 



90 
 

concern not just outward behavior and omission, but an agent’s quality of will as expressed 

in behavior and omission.  Excuses thus function by showing that one did not express an 

objectionable quality of will in action and consequently did not violate one’s obligation.  One 

can be excused, then, only if one’s action or omission does not express an objectionable 

quality of will.  But in our case your omission does express an objectionable quality of will—it 

expresses the choice to flout your promise—so no excuse is available.  Therefore, on 

Wallace’s account it follows that you violated your obligation and hence are blameworthy for 

this violation.   

 But this is the wrong verdict.  Consider the likely conversation to take place between 

you and your friend the following day:  

 Friend: Why didn’t you show up to help me move? 

You: I am really sorry.  I couldn’t pull myself from the TV.  But as it turns out, the 

subway was down, so that even if I tried, I wouldn’t have been able to make it.  

Friend: Well, you should have at least tried. 

You: I know. I’m sorry.  It was a rotten thing to do. 

Notice that the friend does not persist in maintaining that you should have come to help him 

move (as he would have had you been blameworthy for this failure); and for good reason as 

it was impossible, given the circumstances, for you to do this.  It is extremely natural to 

make the move that the friend does make: shifting his blame from your failing to help him 

move to your failing to try—or some other failure that was not inevitable, such as your 

failing to call or deliberating in an objectionable manner.   

Wallace’s principle fails to explain the normative force of physical constraint: the 

excuse of physical constraint does not necessarily function by showing that the agent’s 
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behavior or omission did not express an objectionable quality of will.  The excuse is valid 

even when the agent acts, or fails to act, with ill will.  It follows that Wallace’s account of the 

normative force of excuses needs to be supplemented (or supplanted) with a new principle, 

and, specifically, by a principle that can explain why you are excused from failing to help the 

friend move.  I propose the following principle: 

(PRO) The Principle of Reasonable Opportunity: An agent is blameworthy for ϕ84 

only if the agent had a reasonable opportunity to avoid ϕ.85 

Opportunities are distinct from abilities: if you are tied down to a chair, you have the ability 

to stand, but lack the opportunity.  Opportunities are determined (primarily) by situational 

factors.  So while Kobe Bryant is presently able to shoot a free throw, he lacks the 

opportunity since he is on a plane traveling to his next game.  However, “internal” factors 

can also affect one’s ability: if Bryant is knocked unconscious, then he lacks the opportunity 

to make a free throw.  In the case of physical constraint above, we can explain your being 

excused from failing to help the friend move by appealing to the fact that you lacked the 

opportunity to help the friend move: there was no available means of transportation.  But 

the principle as stated concerns not simply opportunities, but reasonable opportunities.  PRO 

is a normative principle insofar as it depends on normative judgments about the availability 

of a reasonable opportunity: an opportunity’s being reasonable depends not just on its 

availability, but also whether it is reasonable to have expected you to take it.   

                                                 
84 Where ‘ϕ’ ranges over actions and omissions. 
 
85 Two brief comments.  First, I offer this principle as only governing blameworthiness, not responsibility 
simpliciter.  This is line with my comment above (n. 9) that I will focus mostly on blameworthiness.  
Nevertheless, I suspect that either this very principle or something very much like also governs approval.  
Second, this principle even more than my judgment above concerning your non-blameworthiness for failing to 
fulfill the promise, clashes with the success of Frankfurt-style cases: if these cases are valid, then PRO is false.  
Again, I will discuss the relevance of these cases below.   
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There are three general ways in which one lacks a reasonable opportunity.  First, one 

lacks any opportunity.  Our above case of physical constraint is an example of this.   Second, 

one is ignorant of the availability of the opportunity.  For example, suppose that you, as 

currently situated, have the opportunity to find a cure for cancer.  As you are not aware that 

the taking of this opportunity would lead to such a cure, such an opportunity is not 

reasonable.  The final way in which an opportunity is unreasonable concerns the relative 

difficulty in taking it. One might have the opportunity to resist interrogation, but given the 

extreme pain of the torture it is not reasonable to expect one to take this opportunity.86  In 

the following chapter, I will have much more to say about the nature of opportunities and 

abilities, but for now I will leave them unanalyzed.  Part of my reason for doing this is that I 

believe that one ought to be able to offer a general account of the normative force of 

excuses and exemptions that does not straightaway entail an answer to the compatibility 

question.  Even if one accepts PRO, one does not thereby become an incompatibilist, 

although PRO does seems more amenable to incompatibilism than compatibilism.    

 One advantage PRO has over Wallace’s principle is that it allows (but does not 

entail) the intuitive idea that excuses show that an agent is not blameworthy for doing 

something wrong.  For Wallace, wrongdoing entails blameworthiness, and consequently it is 

                                                 
86 All of these cases raise issues about tracing: suppose your not knowing that you have the opportunity to set 
about  curing cancer is due to your own negligence.  Did you have a reasonable opportunity to cure cancer?  
Assuming that you had a reasonable opportunity to become aware of your opportunity to cure cancer, then it 
seems that you indeed did have a reasonable opportunity to cure cancer.  Similar remarks apply to lacking any 
opportunity or lacking a reasonable opportunity due to difficulty.  If one is oneself responsible for such 
absences (either the presence of the opportunity or the requisite strength to take up the opportunity), then we 
might judge that one did have a reasonable opportunity despite is current unavailability or difficulty: the idea 
being that you had this opportunity at an earlier time.  Consequently, a more precise version of PRO requires 
reference to specific times (times concerning both the having of the opportunity and the time of action), and 
judgments about the reasonableness of opportunities requires considerations of possible culpability.  
Nevertheless, we can ignore these important issues for now.  It is much more important to understand the role 
and plausibility of this principle before hammering out the nuts and bolts.  
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impossible to be excused for doing wrong; excuses rather function by showing that the 

agent, despite initial appearances, did nothing wrong.87  But as mentioned above, this runs 

the risk of assimilating excuses to justifications.  PRO, however, allows us to offer a 

straightforward explanation of the difference between these two kinds of pleas: justifications 

concede responsibility but deny wrongness, while excuses concede wrongness but deny 

responsibility.  This seems to be better capture the way in which we speak of responsibility. 

 Unlike PAP, PRO can indeed explain the full range of excuses we offer.  Consider a 

case in which you and your family are snuggled in around the TV for a Saturday night movie.  

As your son runs to the kitchen to make some popcorn, he accidently steps on your 

daughter’s hand.  She quickly withdraws her hand and with mild agitation cries, “Watch 

where you’re going!”  To which your son replies, “I am sorry I didn’t see your hand.”  Is this 

a mitigating excuse or an exculpatory excuse?  That depends on further details of the case.  

In general, inadvertence functions as a mitigating excuse, since often one’s lack of awareness 

of some fact is itself culpable.  If your son should have known that his sister’s hand was 

there, then this excuse, at best, mitigates blameworthiness.  But suppose that his sister was 

under a blanket and that from the visible outline of her posture there was no way he could 

have known that her hand was where he stepped.  Indeed, all the evidence suggests that her 

hand was not there.  In such a case, it is reasonable to judge inadvertence to function as an 

exculpatory excuse.  Let’s assume that this is correct.  In this case, PAP cannot explain why 

inadvertence exculpates your son from blame since he presumably satisfies PAP: he could 

                                                 
87 That this entailment holds becomes clear when we realize that Wallace believes that exemptions function by 
showing that the person involved is not a morally accountable agent and hence is under no moral obligations.  
Consequently, doing wrong entails that there is no excuse or exemption for you and your action, and it follows, 
therefore, that you are blameworthy.   
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have done otherwise.  For example, he could have asked you to make the popcorn, thus 

resulting in his not going to the kitchen and hence his not stepping on his sister’s hand.  But 

surely it is not reasonable to have expected him to take this opportunity (there was no 

apparent risk in his undertaking the journey to the kitchen), even though it was available.  

And moreover, given that he was non-culpably ignorant of the location of his sister’s hand, 

we would also not have expected him to step somewhere else on his way to the kitchen.  

Indeed, given what he knew, his stepping where his sister’s hand happened to be might have 

been the best place for him to step.  Unlike PAP, PRO can explain this: he lacked a 

reasonable opportunity to avoid stepping on his sister’s hand and for this reason he is not 

blameworthy. 

 PRO can also straightforwardly account for cases of mistake, accident, and 

unintentional bodily movement.  It is in virtue of PRO’s requiring not just an opportunity to 

comply with the obligation in question, but a reasonable opportunity that it can handle these 

cases.  It is important to keep in mind that none of these excuses is always exculpatory: 

often, in accidently or mistakenly ϕ-ing, one should have been more careful.  PRO can 

explain why you remain blameworthy (why these excuses do not exculpate): in such cases 

you had a reasonable opportunity to have been more careful, and had you been more careful, 

then you would not have ϕ-ed.  PRO, nonetheless, can also explain why these excuses 

mitigate: the degree of reasonableness of the opportunity in such cases is less than ideal and 

this leads us to judge that the agent is less blameworthy than he otherwise would have been 

(cf. Hart 2008b, p. 15).  The person who tripped over a toy knocking over your vase had a 

reasonable opportunity to avoid breaking your vase: he could have paid more attention to 
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where he was going.  But the opportunity to avoid breaking the vase in this case is less 

reasonable than in a case in which he deliberately breaks the vase.   

In this way PRO can explain the normative force of mitigating excuses.  However, it 

might not seem that it can explain the full range of mitigating excuses.  Consider someone 

who after knocking over the vase, points out that he did not do it intentionally.  In so doing 

he might be calling one’s attention to the reasonableness of his opportunity to avoid 

breaking the phase; however, he might instead be contrasting his action with a different 

action, such as intentionally breaking the vase.  The blameworthy agent here attempts to 

“mitigate” his blameworthiness by noting that he did not intend to break the vase, as one 

might have originally assumed, and thus, although blameworthy, deserves less blame than we 

might have originally thought.  This suggests that quality of will is relevant to degree of 

blameworthiness.  I believe this is correct: but quality of will is not a mitigating excuse.  

Degree of blameworthiness varies along at least two different dimensions: reasonableness of 

opportunity to avoid blameworthiness and degree of wrongness.88  Opportunities are 

relevant to an agent’s responsibility for wrongdoing; quality of will is relevant to the degree 

of wrongness of the blameworthy action.  Someone who intentionally breaks the vase 

performs an action that is more wrong than someone who carelessly breaks the vase.  

Quality of will is relevant to blameworthiness because it is relevant to degree of wrongness.  

For this reason appeals to quality of will should not be together with excuses. 

That quality of will is relevant to degree of wrongdoing and not responsibility for 

wrongdoing is suggested by Wallace’s own account of excuses, since he construes excuses as 

attempts to defeat the presumption of wrongdoing.  Indeed, I believe that Wallace’s analysis 

                                                 
88 My sense is that it also varies along the lines of degree of normative competence.    
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of quality of will and his principle of No Blameworthiness without Fault is relevant to the 

plea of justification.  Justifications show that it is inappropriate to blame because they show 

that the agent is not at fault.  And, according to Wallace’s identified principle: it is 

inappropriate to blame someone who is not at fault.  If one assumes with Wallace that our 

demands always concern the quality of will expressed in action, it follows that justifications 

will also proceed by claiming that the appearance of an objectionable quality was illusory and 

hence the agent did not do anything wrong.  As we with excuses and exemptions, we might 

envision justifications coming in two varieties.  Complete justifications show that the action 

performed was not wrong at all and hence blame is wholly inappropriate.  Partial 

justifications are offered to show that the action was not as wrong as it may have first 

appeared and hence the degree of blame that is appropriate is less that it appeared at first 

glance.  But even if one thinks that considerations besides appeal to quality of will can 

justify, Wallace’s principle still seems to be the principle that explains the normative force of 

justifications: justifications get one off the hook because it is inappropriate to blame 

someone who is not at fault.        

Therefore, I envision PRO as supplanting Wallace’s Principle of No 

Blameworthiness without Fault in the domain of excuses, and yet I believe that Wallace’s 

principle is the principle that governs justifications.  He may have well been misled by the 

fact that certain phrases, such as “That was an accident” can have very different import: they 

might be trying to justify the agent or they might be trying to excuse the agent.  Wallace’s 

mistake then lies in not clearly distinguishing justifications from excuses.   

We might consider the process of determining blameworthiness as a two-staged 

process.  At the first stage we determine whether the agent is blameworthy for ϕ-ing.  
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Considerations that are relevant here are complete justifications, exculpatory excuses, and 

complete and partial exemptions.  The notion of a reasonable opportunity functions as a 

threshold concept at this stage: either an agent had a reasonable opportunity to avoid the 

action or he didn’t.  If any of these considerations are valid, then the agent is completely off 

the hook.  But assuming that none of these considerations are valid, we next move to the 

second stage which determines degree of blameworthiness.  PRO is again relevant here, but 

in this case the notion of a reasonable opportunity functions as a degreed concept: how 

reasonable was the agent’s opportunity to avoid ϕ.  The agent’s degree of blameworthiness 

will vary with degree of reasonableness of opportunity to avoid ϕ.  However, partial 

justifications are also relevant, particularly the quality of the agent’s will.  Did the agent ϕ 

accidently, intentionally, or with mal-intent?  I take it that affirmative answers to each 

question will increase the agent’s blameworthiness.  I am more blameworthy for breaking 

your vase with mal-intent than I am for breaking it accidently.  In this way we can 

incorporate Wallace’s insight about the relevance of quality of will for affixing blame, while 

also acknowledging its inability to be the sole governing moral principle excuses.  

  PRO can also explain philosophers’ ambivalence concerning what category of plea 

coercion and duress belong to.  The paradigmatic cases of these pleas are a bank-teller held 

at gun point, who hands over the bank’s money to a robber, and sailors who abandon their 

employer’s cargo to avoid sinking the ship.  There is a general consensus that in such cases 

the agent is not blameworthy, but is this because the agent was justified in so acting or 

because the agent was excused in so acting?  There is an important sense of opportunity in 

which both agents had the opportunity to avoid the action performed: the bank-teller had 



98 
 

the opportunity to refuse to hand over the money and the sailor had the opportunity to keep 

the cargo on board and take his chances.  But even though the bank-teller and sailor 

possessed the relevant skills to take these respective opportunities, is it reasonable to have 

expected them to do so given the circumstances?  Can we expect her to risk her life for the 

banks money, or an employer’s cargo?  The answer seems to be ‘No’ and this may suggest 

that the agents involved are excused.  However, it is also for this very reason that the agents 

seem justified in their actions, for the unreasonableness of the opportunity can appear 

relevant to the wrongness of the action: given that it was unreasonable to expect the agent to 

take the alternative opportunity it seems doubtful that the action was wrong.  Not all will feel 

the force of this concern: consequentialists will not think that it is relevant to determining 

wrongness, but contractualists most likely will.  PRO will not settle these disputes but it does 

help explain the source of our ambivalence concerning the proper way to categorize these 

pleas.  

 PRO, therefore, has a lot going for it.  First, it can explain the normative force of 

exculpatory excuses such as physical constraint, while Wallace’s Principle of No 

Blameworthiness without Fault fails on this score.  Second, PRO can explain the force of 

mitigating excuses; this is clear once we properly categorize appeals to quality of will.  Third, 

the principle allows for the possibility of being non-blameworthy for performing a morally 

impermissible action.  Fourth, the principle can explain the difficulty of categorizing certain 

pleas.  And lastly, the principle has great intuitive plausibility.  As with Wallace’s Principle of 

Reasonableness, I submit that this is a principle that we are inclined to accept upon critical 

moral reflection.  If we sincerely believed that someone lacked any reasonable opportunity to 

avoid wrongdoing, we would be highly inclined to refrain from (or cease to) blame her.      
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I offer PRO as a principle that governs our practices of holding responsible.  In the 

next section I will further defend PRO by arguing against Wallace’s treatment of exemptions.  

My objection is not that he fails to account for the normative force of exemptions.  Indeed, I 

completely agree with his account.  Our disagreement arises over how best to categorize the 

case of addiction.  In the end we will see that addiction is an excuse, not an exemption, and 

that addiction provides an additional reason to posit PRO, as Wallace’s Principle of No 

Blameworthiness without Fault cannot explain addiction’s normative force.     

 

3.5 Addiction as Excuse 

Exemptions function by showing that the person who is accused of performing some wrong 

action ϕ is not one of whom we can demand that he not ϕ: the person is not a fully morally 

accountable agent (cf. Wallace 1994, p. 154).  Paradigm exemptions include extreme youth, 

insanity, psychopathy, and addiction.  I believe that it is helpful to distinguish between 

excuses and exemptions in terms of the features of the agent they focus on.  Excuses focus 

on the agent’s extrinsic features, his relation to his surroundings (what is aware of, how the 

circumstances are impinging on him, and so forth), while exemptions focus on the intrinsic 

features of an agent (his capacities and abilities).  By cutting up the terrain in this manner, we 

are able to explain why excuses apply locally and exemptions globally.  On the one hand, the 

scope of an excuse is narrow, usually applying to a single act during a short interval of time 

(e.g. stepping on someone’s foot, being late for a meeting).  Exemptions, on the other hand, 

have a more global import; normally you are not exempt today and responsible tomorrow.  

If an exemption applies to a person, it will likely apply to him for a significant interval of 
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time.89  What accounts for this is the relative stability over time of our intrinsic properties 

relevant to morally accountable agency, in contrast to our ever changing extrinsic properties.  

Our abilities are grounded in our intrinsic properties and consequently are relatively stable.  

And as an exemption’s applicability is dependent of one’s intrinsic make-up, the exemption 

inherits this temporal stability.  In contrast, excuses depend on the changing environment 

and so, generally, apply in very specific contexts over short spans of time.           

 This construal of exemptions fits nicely with Wallace’s own account.  He argues that 

a person is a morally responsible agent if and only if he is normatively competent.  

Normative competence, in turn, is the ability to grasp and apply moral reasons and to 

control and regulate one’s behavior in light of them (Wallace 1994, p. 157).  Normative 

competence includes a cognitive component, the ability to understand and appreciate moral 

reasons, as well as a volitional component, the ability to translate this understanding and 

appreciation into action.  In this way, persons can be exempt as a result of a cognitive defect 

or as a result of a volitional defect (or both).  And, Wallace argues, normative competence 

only requires that agents have general abilities.  It is this last claim that suggests that 

normative competence is grounded in an agent’s intrinsic properties, not his extrinsic 

properties.     

My distinction between ability and opportunity tracks the distinction between general 

and specific ability.  Nevertheless, I believe that the differences between general and specific 

                                                 
89 Of course, we might be able to cook up some examples in which this generality does not hold.  But that is 
consistent we my claim that usually, in the real world, agents aren’t accountable one minute and not accountable 
the next.  To illustrate this consider Alzheimer patients.  Presumably a person in the late stages of Alzheimer’s 
is not an accountable agent.  Yet there are strong reasons for thinking that persons in the early stages of 
Alzheimers are accountable.  The transition from early to late stage is a slow, gradual process, and results in a 
radical deterioration of the brain.  Because of this there will be large segments of time in which it will be 
difficult to judge whether the person is morally accountable; indeed, perhaps it is genuinely indeterminate.  But 
it certainly won’t be the case that the patient is accountable on Monday and not accountable on Tuesday.         
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ability are great enough that it can be misleading to suggest that they are two different 

species of the same kind of thing.  Instead, general and specific abilities pick out very 

different features of an agent and for this reason it is better to carve up this terrain in terms 

of abilities and opportunities.90  But however we carve this up, whether or not an agent has 

an ability (or general ability) to ϕ depends solely on an agent’s intrinsic properties;91 whereas, 

whether an agent possesses an opportunity (or specific ability) to ϕ depends on his intrinsic-

cum-extrinsic properties.  And it is precisely for this reason that excuses are relevant to an 

agent’s opportunities (which depend upon his intrinsic-cum-extrinsic properties), while 

exemptions solely concern an agent’s intrinsic properties.  Consequently, I agree with 

Wallace’s claim about normative competence: normative competence, construed as a 

condition for morally responsible agency, only requires that one possess certain (general) 

abilities.   

Blaming a person who is not morally accountable is akin to a category mistake.  It is 

not just that in the present circumstances there is something inappropriate about the 

blaming, but rather that it is a mistake to think that this is even the kind of person of whom 

blame could be appropriate.  So while the person tied down is excused from, say, making an 

important phone call he promised to make, he is not exempted: he is still a fit subject of 

demands.  However, to blame one’s infant for wetting the bad is a gross mistake—it betrays 

the failure to realize that the infant is not one of whom we can make demands in the first 

place, let alone blame when he violates one.  This strongly suggests that moral accountability 

                                                 
90 Wallace (1994, pp. 182-183) also suggests the terminology of ability and opportunity.   
 
91 For those who have doubts of this claim, I will defend it more fully in the following chapter.   
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is constituted by an agent’s abilities, not his surroundings and circumstances, and 

consequently that normative competence is a matter of ability, not opportunity.   

On the basis of this theory of moral accountability, Wallace argues that the following 

principle explains the normative force of exemptions: it is unreasonable to hold someone 

morally accountable unless he is normatively competent.  I find this principle highly 

plausible and will not dispute its validity; however, as with Wallace’s principle concerning 

excuses, I have doubts about its ability to explain the full range of exemptions.  Actually, this 

description of my worry is not quite right.  I do not think that this principle can explain the 

normative force of addiction—of why addiction makes it inappropriate to blame an agent.  

However, it is unclear to me whether it is best to construe addiction as an exemption or an 

excuse.  Is blaming an addict really akin to a category mistake?  Does an addiction make it 

unreasonable to make any demands of an addict?  I have my doubts.  One difficulty here is 

that there is simply no consensus concerning the effects of addiction.  I will follow Wallace 

in construing addiction along popular lines as generating irresistible desires.92  But even 

under this conception of addiction it is doubtful that an addict is not a morally accountable 

agent.  For addicts are not always in the grip of their addictive desires and even when they 

are, there are often many routes to the desire’s fulfillment—thus allowing them to do a 

better or worse job in fulfilling their other obligations.   

I want to argue that Wallace’s Principle of Reasonableness cannot explain the 

normative force of addiction.  But it will emerge from this discussion that addiction is more 

akin to an excuse than exemption, and hence the principle’s failure to account for it need not 

                                                 
92 There are however serious questions about the accuracy of this description.  For doubts see Wallace (1999) 
and Watson (2004f and 2004g). 
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suggest that another principle is needed to account for the normative force of exemptions.  

Instead, I will take the import of my argument to show that addiction is actually an excuse.  I 

will go on to argue that addiction does make trouble for Wallace on the excuse front: his 

principle of No Blameworthiness without Fault cannot account for its normative force.  I 

will conclude this argument by showing that PRO can straightforwardly explain addiction’s 

normative force.  This will buttress my arguments above in favor of PRO. 

 Consider an addict, David, who is presently in the grip of an addictive desire, which, 

according to our above assumption is irresistible.  David cannot resist its force and so begins 

to deliberate about how to satisfy it; he decides to call his dealer and arranges a score.  

David, however, has promised his friend to return some borrowed DVDs that evening.  

Fortunately for David, his friend’s house is right on the way to his score and he has plenty of 

time to drop off the DVDs and still get his fix.  His dealer cannot meet him until later, so 

stopping by the friend’s house will not cause any delay in getting his drugs.  But David 

decides to ignore the promise and head straight for the deal.   

Is David completely exempt from responsibility?  If so, then not only is it 

unreasonable to blame him for purchasing an illegal substance, but it is also unreasonable to 

blame him for failing to keep his promise.  But this seems like the wrong verdict.  The drug’s 

presence does not make it physically impossible for him to keep his promise.  Perhaps it 

exerted some pressure to go straight to the deal, but as stopping by his friend’s house would 

not have resulted in his obtaining the drugs any later, it seems David is blameworthy for 

flouting his obligation to his friend.  If this is correct, then David is not completely exempt 

from responsibility.  Again this is because complete exemptions are an all or nothing matter.  

Such exemptions are considerations that show that a person is not a morally responsible 



104 
 

agent and consequently is not a fit subject of demands.  Therefore, if a complete exemption 

applies to a person at time t, or for a duration of time tn-tm, then there are no legitimate 

demands or expectations on this person during this time.   

 Addictions do not narrow the scope of possible actions to one, but rather leave open 

a range of options—how to acquire the drugs, when to take them, the manner of taking 

them, and so on.  Consequently, if addition is an exemption it must be a partial exemption.  

Yet I believe there is decisive reason to reject addiction as an exemption.  First, addictive 

desires come and go with great frequency, but exemptions are relatively stable.  Second, and 

more importantly, the mere presence of desire is not relevant to the possession of an ability.  

If addiction functions by exempting agents from responsibility, then it must eliminate, or at 

least diminish, an agent’s abilities.  But this is just not the way addictive desires (under our 

present conception) functions.  Consider David again.  Did he retain the (general) ability of 

normative competence even while desiring to consume his drug of choice?  The way to 

evaluate such an ability claim is to vary the circumstances in certain respects and observe 

whether in these other circumstances David would have exercised these abilities had he tried.  

As with the case of being tied down that we considered above, we saw that you retained the 

ability to stand up, since had you not be tied down and chosen to stand up, you would have 

stood up.  There are important and difficult questions concerning exactly which features of 

an agent we must hold fixed and which we are allowed to vary when evaluating ability 

attributions.  Someone who is paralyzed lacks even the ability to stand up and so when 

evaluating an ability attribution to such a person, we must not so change the agent that he, in 

the alternative case, possess abilities he actually lacks.  So some features must be held fixed, 

while others are allowed to vary.  Fortunately we do not need to solve the delicate issues 
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surrounding which conditions must be held fixed, for if being tied down does not affect my 

(general) ability to stand, neither does having an irresistible desire not to stand.  Moreover, it 

is doubtful that abilities are either constituted or grounded in desires.  I don’t lose the ability 

to shoot a basketball when I lack the desire to shoot, nor do I lose this ability when I have 

the desire not to shoot.  Abilities are not subject to such wild fluctuation.93  At best, desires 

affect one’s opportunities.  Therefore, while there are deep questions about the grounds of 

abilities, it cannot plausibly be maintained that desires are among them and this is the only 

point I need in order to show that addiction does not affect one’s abilities (cf. Kaufman 

1963; Duggan and Gert 1967; Locke 1973/1974; van Inwagen 1983).94
    

 David consequently retains his ability to grasp and apply moral reasons and to 

regulate his behavior in light of them.  There are good reasons to think that addiction affects, 

in some intuitive sense, both our “ability” to reason clearly and to translate our decisions and 

judgments into action (cf. Wallace 1999; Watson 2004f, 2004g).  But when the sense of 

ability at stake is mere general ability, it is clear that addictive desire leaves such abilities 

wholly unaffected.  Rather, addictive desires affect one’s opportunity (or specific ability) to  

                                                 
93 Interestingly, Wallace himself defends this very claim: “A feat that is clearly outside the range of an agent’s 
general powers at one moment, however, cannot be a feat that the agent actually goes on to perform at the next 
moment.  We could make sense of this suggestion only on the supposition that the agent’s general powers are 
constantly subject to wild fluctuation from moment to moment.  To make this supposition, however, would 
simply be to abandon the familiar notion of a general power or ability….” (1994, p. 218).  I completely agree 
with the sentiments presented here, but I do not see how Wallace squares them with his account of addiction 
as exemption.  Such a view of the nature of (general) abilities seems to undercut the claim that addiction is a 
kind of exemption.     
 
94 This is only a claim about general abilities.  Many philosophers distinguish among various kinds or species of 
ability and it may well be that desire is among the grounds of some of these kinds or species.  What is clear, 
however, is that it is not among the grounds of a general ability, or simply ability, as I am currently employing 
the term.   
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exercise one’s (general) ability.  Consequently, David is normatively competent and so 

Wallace’s Principle of Reasonableness cannot explain why he is not blameworthy for taking 

the drugs.   

Wallace might object and maintain that addiction does not eliminate any of the 

agent’s abilities, but it does diminish them (cf. Wallace 1994, p. 171).  But what exactly does 

this claim amount to?  First, there is an ambiguity in the notion of diminution: is it the 

agent’s (general) ability that is being diminished or the agent’s specific ability, or better, 

opportunity, that is being diminished?  It is clear that abilities can be better or more reliable.  

It is not just that Kobe Bryant has more opportunities to exercise his ability to make free-

throws (although this is true), but his ability to make free throws is better than mine in that 

he is a more reliable free-throw shooter.  The suggestion, then, can be understood as the 

claim that addicts are not as good at grasping and applying moral reasons and regulating their 

lives in light of them.  This claim is plausible, but I doubt very much that what explains it is 

that the addicts’ (general) abilities are diminished.  An agent’s abilities cannot be diminished 

by some feature F, unless F affects the agent’s intrinsic properties relevant to grounding the 

ability.  And as I argued above, the mere presence of addictive desires do not affect one’s 

intrinsic properties that are relevant to grounding one’s abilities, and so the presence of the 

addictive desire cannot explain why the addict’s abilities of normative competence are 

diminished, assuming that they are diminished.95   

 A more plausible explanation of the sense in which an addict’s ability of normative 

competence is diminished is that their specific abilities to exercise their general abilities, or in 

                                                 
95 Of course, a consequence of consuming banned substances is impaired abilities.  What I am denying is that the 
mere presence of addictive desires impair one’s abilities.     
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my preferred terminology, their opportunities to exercise their abilities are diminished.  

Indeed, it seems that this is the only way to explain how addictive desires adversely affect an 

agent’s reason and will.  If ropes and chains do not affect one’s abilities, neither will desires, 

even irresistible ones.  But we seem hard-pressed to admit that addictive desires do not 

adversely affect an agent’s abilities to comply with moral obligations in some way.  Thus we 

are led to explain the addictive agent’s impairment in terms of agents’ reasonable 

opportunities to exercise their abilities.  Therefore, addict’s (general) abilities for normative 

competence are neither eliminated nor diminished. 

 I believe that the import of this argument is not that Wallace’s proposed governing 

principle for exemptions needs to be replaced or supplemented, but that Wallace was 

mistaken in his categorization of addiction: addiction is an excuse, not an exemption.  I offer 

two considerations in favor of my classification.  First, it seems that addiction functions in a 

highly localized way, making blame inappropriate for only a handful of actions and during 

short intervals of time—and this is the mark of an excuse.  There is little to no reason for 

judging it inappropriate to blame an addict whose actions are unaffected by his addictive 

desire, as many of his actions will be.  Second, the mere presence of addictive desires leave 

one’s (general) abilities untouched, yet do, plausibly, affect one’s opportunities.  These two 

reasons suggest that the problems I have raised for Wallace undermine his classification of 

addiction, not his proffered principle for explaining the normative force of exemptions.   

It might, therefore, seem that Wallace can easily remedy this deficiency by re-

classifying addiction as an excuse, thus showing my objections to be shallow.  However, I 

believe the present point cuts deeper than this: for while it is plausible to think that Wallace’ 

Principle of Reasonableness fails to explain the normative force of addiction, it is obvious 
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that his principle governing excuses fails.  In this respect, the plea of addiction furnishes an 

additional reason to accept PRO, for as with physical constraint, Wallace’s Principle of No 

Blameworthiness without Fault is incapable of accounting for the normative force of this 

excuse.   

 Recall that for Wallace, when one does wrong, one performs an action that manifests 

an objectionable quality of will.  Consequently, if the accused agent has manifested an 

objectionable quality of will, then he cannot be excused—given that the Principle of No 

Blameworthiness without Fault is the only moral principle governing excuses.  Consider a 

case in which an addict is led to rob a local liquor store in order to buy drugs.  Let us 

suppose both that for the agent in question, this was the only conceivable means for 

obtaining his end, and that in light of these facts the agent’s addictive desire transferred from 

the end to means: he was led by an irresistible desire to steal the money.  In another kind of 

case we can imagine a father failing to provide for his family as a result of his addiction.  As 

he becomes more and more obsessed with drugs, he becomes less and less attentive and 

efficient at work.  What began as a weekend kick turns into a daily habit.  His work 

performance drops and he is finally fired.  In a broken economy he cannot find new work, 

and he and his family loses their house, ending up on the street.  Finally, let us assume 

(somewhat implausibly) that neither agent is responsible for acquiring the addiction.   

In both cases the agent has violated an obligation.  In the case of the thief he has 

violated a duty of justice, whereas the father has failed to fulfill certain parental duties.  

Moreover, in each case the agent manifests an objectionable quality of will.  Each fails to 

show proper regard for those he has duties to; each chooses to flout his obligations.  It is 

plausible to interpret each as reckless: in failing to take seriously the nature and 
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consequences of their respective actions they manifest a cavalier attitude toward their duties.  

However, as the addictive desire on which they acted was irresistible, we judge them to be 

excused from responsibility.  How, then, can we account of the normative force of this 

excuse? 

 Since the agents do manifest objectionable quality of will, Wallace’s principle is 

straightforwardly irrelevant.  PRO, on the other hand, seems tailor made for this case: the 

agent is excused because he lacked a reasonable opportunity to do otherwise.  Addiction is 

the mental analogue of physical constraint: it brings the constraint within, so to speak.  I 

argued above that it is implausible to construe addiction as robbing agents of their (general) 

abilities, but it is uncontroversial that it does affect them in some important way.  PRO 

envisages them as impediments to the exercise of one’s abilities: an addictive desire is an 

obstacle to the exercise of one’s abilities of normative competence, and because of this, one 

is excused from responsibility (again assuming that one is not responsible for the addiction 

in the first place).  In the case of irresistible desires, one lacks a reasonable opportunity 

because one lacks any opportunity to comply with one’s obligations.  The force of the desire 

is so great that one simply cannot appreciate one’s moral obligations or regulate one’s 

actions in light of these obligations.  The case of addiction, then, furnishes additional reason 

to posit PRO as a principle governing our practices of moral responsibility.  

 The explanatory power of PRO, however, does not end there.  Anyone familiar with 

the literature on addiction will recognize our assumption concerning the supposed 

irresistibility of addictive desire is highly controversial.  Moreover, and perhaps in light of 

this very controversy, there is disagreement about whether addiction really excuses an agent 

from blameworthiness.  An additional wrinkle is that most addictions arise from voluntary 
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behavior: few addicts can plead innocence with respect to the inception of their addiction.  

These complexities make it difficult to discern the force of this plea.  For many, these facts 

militate against the idea that addiction is an exculpatory excuse.  However, we might still 

think that it mitigates blameworthiness, and insofar as one is inclined to this position, PRO 

can account for it.  For even on the assumption that addiction does not eliminate one’s 

opportunity to comply with one’s obligations, surely it makes this more difficult.  It can 

affect the agent’s opportunity to focus his mind on the morally salient considerations and 

come to a correct estimation of the situation, and, even assuming one comes to a correct 

assessment of the situation, the addictive desire can inhibit one’s opportunity to translate 

one’s judgment into action.  These features of addiction are best understood as making the 

agent’s available opportunities less than reasonable.  Perhaps the remaining opportunities are 

reasonable enough to render blame appropriate, but less than ideally reasonable so that the 

agent’s blameworthiness is mitigated.   

 In this way PRO can explain the normative force of the plea of addiction both 

according to a popular conception and even when we consider the many complexities 

surrounding the nature of addictive desire.  PRO, therefore, is a superior normative principle 

to Wallace’s No Blameworthiness without Fault: PRO can account for the entire range of 

excuses offered in our ordinary practices of moral responsibility.  PRO also is very plausible; 

it is a principle in which we have much confidence.  We judge that it is unfair to blame a 

friend for failing to fulfill his promise when he is tied tightly to a chair.  While it may not be 

as plausible as Wallace’s offered principle, it gains more plausibility from its explanatory 

power.  Not only does the principle strike us as plausible after critical moral reflection, it also 
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gains plausibility from its ability to explain the range of excuses we offer, the legitimacy of 

which we have the utmost confidence. 

 Therefore, our practices of moral responsibility are fundamentally governed by three 

moral principles: the Principle of No Blameworthiness without Fault (in the domain of 

justifications), the Principle of Reasonable Opportunity (in the domain of excuses) and the 

Principle of Reasonableness (in the domain of exemptions).  In following Wallace, we can 

call PRO a B-condition for moral responsibility, as it is a condition for blameworthiness, and 

the Principle of Reasonableness an A-condition for moral responsibility, as it is a condition 

for moral accountability.  A morally accountable agent is one who possesses the abilities for 

reflective self-control: he is able to grasp and apply moral reasons and regulate his life in light 

of them.  But being blameworthy requires more than these mere abilities: one must also have 

had the opportunity to exercises them in a way that conforms to one’s obligations.  

Blameworthiness, therefore, requires normative competence plus opportunity.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter I offered a general characterization of Strawsonianism according to which the 

moral sentiments are central to moral responsibility.  The reactive attitudes guides us to an 

understanding of the content and nature of moral responsibility, teaching us what it means 

to be morally responsible and in this way directing our inquiry to the conditions that 

constitute being morally responsible.  My goal was to offer a characterization of 

Strawsonianism that both captures the heart of Strawson’s project, or at least a prominent 

theme within it, and is general enough to allow the possibility that a libertarian could accept 

this form of Strawsonianism.  The second part was concerned with articulating the moral 
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principles that govern our practices of holding responsible, so as to clarify the conditions 

and capacities necessary for being responsible.  I followed closely Wallace’s account of 

exemptions, endorsing his A-condition for moral responsibility: an agent is morally 

accountable if and only if he is normatively competent.  I argued, however, that Wallace’s 

account of excuses is wanting.  His principle of No Blameworthiness without Our Fault fails 

to explain the full range of excuses we offer, especially physical constraint and addiction.  

Moreover, I suggested that this principle actually governs justifications.  In its stead, I 

offered the Principle of Reasonable Opportunity and argued that it can explain the full range 

of excuses.  The upshot of this discussion is that PRO is a B-condition on moral 

responsibility: an agent is blameworthy for ϕ only if he had a reasonable opportunity to 

avoid bringing about ϕ.  An agent who is blameworthy for some action ϕ is an agent who 

possessed the powers of reflective-self control and had the opportunity to exercise them in a 

way that avoided bringing about ϕ.         

 These arguments fall short of establishing incompatibilism about blameworthiness 

and determinism: for it remains to be shown that deterministic agents necessarily lack the 

opportunity to do otherwise.  In the next chapter I will construct an argument that shows 

just this.  But before we turn to that chapter a brief comment about John Fischer and Mark 

Ravizza’s semi-compatibilist account of moral responsibility is in order (Fischer and Ravizza 

1998).  According to Fischer and Ravizza, an agent’s moral responsibility is a function of the 

actual sequence mechanism (such as practical reasoning) that issues in the action.  Crucially, 

on their theory, moral responsibility does not require that one have the opportunity (or 

specific ability) to do otherwise and so they do not appeal to any PRO-like principle to 



113 
 

explain the normative force of excuses.  They defend their account by appealing to the well-

known Frankfurt-style cases that supposedly describe an agent who lacks any opportunity 

(or specific ability) to do otherwise and yet is still morally responsible.  If such cases are 

possible, then we have decisive reason to reject PRO.  Consequently, my theory does depend 

on how we sort out these subtle and important issues.  While I believe that such cases fail, a 

defense of this claim could easily consume us for the rest of the dissertation.96  However, 

there are other equally important issues that we must attend to and many of these issues bear 

on the tenability of Frankfurt-style cases.  There is simply no widely accepted version of a 

Frankfurt-style case in which the agent lacks any opportunity to do otherwise and yet is 

morally responsible.  Instead, much of the debate concerns whether the remaining 

opportunities are robust enough to ground moral responsibility.97  Such discussions naturally 

lead us to wonder why we should require the opportunity to do otherwise in the first place.  

My account fills this important lacuna by providing a needed defense of PRO and, I believe, 

in turn, puts pressure on those who reject PRO on the basis of Frankfurt-style cases, insofar 

as this principle is independently plausible.  An additional reason not to begin our inquiry 

with Frankfurt-style cases stems from my Strawsonianism: Strawson’s insight was directing 

us to the reactive attitudes and how they function in our actual practices.  While this does 

not entail that Frankfurt-style cases are irrelevant, it does suggest that they are secondary.  

For these reasons I put aside the important challenge that Frankfurt-style cases raise for my 

case and assume that their challenge to PRO can be met.   

                                                 
96 I believe that the most important criticism of Frankfurt-style cases is so-called “dilemma defense”, 
independently developed by Kane (1996, pp.142-3) and Widerker (1995).     
 
97 See Fischer (1994), Mele (2006), and Pereboom (2001) all of whom offer distinct notions of robustness and 
yet are untied in arguing that there are Frankfurt-style cases in which an agent is morally responsible and yet 
lacks all robust opportunities (or abilities) to do otherwise.   
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CHAPTER 4 

THE PROBLEM OF ENHANCED CONTROL 

 

In this chapter I will complete the argument I began in chapter 3.  There we saw that morally 

responsible agents have the ability of normative competence and that in order for such 

agents to blameworthy they must, in addition, have the opportunity to exercise this ability in 

such a way as to avoid blameworthiness: if I lacked the opportunity to avoid being 

blameworthy for ϕ, then I have an excuse and so am off-the-hook for ϕ.  But this argument 

falls short of a full response to the moral shallowness objection, since it still remains to be 

determined what is required for an agent to have this opportunity to do otherwise, 

particularly whether it requires the truth of indeterminism.  Below I will construct a novel 

argument for incompatibilism, the No Opportunity Argument,98 in order to show that the 

opportunity to do otherwise does indeed require the truth of indeterminism.   

 This chapter also marks a transition in the dissertation as I will begin my response to 

the intelligibility objection, at least the second form of this objection—namely the problem 

of enhanced control.  In addition to completing my response to the moral shallowness 

objection, the No Opportunity Argument is fundamental to my response to the problem of 

enhanced control.  As you will recall, this form of the intelligibility objection maintains that 

libertarianism is unintelligible because it cannot explain how indeterminism is relevant to 

enhancing control.  The No Opportunity argument rebuts this objection by showing that 

indeterminism is necessary for the opportunity to do otherwise and, I will argue, the 

                                                 
98 I borrow this argument’s name from Vihvelin (2000), although, as will become clear, the argument differs in 
many important respects from the one she offers there. 
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opportunity to do otherwise increases one’s control.  This is part of my reason for beginning 

with the problem of enhanced control, rather than the luck argument—the first form of the 

intelligibility objection.  But the main reason for beginning with the problem of enhanced 

control is that the only way to handle this objection is to locate indeterminism at the 

moment of choice.  In this manner the problem of enhanced control gives shape to an 

adequate libertarian account: it forces libertarians to locate indeterminism at the moment of 

action.  This requirement will be paramount when we consider the luck argument, for many 

have tried to avoid the latter objection by locating indeterminism prior to choice, such as the 

deliberative processes, in hope of insulating control from luck (Dennett 1978; Fischer 1995; 

Mele 1999b).  The problem of enhanced control makes it clear that this strategy will not 

work: locating indeterminism earlier the action sequence renders the problem of enhanced 

control insuperable.  But an adequate libertarian account must answer both objections.  

Consequently, the No Opportunity Argument is a linchpin for Strawsonian libertarianism: it 

serves to complete my response to the moral shallowness objection, guides us to a solution 

to the problem of enhanced control, a solution that places indeterminism at the moment of 

choice, and thereby requires that we face the luck argument head-on. 

 The structure of this chapter is as follows: in 4.1 I lay out the problem of enhanced 

control in more detail, indicating what is required for an adequate response.  In 4.2 I begin 

construction of the No Opportunity Argument by offering a distinctive understanding of 

free will in terms of abilities and opportunities.  In 4.3 I offer an analysis of abilities and 

opportunities and in 4.4 I present the No Opportunity Argument.  In 4.5 I consider an 

important compatibilist line of reply and argue that it fails.  This will complete my response 

to the moral shallowness objection.  In the final section of the chapter, 4.6, I return directly 
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to the problem of enhanced control in order to explain how event-causal libertarians secure 

a greater degree of control than compatibilism.   

 

4.1 The Problem of Enhanced Control    

While libertarians are unified in arguing that free will and moral responsibility require 

indeterminism, beyond this they disagree drastically concerning how best to account for the 

kind of agency that underlies free and morally responsible action—particularly about the role 

that indeterminism plays in any such theory.  The majority of libertarians adopt either agent-

causal or event-casual theories of agency.99  Agent-causal libertarianism (Chisholm 1966; 

Clarke 2003; Lowe 2008; O’Connor 2000, 2009; Reid 1788/1969b) promises to deliver on 

the libertarians desire for a kind of agency that qualifies us as the ultimate sources of our 

actions, for according to this theory when we exercise our free will we substance-cause our 

actions without being caused to do so.  The problem facing agent-causalists concerns 

providing a coherent and empirically plausible account of agent-causation: a task that is not 

straightforwardly achievable.100   

Event-causal libertarians (Ekstrom 2000; Kane 1996; Wiggins 1973) on the other 

hand have a relatively easy task in constructing a coherent and empirically plausible theory of 

agency since these theories seem differ from compatibilists theories only in requiring that 

some of our actions are undetermined.  Event-causal libertarians appropriate the best 

compatibilist model of free will and moral responsibility and simply add the requirement of 

                                                 
99 The remaining libertarians are non-causalists: see Ginet (1990); McCann (1998). 
 
100 For coherence objections to agent-causal libertarianism see Clarke (2003, chapter 10); for empirical based 
worries see Pereboom (2001, chapter 3). 
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indeterminism (at the right juncture).101  Clearly then the metaphysics underlying event-causal 

libertarianism is modest: such accounts adopt the identical metaphysics of compatibilism 

plus indeterminism.  The problem facing event-causal libertarians is to deliver on what 

libertarians want, for it is hard to see how such accounts secure any more control than rival 

compatibilist theories.  How does the addition of indeterminism, a mere negative condition 

for free will and moral responsibility, make such a difference?  How does the addition of 

indeterminism transform an unfree and non-morally responsible agent into a free and 

morally responsible agent?  This is the problem of enhanced control—the problem of 

explaining how libertarianism secures more control than compatibilism.  

In order to appreciate the problem of enhanced control, consider two possible 

worlds: W and W*.  Let agents in W satisfy compatibilist conditions of free will and moral 

responsibility—for ease I will refer to such agents as ‘compatibilist agents’—and moreover 

let W be a deterministic world.102  Let agents in W* satisfy event-causal libertarianism—call 

these agents ‘event-causal libertarian agents’; W* will therefore be an indeterministic world.  

Agents in W*, according to event-causal libertarians, are free and responsible, whereas the 

compatibilist agents in W are not.  A fundamental question that event-causal libertarians must 

answer concerns the relevant difference between W and W*: in virtue of what is freedom 

and responsibility absent in W but present in W*?  The task set before libertarians is to 

isolate the features of W* that enhance or secure a greater degree of control than is possible 

in W.   

                                                 
101 I will say more by way of defense of this conception of event-causal libertarianism below. 
 
102 The final claim is needed since compatibilism does not entail determinism. 
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One important difference that libertarians will no doubt point out is that 

indeterminism obtains in W*, but not in W.  However, indeterminism is merely a negative 

condition and thus, it would seem, cannot itself enhance control.  Gary Watson has 

compared the claim that mere indeterminism enhances control to a kind of alchemy.  He 

argues, “What is incredible, I submit, is that the mere addition of indeterminacy to [a world 

that satisfies all the compatibilist conditions for free will and moral responsibility] could have 

the significance that [event-causal] libertarians attribute to it” (2004e p. 203).  The intuition 

behind Watson’s worry is that we cannot obtain more control merely by taking something 

away: how does merely requiring the absence of deterministic causes provide agents with 

more control?   

The question set before the libertarian, therefore, concerns how indeterminism is 

relevant to securing enhanced control.  There are two routes to establishing its relevance.  The 

first route argues that indeterminism is relevant because indeterminism itself is control 

enhancing.  Watson’s charge of alchemy is directed toward this route.  The second route 

argues that indeterminism is relevant because it is necessary for some other control 

enhancing feature.  It is important to see that on the second route indeterminism must be 

necessary for the control enhancing feature.  To see why, imagine a libertarian who argues 

that her particular account secures more control because she requires condition C that 

currently formulated compatibilist accounts do not happen to require.  If C is compatible 

with determinism, a compatibilist can grant that, as presently formulated, his own account 

secures less control, but straightforwardly remedy this deficiency by simply adding C to his 

theory.  But libertarians maintain that, necessarily, not just as a matter of fact, compatibilism 

secures less control.  Consequently, an adequate response along the lines of the second route 
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must point to a condition that (i) explains why libertarianism enhances control with respect 

to compatibilist rivals, and (ii) is such that compatibilists cannot help themselves to it.  The 

only way to satisfy (ii) is to make the control enhancing feature require indeterminism—for it 

is only indeterminism and anything indeterminism is necessary for that compatibilists cannot 

have.  However, as argued above, indeterminism does not appear to be a condition that itself 

explains why libertarians’ secure enhanced control.  Thus, libertarians must find a distinct 

condition that satisfies both (i) and (ii).  In this way there is an explanatory constraint on 

developing an adequate libertarian theory of free will and moral responsibility: any such 

theory must make intelligible why indeterminism is required.  According to the problem of 

enhanced control, event-causal libertarians cannot discharge this explanatory burden.            

It is important to clearly distinguish the problem of enhanced control from the luck 

argument, the first form of the intelligibility objection.  According to the luck argument, 

indeterminism, somehow or other, so diminishes control that its presence is incompatible 

with an agent acting freely or morally responsibly.  I will layout and respond to this argument 

in chapter 5.  Although this argument is often thought to be the main argument against 

libertarianism, this estimation is mistaken.  Even for most compatibilists the luck argument 

proves too much: if the argument is sound, then free will and moral responsibility require 

determinism.  Compatibilists pride themselves on constructing theories that neither depend 

on the falsity nor truth of determinism, and consequently will be reluctant to concede the 

soundness of the luck argument (cf. Fischer and Ravizza 1998, pp. 253-254; Watson 2004e, 

p. 199).  However, the problem of enhanced control concedes, at least for the sake of 

argument, that indeterminism does not diminish control—hence free will and moral 

responsibility do not require determinism—but questions whether indeterminism can 
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enhance control.  This is the main challenge for event-causal libertarians.  For if they cannot 

show why indeterminism is relevant to securing enhanced control, then it will seem puzzling 

as to why indeterminism would be required for free will and moral responsibility in the first 

place.  There is a deep connection between the libertarian’s incompatibilism and his positive 

theory of free will and moral responsibility: neither position can stand on its own.  If 

incompatibilism is false, then the libertarian’s theory will be too demanding—it will require 

conditions, e.g. indeterminism’s obtaining, that simply are not required.  If libertarians fail to 

produce a cogent positive theory, then this may well seem to call into question 

incompatibilism: it will be exceedingly difficult to see why determinism is a threat until we 

know what indeterminism would give us.103  Consequently, it is of the utmost importance 

that libertarians do not merely settle for arguments against compatibilism, but take on the 

more daunting task of constructing a positive theory, and importantly a theory that can 

handle of the problem of enhanced control.  This is just what I hope to accomplish in this 

chapter.          

Agent-causal libertarians (Chisholm 1966; Clarke 2003; Lowe 2008; O’Connor 2000, 

2009; Reid 1788/1969b) appear capable of satisfying these two conditions.  They maintain 

that the addition of the agent-causal power provides more control than compatibilist rivals 

and that this causal power requires indeterminism.104  The problem of enhanced control is 

                                                 
103 Alternatively one might, in light of libertarian’s failures, move toward a more skeptical position concerning 
our having free will and moral responsibility.   However, Reidianism suggests that the better more would be 
back toward compatibilism, unless there are also decisive objections to this theory.          
 
104 I have doubts about the supposed sufficiency relation between the agent-causal power and the existence of 
indeterminism.  It seems to me perfectly possible that such a power could exist in deterministic worlds.  If 
correct, then this undermines the agent-causalists’ response to the problem of enhanced control, and places 
them in the same boat as event-causal libertarians.  My proposed solution to the problem of enhanced control, 
however, can be appropriated by agent-causalists without much modification to their theories.  Nevertheless, I 
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usually thought to be a problem only, or at least especially, for event-causal libertarians (cf. 

Clarke 2000, 2003; Pereboom 2001; Watson 2004e).  This is because it seems that the only 

thing that event-causal libertarians add, over-and-above the compatibilist conditions, is 

indeterminism   Event-causal libertarians simply appropriate the best compatibilist 

conditions for free will and moral responsibility and add the requirement of 

indeterminism.105  Assuming that this is indeed the only difference between compatibilism 

and event-causal libertarianism, it then follows that event-causal libertarians fail to secure 

enhanced control.106    

A central virtue of event-causal libertarianism is its theoretical modesty.  Unlike 

agent-causal libertarianism, the only substantial ontological difference from compatibilism is 

that it requires indeterminism.  However, it is this modesty that seems to get the theory into 

trouble.  By differing so little from compatibilism, it appears inexplicable how it could secure 

an enhanced degree of control.  It seems that the only way it differs from compatibilism is by 

                                                                                                                                                 
will not insist on this contention here, but will instead follow others in assuming that the existence of the agent-
causal power does indeed entail indeterminism.     
 
105 Ginet (1990, p. 119) envisions libertarianism along these same lines.  Kane (1996) may seem to be a glaring 
exception to this claim as his account differs radically, and not just in requiring indeterminism, from other 
compatibilist accounts.  Nevertheless, a compatibilist can accept everything Kane claims about the importance 
of self-forming actions for free will and moral responsibility, while simply denying that these actions must be 
undetermined.  Such a compatibilist would differ from Kane’s theory only in not requiring indeterminism.  The 
worry here then is that the only condition that event-causal libertarians require for freedom and responsibility 
that compatibilists cannot have is indeterminism.  Consequently, if event-causal libertarianism is to secure 
enhanced control it must be partly in virtue of indeterminism.  And so we are back to our original problem: 
how can indeterminism enhance control?   
 
106 Cf. O’Connor (1993, 2000), Pereboom (2001, chapter 2), Strawson (2000) and Watson (2004e).  All these 
authors agree that event-causal libertarianism cannot answer the problem of enhanced control, but they draw 
very different morals from this verdict.  O’Connor tries to use this point to convince us that agent-causal 
libertarianism is the best account of free will.  Pereboom, Strawson and Watson use it as a kind of reductio on 
libertarianism: since libertarianism requires agent-causal libertarianism and since agent-causal libertarianism is 
either incoherent or empirically implausible, we ought to reject libertarianism.  Watson uses this point to move 
us back toward compatibilism, while Pereboom and Strawson use it to move us toward skepticism about free 
will and moral responsibility.  What should be clear is that the failure of event-causal libertarianism is central 
for many diverse projects.    
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requiring indeterminism.  There seems to be a trade-off among libertarian accounts between 

desirability and modesty.  On the one hand, agent-causal libertarians satisfy the libertarian’s 

desire to secure more control by furnishing agents with agent-causal powers.  However, it is 

these very powers, this ontological difference, that many have found incredible.  On the 

other hand, the price of event-causal libertarianism’s theoretical modesty appears to be the 

freedom-enhancing control that libertarians so eagerly yearn for.  Therefore, libertarians 

seem faced with a choice between an account that is theoretically modest and an account 

that gives them what they want.   

In the rest of this chapter I seek to resolve this tension.  Part of what has made the 

problem of enhanced control seem so exasperating is the mistaken assumption that an 

agent’s control is wholly exhausted by the agent’s capacities, abilities, or powers.  It is this 

mistaken assumption that has led many to conclude that the only difference between 

compatibilism and event-causal libertarianism is indeterminism.  But once we realize that an 

agent’s control concerns not just what she has the ability to do, but also what she has the 

opportunity or freedom to do, room is made for event-causal libertarians to address the 

problem of enhanced control.  As we will see, indeterminism is relevant to enhancing 

control because it furnishes agents with the opportunity to exercise their abilities in more 

than one way.  It is the opportunity to do otherwise, not indeterminism per se, that enhances 

control—thus I will adopt the second route to addressing the problem of enhanced control.  

Consequently, libertarians do not have to choose between desirability and modesty.  On the 

event-causal libertarian model I develop, they can have both.  

In order to defend event-causal libertarianism on this point, I will have to go on the 

offensive and provide an argument for why determinism is incompatible with the 
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opportunity to do otherwise.  This argument will enable us to understand more clearly how 

event-causal libertarianism secures an enhanced degree of control over compatibilist rivals.  

Moreover, this argument will show that moral responsibility is incompatible with 

determinism and thereby complete my response to the moral shallowness objection.   

 

4.2 Freedom as Opportunity 

Free will is often analyzed solely in terms of capacities, abilities and powers of an agent (cf. 

Kane 1996; O’Connor 2005; van Inwagen 1983).  An agent’s control over an action in the 

sense relevant to free will and moral responsibility, then, is identified with agential abilities.  

Traditionally libertarians have claimed that free will—and hence moral responsibility—

requires not just the ability to do what one does, but also the ability to do otherwise 

(Brahmall 1655/1999; Reid 1788/1969b).  On the basis of this claim they have argued that 

free will and moral responsibility are incompatible with determinism since determinism is 

incompatible with the ability to do otherwise.  According to libertarians of this stripe, 

although agents in deterministic worlds have freedom to do what they actually do, they lack 

freedom over their choices and actions because they lack the ability to do otherwise.  

Consequently, if indeterminism is to be relevant to control under this analysis of free will, 

indeterminism must be relevant to our abilities. 

But the usual analysis of free will is only half correct.  The will indeed is or is 

constituted by abilities.  These abilities include the abilities that constitute the volitional 

element of normative competence: the ability to deliberate, the ability to make choices and 

translate these choices into actions, and the ability to comply with and resist one’s desires.  

Freedom, in contrast with will, however, has less to do with the intrinsic features of an agent 
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and more to do with the situation in which she is embedded.  Freedom of the will requires 

not just that an agent have a will, but also an openness for the agent to exercise her will in 

more than one way.  We can think of freedom in terms of opportunities.  To have freedom 

of the will over some action ϕ, one must not only have the ability to do other than ϕ, but 

also the opportunity (freedom) to do otherwise.   

Blameworthiness, therefore, requires free will.107  First, to be blameworthy one must 

be normatively competent: one must have a will (in addition to satisfying the cognitive 

element).  Second, blameworthiness requires that one have the opportunity or freedom to do 

otherwise.  An agent who is exempted from responsibility is shown to have a defect in his 

will and an agent who is excused from responsibility is shown to have a deficiency in his 

freedom.  So, an agent who is morally responsible for some particular action is an agent 

whose will is integral (and so no exemption applies) and who also has freedom over his will 

(and so no excuse applies).  Therefore, blameworthiness for action requires free will.    

Under this analysis of free will, our control is not exhausted by what we have the 

ability to do, but instead our control is also partly constituted by what we have the 

opportunity to do.  There is, then, more than one way in which indeterminism might be 

relevant to control: it might increase our abilities or it might increase our opportunities.  

Below I will defend the latter option by providing the No Opportunity Argument to show 

that agents in deterministic worlds only have the opportunity to do what they actually do.  

Consequently, if indeterminism is located at the moment of action, it becomes possible for 

agents to have both the ability (will) and opportunity (freedom) to do otherwise.  Event-

                                                 
107 I believe the same is true of approval, but as in chapter 3, I will limit my attention to blameworthiness.   



125 
 

causal libertarian agents, therefore, have enhanced control relative to compatibilists agents 

since they have the opportunity (freedom) to exercise their will in more than one way.     

 

4.3 Abilities and Opportunities  

In order to construct the No Opportunity Argument we first need to gain a clear handle on 

the nature of abilities and opportunities.  Let us begin by considering two cases: 

Beach. Jones, a professional life guard, is a strong swimmer.  On an average day as 

he patrols the beach, he notices a boy in distress about one hundred yards offshore.  

The boy is just outside of the breaking waves, clearly within the range of Jones’s 

swimming abilities.  Jones is now in tip-top shape and quickly heads down the beach 

intending to rescue the boy.  Just as he is about to enter the water, a malevolent 

bystander, Smith, tackles Jones and holds him down.  Unfortunately, Smith is much 

stronger than Jones and although Jones does everything he can to escape, he cannot 

overpower Smith and so the boy drowns.  

 

Piano. Jennifer is a world renowned piano player.  She is currently on, or should I 

say, stuck on, a plane—flying home after a recent concert overseas.  Although she 

loves her grand piano, it is hardly the type of instrument that she can take with her 

when she travels.  Sadly she must always leave it at home and so does not now have 

her piano, nor is there any other piano in the cargo hold.  She is flying smoothly at 

35,000 feet and despite her present desire to practice for her upcoming concert, she 

has no access to a piano. 
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Does Jones have the ability to swim to the boy? Does Jennifer have the ability to play the 

piano?  I believe that the answer to both ability-questions is “yes”, but this is contentious.  I 

maintain, however, that the controversy stems from our failure to clearly distinguish having 

the ability to ϕ from having the opportunity to ϕ.  Many libertarians may well resist 

according Jones and Jennifer with the relevant abilities, but this is because they are mistaking 

abilities for opportunities.108  What Jones and Jennifer lack are not the relevant abilities, but 

the opportunity to exercise these abilities.  Let me explain.      

From the fact that I have the ability to ϕ, it simply does not follow that I have the 

opportunity to exercise this ability.  Beach and Piano nicely illustrate this point.  Jones has 

the ability to swim to the boy and Jennifer has the ability to play the piano.  This much is 

clear.  Jones is an experienced life guard who is currently in excellent shape.  He swims a few 

miles a day, a much greater length than would be required of him in swimming to the boy 

and often he swims through much rougher waves.  It is reasonable to suppose that abilities 

are an intrinsic matter and that agents possess abilities even when they are not exercising 

them.109  I possess the ability to walk even though I am now sitting.  I retain this ability even 

while sleeping.  What explains this is that my intrinsic properties that ground my having 

these abilities do not undergo a change when I move from sitting to walking or when I go 

from waking to sleeping.110  Abilities are properties of agents that are relatively stable and do 

                                                 
108 I believe that the debate between Lewis (1981) and van Inwagen (1983, 2004) reveals just this failure.  Lewis 
was arguing that the ability to do otherwise is compatible with determinism, whereas van Inwagen’s real focus 
was on the opportunity to do otherwise. 
 
109 See Harré (1970) and, on a related discussion of dispositions, Lewis (1996).  For more recent discussions 
arguing that abilities solely concern an agent’s intrinsic properties see Vihvelin (2004) and Fara (2008). 
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not change with the ever changing environment.  All these points highly suggest that Jones 

retains the ability to swim to the boy even though Smith is preventing him from exercising 

this ability.  Smith’s holding Jones down only affects Jones’s extrinsic properties and so it is 

highly unlikely that Smith’s actions eliminate Jones’s ability to swim to the boy.  Similar 

considerations apply to Jennifer. 

 But clearly Smith’s holding Jones down and Jennifer’s being on the airplane affects 

what they can do.  After all, we would not blame Smith for failing to rescue the boy or be 

angry with Jennifer for failing to serenade our flight by playing the piano: both are physically 

constrained.  My suggestion is that we can best account for Smith and the airplane’s role in 

terms of opportunities: Smith’s holding Jones down and Jennifer’s being on the airplane 

function as obstacles to their exercising their respective abilities and hence rob them of the 

opportunity to exercise these abilities.  What one has the opportunity to do depends on 

more than the intrinsic features of an agent; opportunities go beyond abilities to include 

features of the environment in which we are embedded.      

 This intuitive characterization of abilities and opportunities suggest that the abilities 

of an agent supervene solely on the intrinsic properties of an agent, while the opportunities 

an agent has supervene on his intrinsic-plus-extrinsic features.111  If you take two molecule 

for molecule duplicates and place them in different environments, then what they have the 

opportunity to do may differ.  This is because opportunities supervene on the intrinsic and 

extrinsic properties of the agent.  In contrast, no molecule for molecule duplicate (in worlds 

                                                                                                                                                 
110 It is important to distinguish between the grounding and supervenience base of an ability—the latter 
typically being much wider.  In the sleep example the person does go through an intrinsic change, but 
presumably this intrinsic change leaves the grounding base of his abilities unaffected.  
 
111 Below I will argue that abilities and opportunities nomologically supervene on an agent’s properties.   
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with the same laws) will differ with respect to abilities, regardless of differences in their 

environments.  That opportunities supervene partly on the extrinsic properties of an agent 

explains why Jones and Jennifer lack opportunities while retaining the relevant abilities, since 

Smith and the airplane only affect their extrinsic properties.   

Analyzing abilities and opportunities respectively in terms of an agent’s intrinsic and 

intrinsic-plus-extrinsic properties provides a workable basis for understanding this 

distinction, but it is not completely without problems.  There are well known difficulties in 

providing an analysis of that intrinsic/extrinsic distinction and any account that builds off 

this distinction will inherit these difficulties.  For example, return to Jones’s ability to swim 

to the boy.  Does this ability supervene on Jones’s intrinsic properties?  It seems not.  

Suppose that the boy does not exist.  Would Jones still have the ability to swim to the boy?  

One might understandably be tempted to say “No”.  It appears that the content of the ability 

makes direct reference to the boy and for this reason supervenes on more than Jones’s 

intrinsic properties. 

I do not think there is an obvious reply to this problem, but we can bandage it for 

the present context.  There is an analogous problem in the metaphysics of dispositions.  

Many maintain that dispositions are grounded solely in objects’ intrinsic properties (Bird 

1998; Harré 1970; Mackie 1977; Mellor 1974; Molnar 1999).  However, consider the 

disposition a key has of opening a particular lock.  This disposition appears to depend on 

extrinsic properties of the key—on the existence of this particular lock (cf. Shoemaker 1980).  

One way to resist this conclusion is to deny that the key has a disposition to open any 

particular lock, but rather has a disposition to open locks of a certain type.  This is a 

disposition it has regardless of what locks actually exist.  I am inclined to make a similar 
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move with regard to abilities.  Jones’s ability does not depend for its existence on this liquid 

or this boy, but rather on general types of things.112  It is unsurprising that this recherché 

distinction is not marked in ordinary language as we can get along without it just fine in most 

situations.   

There is clearly more to be said on this issue, but I think we are safe in sweeping it 

under the rug for present purposes, and I will continue to analyze the ability/opportunity 

distinction in terms of the intrinsic/intrinsic-plus-extrinsic property distinction.  It will be 

helpful to have a single notion that covers both opportunities and abilities and so I will 

introduce a semi-stipulative definition of ‘can’: 

(CFW) An agent S can ϕ at time t in possible world W iff S has the ability and 

opportunity to ϕ at t in W.113 

This usage is only semi-stipulative since ‘can’ has been a central notion in the free will debate.  

To have free will, then, over some action ϕ that one performs requires that one could have 

done otherwise, and its being true that one could have done otherwise in turn requires that 

one had the ability and opportunity to do otherwise.  Although (CFW) is relatively 

uninformative since we do not yet have analyses of abilities and opportunities, it does, 

importantly, make clear that our having free will, and specifically what agents can do, 

                                                 
112 This claim might be thought to be inconsistent with standard content externalist thought experiments.  Take 
my twin on twin earth who has exactly my intrinsic properties: does he have the ability to thinking about water, 
or only the ability to think about twater?  One might worry that he cannot think about water, since he is not 
related to it in the right sort of way, and one might, moreover, take this to be evidence that he lacks the 
relevant ability.  For these reasons one might be led to conclude that content externalist thought experiments 
undermine my claim that abilities (nomologically) supervene on an agent’s intrinsic properties.  However, my 
distinction between ability and opportunity is tailor made for this kind of example: my twin has the ability the 
think about water, but lacks the opportunity to exercise this ability.  It is because he lacks the opportunity to 
think about water that he cannot think about water.  Thus, standard externalist thought experiments do not 
make trouble for my analysis of the ability/opportunity distinction. 
 
113 ‘(CFW)’ stands for ‘“can” in the free will sense’. 
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supervenes on more than the intrinsic properties of an agent.  Even though this point is not 

usually made explicit it is, I believe, a widely accepted thesis.114 

 Consider the well known Frankfurt-style cases (FSCs) that purport to describe a 

scenario in which an agent is morally responsible for some action ϕ, but could not have 

done otherwise.  These cases are intended as counterexamples to the principle of alternative 

possibilities which purports that moral responsibility for an action requires that one could 

have done otherwise.  The possibility of such cases is one of serious debate, but a shared 

assumption is that the sense of ‘can’ at stake includes more than the intrinsic properties of 

the agent.  A crucial feature of FSCs is that they employ what is known as a ‘counterfactual 

intervener’.115  This being is an intervener because he is capable of preventing the agent from 

doing otherwise.  This being is a counterfactual intervener because he does not actually do 

anything to the agent; he merely stands ready to intervene were the agent to manifest some 

sign that he was about to do otherwise.  This is crucial.  If the intervener played some actual 

role in producing the agent’s action, then we would be less inclined to think that the agent is 

morally responsible.  But by positing a being that merely stands ready to intervene, the 

opponent of FSCs finds himself in a more difficult predicament. 

 Now suppose that what agents can do supervenes solely on the intrinsic properties 

of agents.  If this were true, then FSCs would be straightforwardly refutable since it is 

obvious that the counterfactual intervener in no way affects the agent’s intrinsic properties: 

                                                 
114 The best discussion of ‘can’ that makes paramount the relevance of an agent’s opportunities that I know of 
is found in Vihvelin (2000).  Although others have clearly been sensitive to the notion of opportunity, Vihvelin 
is one of the few to offer an analysis of opportunities.  But as will become clear, our analyses differ in 
important ways.      
 
115 Blockage cases are exceptions.  See Mele and Robb (1998). They posit no intervener but rather the existence 
of mechanism that “blocks” the neural pathways that lead to the agent doing otherwise.  However, it is for just 
this reason, that the agent is actually affected, that most people reject such cases. 
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the intervener merely stands ready to interfere with the agent.  Such interveners, therefore, 

affect only the extrinsic properties of the agent, and since, by hypothesis, what an agent can 

do depends only on his intrinsic properties, it follows that the intervener in no way affects 

what the agent can do.  Therefore, FSCs fail to pose any threat to the thesis that moral 

responsibility requires that agent could have done otherwise.  

The parties to this debate would judge that such a response simply misses the point, 

and rightly so.  This is because they assume that what we can do depends on more than our 

intrinsic properties.  The debate over the tenability of FSCs betrays this common, and to my 

mind, highly plausible assumption: what we can do depend on both our abilities and 

opportunities.   

But what is it to have an ability or opportunity?  And more to the point, is the ability 

or opportunity to do otherwise compatible with determinism?  In order to judge whether 

agents can do otherwise in deterministic worlds we must go beyond mere intuition and 

furnish precise analyses of these notions.  In so doing, I will argue that determinism is indeed 

incompatible with its being true that we could have done otherwise because it is 

incompatible with the opportunity to do otherwise.  And, more relevant to this paper, once 

we understand why determinism is incompatible with the opportunity to do otherwise, we 

will be in a better position to understand how event-causal libertarianism secures enhanced 

control.     

One advantage of clearly separating abilities from opportunities is that libertarians 

can concede the compatibilist claim that the ability to do otherwise is compatible with 

determinism (Fara 2008; Lewis 1981; Vihvelin 2004).  If abilities are a matter of intrinsic 

properties and I can possess an ability that I never exercise, it may be plausible to think that 
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I can possess the ability to do otherwise even in a deterministic world.  Usually libertarians 

resist this suggestion, but once abilities are clearly distinguished from opportunities, 

libertarians can concede the compatibility claim with respect to the ability to do otherwise 

and yet still have room to argue for incompatibilism.  In this way we can shift the debate 

from the ability to do otherwise, to the opportunity to do otherwise.   

I will argue that determinism limits our opportunities, not our abilities and for this 

reason I will leave the nature of abilities relatively unanalyzed.  What most concerns us is the 

nature of opportunities.  Nevertheless, let us lay out some of the constraints that an adequate 

account of abilities must satisfy.   

As with (CFW), we can begin with the following schematic analysis: 

(A) An agent S has the ability to ϕ at time t in possible world W iff there is a possible 

world W* that is accessible to W in which S ϕ-s at t. 

This analysis of abilities structures the debate around the nature of the accessibility relation 

involved: theories of abilities will differ from one another, if it all, in their proposed 

conditions for accessibility.  A “complete” account of abilities will specify when and only 

when a possible world is accessible.  Since I am only concerned with cataloguing some of the 

constraints on any such adequate account, I will content myself with specifying some of the 

more salient conditions on the accessibility relation.  First, as argued above, abilities 

supervene on our intrinsic properties.  Two intrinsic duplicates (in worlds with the same 

laws) will have all the same abilities.  It might seem, then, that accessibility should require 

sameness of intrinsic properties.  But this is not quite right.  On most accounts of the 

intrinsic, my sitting counts as an intrinsic property.  If we required sameness of my intrinsic 
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properties for accessibility, we would generate many counterintuitive results.  For example, it 

would turn out that I lack the ability at t to run since the only world in which I am running is 

a world in which I am not sitting and hence such a world requires a change in my intrinsic 

properties.  All such worlds would turn out to be inaccessible.  So we must allow for some 

change in intrinsic properties.  But we cannot allow for too much change since some 

changes in our intrinsic properties add new abilities that we clearly lack.  We must not, for 

example, greatly increase an agent’s strength, or make them vastly taller, etc.   

In order to handle this problem we could try to restrict the intrinsic properties that 

must be held fixed to those that ground the relevant ability.  As was just made clear, neither 

my standing nor my sitting grounds my having the ability to run.  Consequently, neither of 

these properties must be held fixed for accessibility.  To be general enough, the account 

must assume that, for every ability, there is some set of properties P1…Pn that ground that 

ability.  For accessibility, we will hold fixed both the agent’s possessing and lacking the 

properties in that set.  This would seem to guarantee that in considering accessible possible 

worlds we would never add nor subtract an ability that the agent genuinely lacks/has. 

 Unfortunately this account is wholly uninformative.  If we know the set of properties 

that ground an agent’s having an ability and know whether the agent has those properties, 

then there is nothing more we need to know in order to know whether the agent possesses 

the ability.  If the agent is lacking one of the relevant properties, then the agent lacks the 

ability.  If the agent possesses all the relevant properties, the agent has the ability.  Appeal to 

accessible possible worlds is completely superfluous.  Navigating a middle ground between 

requiring the fixity of all the agent’s intrinsic properties and only those relevant to grounding 

the ability for accessibility is an exasperating problem.  Fortunately for present purposes we 
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need not solve this quandary.  In what follows we will be able to simply rely on our intuitive 

judgments about whether changes in an agent’s intrinsic properties renders the world 

inaccessible.   

The second constraint on accessibility is that the ability to ϕ does not require 100% 

success when we try to ϕ.  As Austin (1961, p. 166) pointed out, we sometimes miss putts 

that we have the ability to hole.  But, at the other end of the spectrum, we should not accord 

the ability to make a putt to the agent in light a single success.  Rather, we should modify (A) 

so it does not merely require that one ϕ in some solitary accessible possible world, but 

instead that there is an appropriate range of possible worlds in which one ϕ-s.  This should 

enable us to avoid conflating luck with ability and requiring 100% success.    

Third, not all abilities require us to do something in order to exercise them.  My 

ability to drive a car requires that I do many other things in order to exercise this ability.  My 

ability to make decisions, at least usually, does not require this.  I need not try to make a 

decision: I simply make the decision.  Often analyses of abilities build in some notion of 

trying: for example, S has the ability to ϕ iff if S tried to ϕ, S would most likely have ϕ-ed 

(cf. Baier 1963; Moore 1912; Nowell-Smith 1960).  This cannot do, however, as a general 

analysis of abilities.  If it did, then in order for S to exercise an ability to ϕ, S must, prior to 

exercising this ability, exercise some still prior ability (e.g. the ability to try to ϕ) and so on ad 

infinitum.  But this is implausible.  If we ever exercise abilities, we sometimes exercise them 

without having to first exercising some prior ability.  An account of abilities should make 

room for this.   
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Fourth, we need to distinguish having the ability to develop an ability from actually 

having the second ability.  I have the ability to learn to speak French.  I do not have the 

ability to speak French.  We might mark this difference by contrasting abilities from 

capacities.  In the present case, we could say that I have the ability to learn to speak French 

and the capacity to speak French.  The capacity to ϕ, then is necessary for developing the 

ability to ϕ. 

Fifth, abilities nomically supervene on our intrinsic properties.  There is a 

metaphysically possible world in which my intrinsic properties are the same as they actually 

are and I fly.  But in such a world the laws of nature will radically depart from the actual 

laws.  Accessibility then must require sameness of laws.  That there is a possible world in 

which the laws of nature are different and I fly is completely irrelevant to what my abilities 

are. 

This, especially in the context of the free will debate, raises the question of whether 

we should also require the sameness of the past.  I think the answer is clearly ‘No’.  From the 

simple fact that I never find myself in circumstances in which I exercise my ability to ϕ, it 

does not follow that I lack this ability.  In fact, if we require sameness of laws, as we clearly 

must, we are forced to allow variation of the past in order to avoid the conclusion that 

agents in deterministic worlds only have abilities they actually exercise.  For if determinism is 

true and S does not ϕ, then there will be no worlds with the same past and laws in which S 

ϕ-s.  But as mentioned above, this result is to be avoided.  We must then allow for 

differences between worlds in how an agent’s life unfolds.   
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The following modified version of (A) is an attempt to incorporate these points: 

(A*) An agent S has the ability to ϕ at time t in possible world W only if there is a set 

of possible worlds w that is such that all the worlds in this set have the same laws of 

nature as W, S’s intrinsic properties are sufficiently similar to her intrinsic properties 

in W at t, and in which S ϕ-s at t.   

(A*) does not require that in every world in which S tries to ϕ, S succeeds; nor does it 

require that in every world in which S ϕ-s, S first tries to ϕ.  (A*) does leave important 

details unsettled (how large must the set of possible worlds be, how much similarity is 

required for “sufficient similarity”), but it nonetheless helpfully sets some constraints on a 

complete analysis of abilities and thus will serve as a useful guide for present purposes. 

Let us apply (A*) to Jones and Jennifer’s situations.  Return to Beach.  Although 

Jones cannot swim to the boy, he still has the ability to swim to the boy.  (A*) can explain 

this: there is a range of possible worlds with the same laws as the actual world in which there 

is a difference in the past—namely Smith is absent—Jones’s intrinsic properties are 

sufficiently similar and Jones successfully swims to the boy.  Similar considerations apply in 

the case of Jennifer.  (A*), thus, is a sound basis for developing a fully specified analysis of 

abilities and as a partial analysis it will suffice for now.      

What is especially important for our purposes is to furnish an analysis of 

opportunities.  Let us begin with the following schematic possible worlds analysis:  

(O) An agent S has an opportunity to ϕ at time t in possible world W iff there is a 

possible world W* that is accessible to W and in which S ϕ-s at t.   
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(O) is simply a place holder for a more substantive analysis.  Analyses of opportunities, as 

with abilities, will differ with regard to the proposed truth conditions for the accessibility 

relation.     

So what degree of similarity should be required for accessibility?  The accessibility 

relation in (O), clearly, should not be one of identity.  If we required identity for accessibility 

no one in any possible world would have the opportunity to do otherwise and this regardless 

of the truth of determinism.  For clearly there is no world W* that is identical to W and in 

which S does otherwise.  Accessibility ought to allow for some difference between the 

worlds in question.  But how much difference is a tricky question.  I suggest that we should 

at least allow for a difference in what the agent does and the causal consequences of what he 

does.  To see why we should allow for this much difference, suppose that last night I 

decided to go to the movies and today am curious about whether I had the opportunity to 

decide to go to a concert instead.  I consider some world W in which I decide to go to the 

concert and as a result do go to a concert.  Suppose I then dismiss this world as irrelevant 

since it differs from the actual world.  After all, it includes my making a different decision.   

This bit of reasoning, however, is muddled.  I lack an opportunity to ϕ only if there 

is some obstacle that prevents me from ϕ-ing, and my simply failing to ϕ does not itself 

constitute an obstacle to my having ϕ-ed.  Moreover, the simple fact of my failing to bring 

about certain consequences does not itself constitute an obstacle to my having brought 

about those consequences.  In order to accommodate these points the accessibility relation 

should at least allow for a difference in what I do and the causal consequences of what I 
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do.116  In fact, as noted above, if accessibility does not allow for at least this difference, then 

it will follow simply from the logic of opportunity that no one has the opportunity to do 

otherwise.  But we should not build into our very analysis, without good reason, a condition 

that precludes the very possibility of having the opportunity to do otherwise.  We can 

capture these preliminary points as follows:  

(O*)  S has the opportunity to ϕ at time t in possible world W iff there is a possible 

world W* in which S ϕ-s at t and, at the very least, everything except S’s ϕ-ing, and 

the causal consequences of her ϕ-ing are the same as in W. 

From (O*) it follows that we have the opportunity to do what we actually do.  Suppose S ϕ-s 

in W.  S has the opportunity to ϕ in W since there is a possible world W* (namely W itself) 

in which S ϕ-s and, at the very least, everything except S’s ϕ-ing and the causal consequences 

of her ϕ-ing are the same as in W.  The ‘at the very least’ clause is intended to make it clear 

that (O*) allows, but does not require that S’s ϕ-ing and its causal consequences are the 

same.  This is as it should be.   

 (O*) also makes it clear that agents can lack an opportunity as a result either of their 

environment or their intrinsic make-up.  Suppose I lack the ability to swim and that the only 

worlds in which I swim include a substantial difference in my intrinsic make-up, a difference 

that is neither identical to nor a result of what I do.  In such a case I lack both the ability and 

opportunity to swim.  But having the ability to ϕ is not necessary, at least in general, for 

                                                 
116 The relationship between basic actions and complex actions can be other than causal.  My basic actions of 
striking keys on the keyboard constitute (they do not cause) the complex action of writing a word.  I will ignore 
the important differences between ways basic actions generate complex actions, focusing only on causal 
generation.  None of my arguments will turn on these issues.   
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having the opportunity to ϕ.  Suppose I lack the ability to sink a 50 foot putt.  It may 

nevertheless be the case that there is a world in which I sink this putt and everything except 

my sinking the putt and the causal consequences of this action are the same.  In such a world 

I simply get lucky.  In this case I have the ability to swing the putter, but lack the ability to 

hole the putt even though I do in fact sink it.  The having of an ability requires a certain level 

of skill and reliability.  Holing a putt once out of a million tries is not enough to establish 

that one has the ability; all it shows is that you got lucky.117  So ability is not always necessary 

for opportunity.  Nevertheless, often the lacking of an ability will be sufficient for the lacking 

of the opportunity.       

In allowing accessible worlds to differ from the actual world, we need to be careful 

not to allow a difference that eliminates an obstacle in the actual world to the agent’s 

performing the action in question otherwise we will end up attributing opportunities to 

agents that they clearly lack.  Jones and Jennifer will serve as test cases for us.  As we allow 

for more and more differences between worlds, we should return to Beach and Piano to 

make sure that our analysis yields the correct verdict.  So far (O*) allows W* to differ from 

W by including S’s ϕ-ing and the causal consequences of her ϕ-ing.  In allowing for these 

differences we can still account for why Jones and Jennifer lack the relevant opportunities.  

Any world in which Jones swims to the boy will be a world in which Smith is absent or 

Jones is much stronger than he actually is, etc.  Therefore, such a world will include a 

difference besides Jones’s swimming to the boy and the causal consequences of this action, 

                                                 
117 To drive this point home, we can imagine that you hole the putt in an incredible way.  Perhaps you hit the 
ball much too far, but to your great advantage it bounces off a tree, ricochets off a rock, and lands happily in 
the hole.  Would such a scenario be evidence that you do have the ability to hole the 50 foot putt?  Clearly not, 
even though you did in fact hole the putt.   
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and will for this reason be inaccessible.  Similar considerations apply to Jennifer.  Any world 

in which she plays the piano will be a world that includes a difference in addition to this 

action and its causal consequences—namely the presence of a piano or her being at home, 

etc.  This additional difference, the presence of a piano, is what explains why such a world is 

inaccessible for the purposes of determining Jennifer’s opportunities.  

(O*) then is an initially attractive answer.  It is weak enough to allow for the logical 

possibility that agents have the opportunity to do otherwise, but it is not so weak as to entail 

that agents have opportunities that they clearly do not, as was illustrated by Beach and 

Piano.  But should we allow for even more difference between worlds than (O*) does?  

There is good reason to answer negatively.  From the intuitive standpoint, S has an 

opportunity to ϕ only if nothing prevents her from ϕ-ing.  Clearly an agent’s failure to ϕ 

does not itself constitute an obstacle to her ϕ-ing and it was for this reason that we allowed 

worlds to differ by including the agent performing the action in question.  But it would seem 

that if her performing the action required any more difference than this, then she would lack 

the opportunity.  If in addition to her ϕ-ing, something in her environment must be 

different, a difference that would not be a result of her ϕ-ing, then it seems that this required 

difference is an obstacle: it prevents her from doing otherwise.  It prevents her from doing 

otherwise since the only worlds in which she ϕ-s differs from the actual world and these 

differences are neither an exercise of S’s agency nor a result of an exercise of her agency.  

Below we will consider an important compatibilist attempt to plausibly weaken the 

accessibility relation beyond what is allowed in (O*), but absent such arguments we have 

good reason not to further weaken the accessibility relation.   
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Putting these analyses together we arrive at the following analysis of ‘can’:  

(CFW*) An agent S can ϕ at time t in possible world W only if (i) there is a set of 

possible worlds w that is such that all the worlds in the set have the same laws of 

nature as W, S’s intrinsic properties are sufficiently similar to her intrinsic properties 

in W at t, and S ϕ-s at t and (ii) there is a possible world W* in which S ϕ-s at t and, 

at the very least, everything except S’s ϕ-ing and the causal consequences of her ϕ-

ing are the same as in W.118   

(CFW*) is only a necessary condition for the truth of ‘can’ claims since we do not yet have a 

complete analysis of ability.  But (CFW*) is precise enough to allow us to see why 

determinism eliminates all opportunities to do otherwise and thus why no agent in a 

deterministic world can do otherwise.  

 

4.4 The No Opportunity Argument 

On this basis of (CFW*) we can construct the No Opportunity Argument to show that no 

one in a deterministic world can do otherwise. 

(1) An agent S in a deterministic world W can do otherwise at time t only if (i) there 

is a set of possible worlds w that is such that all the worlds in the set have the 

same laws of nature as W, S’s intrinsic properties are sufficiently similar to her 

intrinsic properties in W at t, and S ϕ-s at t and (ii) there is a possible world W* 

in which S does otherwise at t and, at the very least, everything except S’s doing 

                                                 
118 A case in which the only world in w is W* might well be a case in which the agent lacks the ability to ϕ, but 

has the opportunity to ϕ, as when I make a 50 foot putt as a result of luck.   
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otherwise and the causal consequences of her doing otherwise are the same as in 

W.  

(2) Given that W is deterministic, any world W* in which S does otherwise at t than 

she does in W will differ with respect to the laws or the past. 

(3) If the past differs in W* this difference will not consist in or be a causal 

consequence of S’s doing otherwise.  

(4) If the laws differ in W* this difference will not consist in or be a causal 

consequence of S’s doing otherwise. 

(5) Therefore, there is no world W* in which S does otherwise at t and, at the very 

least, everything except S’s doing otherwise and the causal consequences of S’s 

doing otherwise are the same. 

(6) Therefore, S cannot do otherwise in W at t. 

The validity of this argument is clear, one advantage it has over many versions of the 

consequence argument.119  Moreover, the conclusion clearly generalizes to apply to all agents 

at all times in all deterministic worlds.  Premise (1) has been well motivated above and is 

plausible.  (2) follows from the definition of determinism: a world W is deterministic if and 

only if for every world W* that has the same laws, either W* is exactly like W at every time 

or not exactly like W at any time (Lewis 1979, p. 460).  Since W is deterministic, a world that 

accommodates S’s doing otherwise is either exactly like W at some time and hence its laws 

are different, or its laws are the same and it is not exactly like W at any time and thus the 

                                                 
119 The original modal principle behind the consequence argument, BETA, is recognized to be invalid.  See 
Johnson and McKay (1996).  Fischer (1994) offers a version of the consequence argument that does not turn 
on any modal principles and thus seems to escape these worries. 
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past is different.  Either way such a world must differ with respect to the laws or the past.  

(5) follows from (2)-(4), and (6) from (1) and (5).           

It might seem, then, that the compatibilist must deny (3) or (4).  But perhaps the 

main virtue of the No Opportunity Argument is that (3) and (4) are much weaker than the 

usual principles about the past and laws that incompatibilists invoke—in fact they are so 

weak that they cannot be plausibly denied.  Unlike the consequence argument, the No 

Opportunity Argument does not turn on the truth of the principles of the fixity of the past 

or the fixity of the laws.120  Let me explain. 

The principle of the fixity of the past (FP) states, roughly, that an agent cannot do 

otherwise if her doing otherwise requires that the past had been different.  Similarly, the 

principle of the fixity of the laws (FL) states, roughly, that an agent cannot do otherwise if 

her doing otherwise requires that the laws had been different. Incompatibilists have 

attempted to support (FP) and (FL) by offering a range of cases in which, intuitively, agents 

cannot do otherwise and this seems best explained by either (FP) or (FL).  Consider the 

following ‘can’ claim: a physicist can construct a particle accelerator that would cause 

photons to travel faster than the speed of light (Fischer 1994, p. 74).  What explains the 

falsity of this ‘can’ claim, so argues the incompatibilist, is the truth of (FL).  This is because if 

the physicist constructed such a particle accelerator, then a law of nature would have been 

different.  Similar kinds of cases are offered in defense of (FP).  On this line of argument, 

rather than providing an analysis of ‘can’ that makes clear why agents in deterministic worlds 

                                                 
120 For a sample of incompatibilist arguments that invoke these stronger principles see Fischer (1994, chapter 
4), Ginet (1990, chapter 5), and van Inwagen (1983, chapter 3). 
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cannot do otherwise, incompatibilists have settled for arguing that (FP) and (FL) are general 

constraints on any such adequate analysis.   

Compatibilists, however, have responded by arguing that we can explain why the 

agent cannot do otherwise in the proffered examples by appealing to weaker principles than 

(FP) and (FL) (cf. Lewis 1981; Saunders 1968).  Take the particle accelerator example.  

According to compatibilists, this example only shows that agents cannot do otherwise if the 

laws had been different and this difference would be identical to or a result of the agent’s 

doing otherwise.  The reason no physicist can construct such an accelerator is that if he did, 

a law of nature would have been different and this difference would have been a result of the 

physicists constructing this accelerator.  Similar remarks apply to the cases incompatibilists 

offer to support (FP): these cases only show that an agent cannot do otherwise if this 

requires a difference in the past and this difference would be identical to or a result of the 

agent’s doing otherwise.  Following Fischer (1994, chapter 4), let us refer to these weaker 

principles as ‘(wFP)’ and ‘(wFL)’.     

 The No Opportunity Argument allows us to side-step this debate: it shows that 

even (wFP) and (wFL) raise trouble for compatibilism since they, respectively, entail (3) and 

(4).   Incompatibilists have traditionally tried to establish the incompatibility of determinism 

with it ever being the case that an agent can do otherwise without providing an analysis of 

‘can’, yet this is too abstract of a level to contend with the compatibilist.  Without an analysis 

of ‘can’, it might seem that compatibilists can take refuge in (wFP) and (wFL).  But once we 

move from the abstract to the concrete and gain a grip on what is required for the truth of 

the ‘can’ claim, we see that even the weaker principles threaten compatibilism.  The No  
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Opportunity Argument helpfully shifts the debate from the constraints, such as (FP) and 

(FL), on an adequate analysis of ‘can’ to the actual analysis, and at this level the 

incompatibilist finds firmer ground. 

Consequently, compatibilists must reject (1) and argue that the accessibility relation 

at play in (O*) allows for either differences in the past or laws, differences that are not 

identical to nor a causal result of the agent’s actions.121  Before returning to our original 

problem about how event-causal libertarianism secures enhanced control, I want to 

strengthen the No Opportunity Argument by considering an important compatibilist 

response.  One way of trying to weaken (CFW*) would be to return to traditional 

conditional analysis of ‘can.’  But such analyses are subject to well-known and devastating 

counterexamples (cf. Chisholm 1976; Lehrer 1976).  Let us instead consider Keith Lehrer’s 

possible worlds analysis of ‘can’ which is, I believe, the best compatibilist attempt to weaken 

(CFW*).  But as we will it suffers from being unmotivated.      

 

4.5 Lehrer’s Analysis of Opportunities 

Lehrer (1976) offers one of the most sophisticated compatibilist strategies for showing that 

it is possible that agents in deterministic worlds can do otherwise.  Although Lehrer does not 

divide his analysis of ‘can’ into analyses of abilities and opportunities, he is clearly aware of 

these importantly different components (cf. Lehrer 1976, p. 242) and tries to capture my 

                                                 
121 Vihvelin (2000) in fact denies (4) and argues that it is possible that an agent S in W has the opportunity to 
make a law-breaking choice—that is that there is some possible world W* accessible to W in which S makes a 
choice and this choice constitutes a violation of the laws of nature that obtain in W.  Vihvelin makes some 
rather ingenious moves to the soften the stark implausibility of this claim, but for all her ingenuity, in the end 
she is committed to its being possible that agents can perform choices such that those choices are correctly 
describable as law-breaking events.  But this is highly implausible, as even a staunch compatibilist like Lewis 
(1981, p. 115) admitted.        



146 
 

notion of opportunity with the notion of an inadmissible advantage.  Lehrer’s account can 

be understood as an attempt to weaken (CFW*) and specifically (O*), so that in addition to 

allowing the agent’s action and its causal consequences to be different, we also allow worlds 

to be minimally different with respect to the past.  On his analysis, a world W* is accessible 

to W only if it “has the same laws, [is] minimally changed to accommodate my action, and 

these changes [do] not bestow on me any advantage for performing the action that I lack in 

[W]” (Lehrer 1976, p. 254).  Minimal changes in the past are allowed so long as such a 

change does not confer an advantage on the agent in question.  For example, if John is 

deathly afraid of snakes, then any world in which the past is different and this difference 

erases John’s fear of snakes is inaccessible because it confers an advantage on John.  In 

addition to psychological advantages, changes in an agent’s circumstance can also confer 

advantages.  If a world differs from the actual world in that Lehrer is no longer chained 

tightly to the wall, then this “change…confers upon [him] an advantage that [he] manifestly 

[lacks]” (Lehrer 1976, p. 255).  To translate this back into opportunity talk, we can say that if 

the only worlds in which an agent does otherwise are worlds in which the agent has an 

advantage, then the agent lacks the opportunity to do otherwise.   

According to Lehrer, it is not changes in the past per se that we find objectionable, 

but rather changes in the past that confer advantages on the agent.  Let us return to Beach 

and Piano.  The reason that Jones lacks the opportunity to swim to the boy is not merely 

because the only worlds in which he does this differ with respect to the past.  Rather Jones 

lacks this opportunity because any world in which he swims to the boy requires a difference 

in the past that confers an advantage on him, namely Smith’s being absent.  The same 

applies to Jennifer: any world that is minimally different to accommodate her playing a piano 
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confers an advantage on her, namely her being back at home (or some other such change).  

As Lehrer sees it, (O*) requires more similarity than is warranted by these cases.   

What then counts as an advantage?  Although Lehrer never precisely defines what 

advantages amount to, they are closely related to the idea of a necessary condition for 

performing an action.  Consider some agent S who does not ϕ in world W.  S has an 

advantage in world W* for ϕ-ing only if there is some necessary condition for S’s ϕ-ing that 

is absent in W but present in W*.  A necessary condition for John’s deciding to touch the 

snake is that he does not possess the phobia he actually has.  Any world, then, that erases 

this phobia confers an advantage on John with respect to the decision.    

 Lehrer considers a somewhat obvious, albeit simple minded analysis of ‘can’ that 

builds on this connection between advantages and necessary conditions for action: S could 

have ϕ-ed only if no necessary condition for ϕ-ing was lacking (cf. Lehrer 1976, p. 253).  

This analysis requires sameness of necessary conditions for accessibility.  But, Lehrer rightly 

points out that this is too strong since sometimes the agent in question could have brought 

about the necessary conditions that were absent.  Rather trivially, a necessary condition for 

my doing otherwise is that I do otherwise.  As we saw above, in determining whether I have 

the opportunity to ϕ, worlds that differ with respect to my ϕ-ing and its causal consequences 

remain accessible.  Lehrer suggests the following modification to his original analysis: “to 

wit, [we] require any advantage the person has in possible worlds accessible to him which he 

lacks in the actual world result from what he does” (Lehrer 1976, p. 256).  In other words, 

we require sameness of “inadmissible” advantages: those advantages that do not result from 

the agent’s activity.  From here Lehrer goes on to craft a very intricate and insightful analysis 
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of ‘can’—the precise details of which need not concern us.  Lehrer’s core claim is that even 

in deterministic worlds agents can do otherwise since there are accessible possible worlds in 

which the agent does otherwise—worlds that have the same laws, are minimally different, 

and confer no inadmissible advantages on the agent in question.    

 An initial objection to Lehrer’s theory is that any difference in the past that is 

required in order for the agent to perform the action in question itself constitutes an 

inadmissible advantage.  Consider S who refrains from ϕ-ing in deterministic world W.  If it 

is true that S could have ϕ-ed in W, then, according to Lehrer’s analysis it follows that there 

is a possible world W* with the same laws as W, is minimally different, and confers no 

inadmissible advantages on S.  However, since Lehrer requires sameness of laws, W* will 

differ with respect to the past.  In fact, every world with the same laws as W and in which S 

ϕ-s will differ with respect to the past (given that W is deterministic).  Therefore, a necessary 

condition for S’s ϕ-ing is that some feature of the past be different.  This might cause us to 

wonder whether S has an inadmissible advantage in every such world.   

Lehrer responds to this worry as follows: “Our earlier reflections indicate, however, 

that not every condition that determines the nonoccurrence of an action need entail the lack 

of some advantage to the person performing the action” (Lehrer 1976, p. 264).  Simply 

because a necessary condition for an agent’s performing some action is missing, it does not 

follow that the agent has an inadmissible advantage in any world in which he performs the 

action.  For if the agent can bring about that necessary condition, then the advantage is 

admissible and thus there is no obstacle to the truth of the ‘can’ claim.  Lehrer gives the 

following example:  
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Again suppose that I do not clench my fingers into a fist at a specific moment.  That 

flexor digitorum profundis was unflexed just prior to that moment determines the fingers 

not being clenched.  Yet it hardly follows from the antecedent condition of that 

muscle being unflexed that I could not have clenched the fingers.  On the contrary, I 

could have clenched the fingers, and had I chosen to do so, flexor digitorum profundis 

would have been in the flexed state at the required time. (Lehrer 1976, p. 264)  

I concede Lehrer’s point; however, it is irrelevant.  This example only establishes that 

absent necessary conditions that agents can bring about do not falsify the claim that the agent 

could have done otherwise.  Not all necessary conditions for an agent’s ϕ-ing must be 

present in the actual world in order for it to be true that the agent could have ϕ-ed—so long 

as the agent could have brought about the absent necessary conditions.  But Lehrer needs 

something much stronger than this.  Returning to S who refrains from ϕ-ing in deterministic 

world W, any world W* with the same laws as W and in which S ϕ-s, will differ from W with 

respect to every moment prior to S’s ϕ-ing (this follows from the definition of determinism).  

Clearly these differences will not be such that S could have brought all of them about.  It 

therefore follows, by Lehrer’s own analysis, that these changes confer inadmissible 

advantages on S.  What Lehrer needs to show is that a world can be accessible even when it 

confers advantages on S that are not a result of S’s agency.  But his fist-clenching example 

case gives us no reason to think that this is true, and thus Lehrer leaves his crucial premise 

undefended.  Lehrer, therefore, fails to substantiate his distinction between a mere change in 

the past and a change in the past that confers an inadmissible advantage on the agent.  

Consequently, we are left without reason to doubt that any change in the past that is neither 
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identical to nor a result of S’s actions confers an inadmissible advantage on S.  In terms of 

(CFW*), if such a change in the past is required for S’s doing otherwise, then S lacks the 

opportunity to do otherwise.  

A similar problem for Lehrer is that his analysis undermines his ability to account for 

the fact that Jones and Jennifer lack opportunities.  For, under his analysis, not all worlds 

that include changes in the past that are neither identical to nor a result of the agents activity 

are inaccessible, and so we are left wondering whether worlds in which Smith is absent and a 

piano present are not also accessible.  Lehrer’s analysis (as it stands) fails to capture the 

intuitive notion of opportunity that we are after, and thus is not a serious competitor to 

(O*).    

The difficulty with defending Lehrer’s distinction is that it does not seem that it can 

be motivated apart from the fact that it saves compatibilism.  Clearly there are some 

necessary conditions for an agent’s performing an action such that if they are absent the 

agent cannot perform that action.  Jones cannot swim to the boy because a necessary 

condition for his doing this is absent, namely his not being held down by someone much 

stronger than him.  Jennifer cannot play the piano because a necessary condition for her 

doing so is absent, namely there being an accessible piano.  The compatibilist must motivate a 

principled way to distinguish between the absence of necessary conditions that agents cannot 

bring about that do rob agents of opportunities, and the absence of necessary conditions 

that agents cannot bring about that do not rob agents of opportunities.  And, frankly, this 

seems very hard to do. 

This concludes my response to the moral shallowness objection.  In chapter 3 I 

isolated an important theme in Strawson’s work in order to develop a theory of moral 
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responsibility.  Importantly, we saw that we full appreciation of normative force of pleas 

forces us to adopt (PRO). And now we see that the opportunity to do otherwise, a condition 

necessary for blameworthiness, requires the truth of indeterminism.  Consequently, the 

moral shallowness objection is made to stand on its head: so far from an inquiry into the 

nature of moral responsibility leading us away from incompatibilism, it actually steers us 

toward it.      

 

4.6 The Opportunity to Do Otherwise as Control Enhancing Freedom 

As we have seen, it is a mistake to think that the only way one can enhance control is by 

increasing the kind or amount of abilities an agent has.  Freedom of the will concerns more 

than our abilities: it also concerns our opportunities.  Compatibilist agents have some degree 

of control since they possess abilities as well as the opportunity to exercise them in the way 

they actually do.  But libertarian agents have more control since they have the opportunity to 

exercise their ability of normative competence in more than one way.  Event-causal 

libertarianism increases control by adding more opportunities.  This is not a crudely additive 

account of control.  The opportunity to do otherwise is not just another opportunity on top 

of the many opportunities that compatibilist agents already possess.  Rather it is a significant 

addition.  It affords agents with the opportunity to direct their lives in more than one way, to 

author how their lives shall unfold and to choose from among several causally open options 

and thereby take a stand on the kind of person they will become.  This is no trivial addition.  

Indeterminism, therefore, is relevant to enhancing control because it is necessary for agents 

to possess the freedom to do otherwise.   
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 An implication of this response to the problem of enhanced control is that 

libertarianism must locate indeterminism at the moment of action.  Libertarians secure 

enhanced control by securing, in addition to the already possessed ability, the opportunity to 

do otherwise.  However, in order for libertarians to secure both the ability and opportunity 

to do otherwise—and thus for it to be true that agents can do otherwise—some of the 

actions agents actually perform must be undetermined, for only if the action was 

undetermined will it be true that there is a possible world in which the agent does otherwise 

and, at the very least, everything except her doing otherwise and the causal consequences of 

this action will be the same.  There is, however, a rather distinguished philosophical tradition 

that has maintained that undetermined action is a contradiction in terms or that, at the very 

least, no agent can exercise the necessary degree of control over such actions to be said to 

have free will.  This is because undetermined action is merely or partly a matter of luck and 

no one can exercise (significant) control over such luck occurrences.  In the next chapter I 

will consider and respond to two different incarnations of this line of argument, the luck and 

Mind arguments.                  

 

4.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have sought to complete my response to the moral shallowness objection as 

well as solve the problem of enhanced control.  I offered a distinctive conception of free will 

in terms of abilities and opportunities which showed that freedom of the will is required for 

moral responsibility.  By carefully distinguishing the relevance of an agent’s intrinsic features 

from his extrinsic features we came to realize that an agent’s control can be enhanced in one 

of two very different ways: by furnishing him with more abilities or by furnishing him with 
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more opportunities.  I constructed the No Opportunity Argument in order to show that the 

opportunity (or freedom) to do otherwise is incompatible with determinism, and thus free 

will and moral responsibility are incompatible with determinism.  A central virtue of this 

argument is that blocks standard compatibilist replies because it does not rely on 

controversial principles concerning the nature of the past and laws.  I defended this 

argument, particularly my analysis (O*) of opportunities that figures in as its most crucial 

premise, by considering and rejecting Lehrer’s important compatibilist-analysis of ‘can.’  The 

problem of enhanced control has seemed so exasperating because we have mistakenly 

assumed that only abilities are relevant to control.  Once we jettison this assumption, room 

is made to solve the problem of enhanced control: indeterminism is relevant to enhancing 

control because it furnishes agents with the opportunity to do otherwise—an opportunity 

that they always lack in deterministic worlds.   
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CHAPTER 5 

FAREWELL TO THE LUCK (AND MIND) ARGUMENT 

 

In this chapter I will complete my reply to the intelligibility objection by responding the first 

form of this objection, according to which libertarianism is unintelligible because 

libertarianism confuses a necessary condition for the presence of free will and moral 

responsibility with a sufficient condition for their absence.  The two most well-known 

incarnations of this objection are the luck and the Mind arguments, both of which purport to 

show that indeterminism (a condition that libertarians maintain is necessary for free will and 

moral responsibility) is incompatible with the degree of control necessary for free will and 

moral responsibility.122  I begin the discussion by elaborating these arguments, clarifying 

important features of my account of libertarianism—features that will be central to an 

adequate response to the arguments—and showing why a strategy of reconciliation (often 

referred to as deliberative (Clarke 2000) or soft (Mele 1999a) libertarianism) will not work.  I 

then consider four formulations of the luck argument and find them all wanting.  This 

discussion will place us in a favorable position to understand why the Mind argument also 

fails. 

 

 

 
                                                 
122 The relationship between these arguments is little discussed.  The Mind argument received its name and 
taxonomy from van Inwagen’s (1983, pp. 126-150) influential discussion.  As discussed there, “the” Mind 
argument actually consists of three different families or strands of arguments, the first appealing to the notion 
of luck in order to establish indeterminism’s incompatibility with free will and moral responsibility.  This 
naturally might lead one to view the luck argument as a species of the Mind argument.  I have, however, opted, 
as have others (Finch and Warfield 1998), to treat ‘the Mind argument’ as simply the third strand of the Mind 
argument (van Inwagen 1983, pp. 142-150), thus conceiving of the luck and Mind arguments as distinct.  
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5.1 The Luck (and Mind) Argument     

When people consider the various threats to the existence of free will and moral 

responsibility, notions like determinism, genetics, and social environment will immediately 

spring to mind.  However, when you inform them that there is a long, venerable line of 

philosophers who think that indeterminism threatens the existence of free will and moral 

responsibility, they often respond with puzzlement.  Isn’t indeterminism a refuge for free 

will and moral responsibility?  Doesn’t indeterminism provide the needed independence 

from the past and environment, allowing the world to be a garden of forking pathways and 

we the captains who can select among its many diverging paths?  But once we realize that 

indeterminism appears to be linked with luck and randomness, worries begin to emerge.  If 

indeterminism entails luck and randomness, then indeterminism does indeed appear to be 

incompatible with free will.123  Presumably actions that are merely a matter of luck cannot be 

free actions—perhaps such events cannot be actions at all.  Moreover, there seems to be an 

inverse relation between luck and control: the more an action is subject to luck, the less it is 

under our control; and the more an action is under our control, the less it is subject to luck.  

Luck and control thus appear to exclude each other: an action cannot be both wholly a 

matter of luck and wholly under our control.  It is because indeterminism is frequently 

thought to smuggle in luck that many have thought that indeterminism threatens free will 

and moral responsibility. 

That luck is contrary to control is a commonplace in our thought.  People constantly 

argue about how much luck as opposed to skill is involved in poker.  What cards one is dealt 

is presumably a matter of luck: one has no control over it (assuming one is not cheating).  

                                                 
123 I will drop ‘randomness’ from now and only use ‘luck’ since this notion has received the most attention. 
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However, whether we win the hand with the cards we are dealt is not (usually) merely a 

matter of luck, since we do have some control over how we play our hand.  Do we bet big 

first or slow play our cards, hoping to trap our opponents?  How well do we read our 

opponents’ hands?  Our success will greatly depend on how well we exercise these abilities.     

Often in the context of sports, we contrast the skill and control of a player with luck.  

We might say, “He just got a lucky punch in”, or “That was a lucky goal.”  In these cases we 

are calling into question the degree of control the athlete exercised over some result.  By 

claiming that he got lucky in bringing about the result, we are claiming that the athlete lacked 

a sufficient degree of control for the result to be truly credited to him.  The result was not 

genuinely up to him; rather, he just got lucky. 

This intuitive connection between luck and control is one reason that many have 

concluded that indeterminism diminishes or eliminates control.  It seems that indeterministic 

events are, by nature, chancy, and this seems to imply that any of our actions that are 

undetermined are matters of luck for us.  The luck argument (Haji 1999, 2001; Hobart 1934; 

Hume 1740/1978; Mele 1999a, 1999b, 2006; van Inwagen 2000) seeks to regiment these 

intuitions about luck and control into a rigorous argument that purports to show that free 

will and moral responsibility are incompatible with indeterminism.  The closely related Mind 

argument (van Inwagen 1983, pp. 142-150) also purports to show that indeterminism is 

incompatible with free will and moral responsibility, but unlike the luck argument eschews 

any appeal to the notion of luck.  The fundamental aim of this chapter is to show that the 

luck argument is unsound and, secondarily, that the Mind argument is unsound.  

Consequently, the focus of the present and following sections will be the luck argument.  In 
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the final section of the paper I will turn my attention to the Mind argument, showing that it 

fails for very similar reasons as the luck argument.   

As I argued in chapter 4, determinism precludes the possibility of agents possessing 

free will and hence from being morally responsible, and thus that indeterminism is necessary 

for furnishing agents with enhanced control—the kind of control that is necessary for free 

will and moral responsibility.  I also showed that indeterminism must occur at the moment 

of action for agents to possess free will and moral responsibility, because only then will 

agents have the opportunity to do otherwise.  And so I concluded that some actions must be 

undetermined if we ever are to be free and morally responsible.   

This account plays directly into the hand of the luck argument.  Since control comes 

in degrees it is hard to nail down the luck argument in full generality.  One might maintain, 

for example, that indeterminism does not preclude the possibility of exercising any control 

over our actions, but instead diminishes our control so severely that we never freely perform 

any of these actions.  Nonetheless, the core of this problem can be characterized by the 

following two claims: 

(i) If an action is undetermined, then it is a matter of luck 

(ii) If an action is a matter of luck, then it is not free. 

(i) remains silent on whether an undetermined action is wholly or partly a matter of luck, and 

(ii) remains silent on whether luck precludes the possibility of an agent exercising any control 

or merely the degree of control required for free will and moral responsibility.124  Various 

                                                 
124 This is not quite right.  I assume it is analytic that agents exercise some control over their actions.  In light of 
this, the term ‘action’, as it occurs in (i) and (ii), would seem to entail that the agent exercises some control over 
it.  To avoid this we could replace ‘action’ with ‘event’ so as to remain neutral about the degree of control the 
agent possessed or lacked over these undermined events.  As far as I can tell nothing important turns on this 
subtlety.   
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formulations of the luck argument differ on how they fill in and defend these two claims.  

For example, some define ‘luck’ as an absence of a certain kind of explanation, and then 

argue that undetermined events are a matter of luck because they lack the relevant kind of 

explanation.  Other versions leave luck undefined and argue that undetermined action is a 

matter of luck in a rather obvious, intuitive sense.   

Although we might have initially thought that indeterminism was conducive to 

enhanced control, the luck argument purports to show that once we have considered 

indeterminism’s connection with luck, we will see that libertarians are mistaken: rather than 

enhancing control, indeterminism precludes the necessary degree of control for free will and 

moral responsibility.  Indeed, if the luck argument is sound, then libertarianism is incoherent.  

Libertarianism entails that we sometimes perform free, undetermined actions, and so if 

premises (i) and (ii) of the luck argument are true, it follows that some of these 

undetermined actions are both free and unfree.  It is for precisely this reason that many have 

questioned the coherence of libertarianism (cf. Double 1991; Simlansky 2000).  This is a 

serious problem indeed: by locating indeterminism at the moment of action, libertarians 

purportedly introduce luck which results in a diminution or elimination of control.    

The problem of enhanced control and the luck argument point to a tension within 

libertarianism: indeterminism seems relevant to enhancing control only if it is located at the 

moment of action.  But if indeterminism is located at the moment of action, then control is 

diminished.   Libertarians may not be satisfied with the degree of control that compatibilist 

accounts secure, but it turns out, according to the luck argument, that their own accounts 

secure even less control.  Therefore, libertarians must balance their theory between these two 

precipices in order to defend an adequate account of free will and moral responsibility.   
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Before turning to my criticism of the luck (and Mind) argument, it will be importance 

to compare my own account of libertarianism so far developed with Robert Kane’s (1996) 

influential theory of libertarianism.  Although there are many similarities between our 

accounts, there are also importance differences, one specific difference being the role and 

location of indeterminism.  And, as we will see, it is precisely this difference that allows my 

theory to avoid some of the more worrisome formulations of the luck argument (it also 

helps to show why the Mind argument fails).  After clarifying this important difference, I will 

consider an often discussed libertarian strategy of compromise for resolving the problems 

raised by the luck argument, and demonstrate that this strategy cannot succeed.  I then turn 

to the luck argument itself and consider four different formulations: the Hume-Hobart 

formulation, the ensurance formulation, the rollback formulation, and the explanatory 

formulation.  After showing that none of these formulations of the luck argument are sound, 

I finally turn to the Mind argument and argue that it too poses no serious threat to the 

coherence of libertarianism.        

 

5.2 Kane and the Luck Argument  

As you will recall, event-causal theories of action seek to analyze the notion of an agent 

making something happen solely in terms of certain events and states making something 

happen.  We noted that these accounts are not without their problems, but, these problems 

notwithstanding, event-causal accounts are widely considered to be the best analysis of 

action available.  According to the theory I have been developing, actions are events that 

have a distinctive causal history: what distinguishes an action (my raising my arm) from mere 

behavior (my eye’s twitching) is how these events are brought about.  An action is an event 
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that is caused, in the appropriate way, by agent-involving mental events.  Taking an overly 

simplistic example, what makes my raising my arm an action is that it is brought about, in the 

appropriate way, by certain agent-involving mental events, such as my reasons for raising my 

arm.  More must be said (What makes a causal pathway “appropriate”? Which mental events 

are involved in the production of action? In what way must agent’s be “involved” in the 

specified events?), but this sketchy account will suffice for present purposes.  An agent’s 

exercising control over some event, then, consists in that event’s being caused, in the 

appropriate way, by agent-involving mental events.  And as I argued in the last chapter, 

libertarians can take this account of action and build it into an account of free action by 

locating indeterminism at the moment of choice: free actions are events that are 

nondeterministically caused by agent-involving mental events.  When an agent so acts he can 

do other otherwise and thus possesses freedom of the will over what he does.  Therefore, a 

necessary condition for my freely raising my arm is that this action was nondeterministically 

caused, in the appropriate way, by agent-involving mental events, such as my reasons and 

beliefs.  

 Suppose I am deliberating about whether to keep my promise to a friend or to break 

it: I have reasons that favor keeping the promise and reasons that favor breaking it.  After 

much deliberation, I come to decide to break the promise.  According to my version of 

event-causal libertarianism, if this action was free, then it was nondeterministically caused, in 

the appropriate way, by agent-involving mental events, such as the agent’s intention to make 

up his mind and his reasons that favored breaking the promise.  Importantly, since the 

causation was nondeterministic, it was possible, given the past and laws, that I not make this 

decision.  It was possible that I had continued to deliberate or decided to keep the promise.  
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In this alternative case, had I decided to keep the promise, then this action would have been 

nondeterministically caused by different reasons, reasons that favored my keeping the 

promise.   

Nearly all recent formulations of the luck argument have been directly aimed at 

undermining Kane’s (1985, 1996) event-causal libertarian account.125  Because of this, it is 

worth noting a central difference between our theories, a difference that will make my theory 

a harder target for the luck (and Mind) argument.   

Although our accounts have many similarities, and in many ways I am indebted to 

Kane, there is one difference that becomes paramount as we attempt to respond to the luck 

and Mind arguments.  To understand this difference we need to consider the role that 

conflict of will plays in Kane’s theory.  According to Kane, there are various episodes in our 

lives in which we must make a choice between incommensurable alternatives, as for 

example, between moral duty and self-interest.  The usual case discussed concerns a 

businesswoman who comes across a man who has just been mugged in an alley (Kane 1996, 

p. 126).  She must decide between the mutually exclusive and exhaustive options of helping 

this person or attending an important business meeting.  She knows there are moral reasons 

that favor helping this person, but also that if she misses the meeting her career aspirations 

will suffer a major setback.  On Kane’s account, the businesswoman makes an effort of will 

to help the man in need.126  This effort of will is indeterminate and so it is possible, given the 

                                                 
125 Haji (2001) and Mele (1999b) are cases in point.  In fact, most formulations exclusively have Kane’s account 
in mind.  This is not because there is something particularly implausible about Kane’s account, but because 
Kane, admirably, more thoroughly than others develops a positive and detailed account of libertarianism.     
 
126 In Kane (1999) he doubles the effort: the businesswoman makes an effort to resist temptation and she 
makes an effort to go to the business meeting.  Although this move may help Kane in avoiding the argument 
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past and the laws, that the effort either succeed and culminate in a choice to help the man, or 

fail and result in a choice to go on to the business meeting.  But either way, given the 

conflict, the businesswoman will do what she wants to do, and will do what she does for the 

reasons she has.  Indeterminism, on Kane’s account, occurs between the effort of will and 

choice. 

 One question that naturally arises concerns what kind of thing this “effort of will” is?  

Is it an action? A desire?  As Kane repeatedly speaks of an agent “making an effort of will”, 

it seems natural to construe this effort of will as a kind of action, something the agent does.  

If this is correct, it turns out that Kane locates indeterminism between one action, an effort 

of will, and later actions that this effort of will generates, such as choices, overt action, etc.  

The businesswoman does something—makes an effort of will—which might lead to one 

choice or might lead to another.  Indeterminism at this juncture may indeed appear to 

introduce an element of luck: the businesswoman’s best effort leaves open what she will do 

and this makes it seem like her subsequent choice is (merely) a matter of luck.   

In contrast to Kane’s account, my account locates indeterminism between non-

actional mental states and choice: indeterminism occurs between our reasons, desires, beliefs, 

preferences, etc.—states which lead to action—and choice and overt action.  It is Kane’s 

location of indeterminism, I believe, that makes his account especially susceptible to the luck 

argument.   In fact, I believe that this feature of Kane’s account has continued to kindle the  

                                                                                                                                                 
from luck, it seems to do so only by introducing a deep incoherence in the agent.  I will ignore this move by 
Kane since it does not affect the main difference between our two accounts.     
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flame of this argument.  Kane’s theory is a centerpiece of libertarianism and consequently 

any problem that Kane’s account faces is likely to lead us to think that this is a problem for 

libertarianism tout court.      

In order to understand how Kane’s account generates worries about luck, consider a 

case in which I try my best to resist the temptation to break a promise and make an 

indeterminate effort of will to resist this temptation.  Once I have made this effort, there is 

nothing left for me to do in order to influence the outcome—either the effort shall result in 

a choice to fulfill the promise or a choice to break it.  It is reasonable to suppose that 

indeterminism introduces an element of luck here: the agent does all he can, and then just 

has to wait to see what the outcome is.  Even though I may exercise some degree of control 

over the outcome, indeterminism appears to diminish my control.  It seems that, if my effort 

would have deterministically brought about my choice to keep the promise, then I would 

have exercised more control over the outcome.    

The point here is not that Kane’s account fails to secure the necessary degree of 

control for free will and moral responsibility, but that he faces a unique charge of luck 

because he places indeterminism between actions.127  Kane’s account is relevantly similar to 

the athlete examples above in a way that my own account is not.  In those examples, the idea 

was that after the athlete did his best to secure a certain outcome, it was still undetermined 

what might happen.  Everything the athlete did left open what result he would bring about.  

If this is correct, an element of luck appears to creep in.  However, my account is perfectly 

compatible with every choice or action deterministically bringing about later choices, actions, 

and consequences.  I do not require scenarios in which everything the agent does leaves open 

                                                 
127 See Kane (1996, chapters 9-10) for his response to the luck argument.  
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what will come about.  Rather I require that, at least for some actions, everything the agent 

does not do, all the non-actional elements—such as his character, education, up-bringing, 

reasons, desires, etc.—leave open what he does.   

I will return to this point below as it will afford me avenues of response to the 

various versions of the luck argument that are unavailable for Kane.  But before turning to 

the luck argument itself, I want to show why a well-known libertarian strategy of 

reconciliation will not work. 

 

5.3 Deliberative Libertarianism      

The luck argument gets off the ground because libertarians have traditionally required that 

some free actions be undetermined.  This has led some philosophers (Dennett 1978; Fischer 

1995; Mele 1999a) to suggest that libertarians should locate indeterminism earlier in the 

causal sequence leading to action.128  The idea behind these attempts is that libertarians can 

inoculate freedom against luck by locating indeterminism at a time when we do not think 

agents normally exercise any control.  If we place indeterminism at a moment when the agent 

exercises no control, then, of course, control is not diminished: you cannot diminish what 

you never had.  Deliberative libertarian accounts, as Randolph Clarke (2000) has named 

them, locate indeterminism within the deliberative process rendering the agent’s all things 

considered judgment undetermined.  On this account, whether certain considerations come 

to mind is undetermined, and hence the all-things-considered judgment that the agent arrives 

at is undetermined.  Some considerations come to mind and lead the agent to judge that it is 

                                                 
128 I say ‘philosophers’ rather than ‘libertarians’ to make it clear that no libertarian, to my knowledge, makes this 
move.  I believe this fact is revealing.  Deliberative libertarianism, as I will argue below, is no version of 
libertarianism at all.   
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best to ϕ.  However, it was possible, given the past and laws, that certain other 

considerations came to mind, and if these considerations had come to mind, then the agent 

would have judged that it is best to ψ.  But, and this is crucial, the all-things-considered 

judgment causally determines the subsequent decision.  At the time of deliberation, then, it is 

undetermined what decision the agent will make since it is undetermined what all-things-

considered judgment the agent will make.  But once this judgment is in place, only one 

decision is causally possible.   

According to deliberative libertarians, we normally assume that agents are not in 

control of every consideration that comes to mind and thus, supposing that indeterminism 

does indeed crowd out control, locating indeterminism at this juncture in the deliberative 

process does not necessarily diminish the degree of control that the agent otherwise would 

have had (Mele 1999a, p. 289).129  At the point where the agent exercises his agency, there is 

no indeterminism and hence no diminution of control.  In explaining the motivation behind 

such a view Mele writes, “Furthermore, a kind of internal indeterminism is imaginable that 

limits our control only in a way that gives us no less control than we would have on the 

assumption that determinism is true, while opening up deliberative outcomes” (1999a, p. 

289).  The promise of these accounts is to secure alternative possibilities without introducing 

luck.  They supposedly make good on this promise by locating indeterminism close enough 

to action to have some relevance, but far enough away that it does not threaten control.  

                                                 
129 I am inclined to think that agents are very active throughout the deliberative process, bringing 
considerations to mind, evaluating them, prolonging the process, etc.  If this is correct, then placing 
indeterminism here may be no less of a threat to freedom than locating it at the termination of the deliberative 
process.  But for the sake of argument, I will grant the deliberative libertarian his assumption.    
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Deliberative libertarianism, however, is a near-sighted solution to the luck argument.  

By locating indeterminism during the deliberative process, they may avoid the possibility of 

indeterminism diminishing control, but only at the expense of indeterminism’s exclusion 

from being relevant to enhancing control.  A libertarian theory of free will must provide 

adequate answers to both the problem of enhanced control and the luck argument.  But 

deliberative libertarianism is impaled on the horn of the problem of enhanced control.  

There is dilemma for libertarians lurking here: either indeterminism is located at the 

moment of action or it is not.  If it is not located at the moment of action, then there is no 

reason to think that it diminishes control, but there is also no reason to think that it is 

relevant to enhancing control.  If indeterminism is located at the moment of action, then it is 

positioned to be relevant to enhancing control, but, as the luck argument contends, it 

actually ends up diminishing control.  Libertarians must tackle one horn or the other, 

showing, on the one hand, how indeterminism could be located earlier than the moment of 

action and yet still be relevant to enhancing control,130  or, on the other hand, why the luck 

argument fails. What they cannot do is precisely what the deliberative libertarian does: simply 

accept the first horn.  Deliberative libertarians admit that indeterminism during the 

deliberative process is not relevant to enhancing control, but try to console us by pointing 

out that at least it does not diminish control.     

                                                 
130 One might try to do this by arguing that indeterminism occurs during preference formation and it is 
preference formation, rather than choosing and acting in accordance with our preference, that is the true loci of 
control.  See Ekstrom (2000, 2003).  Alternatively, one might argue, like the deliberative libertarian, that 
indeterminism occurs during the deliberative process, but, unlike the deliberative libertarian, that this process is 
the loci of agential-control.  Either of these strategies may succeed, but only at the expense of the deliberative 
libertarian strategy.  Remember, their strategy was to locate indeterminism at a moment when we normally 
think agents do not exercise any control.  Consequently, deliberative libertarians must argue that indeterminism 
occurs at a moment when the agent exercises no control and yet is still relevant to enhancing control.  It is this 
latter option that I believe is hopeless.     
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Often deliberative libertarians will admit that their accounts fail to secure any more 

control than rival compatibilist accounts (thus acquiescing to the first horn), but go on to 

argue that their accounts do secure other items of value and that this might lead us to 

reasonably prefer libertarianism to compatibilism.  For example, we might value a kind of 

independence from the past that can only be secured if indeterminism occurs somewhere 

near the moment of action, such as the deliberative process (cf. Clarke 2000; Mele 1999a).  

Mele describes Wilma, a person who is attracted to such an account, as someone who leaves 

it open whether “freedom and moral responsibility are compatible with determinism, but 

maintain that the falsity of determinism is required for more desirable brands of these things” 

(1999a, p. 286).  This position does not require indeterminism for freedom and moral 

responsibility, but rather for “more desirable” kinds of freedom and moral responsibility.131   

These comments however make it clear that deliberative “libertarianism” is no 

version of libertarianism at all.  Libertarianism entails incompatibilism about determinism 

and free will and moral responsibility, yet Mele makes it clear that deliberative libertarianism 

has no such entailment.  Deliberative libertarianism “[leaves open whether] freedom and 

moral responsibility are compatible with determinism”, as Mele writes.  But this does not 

mean that deliberative libertarianism is a form of compatibilism.  Both compatibilists and 

incompatibilists are decidedly not agnostic about the (in)compatibility of determinism with 

freedom and responsibility, and for this very reason they cannot be deliberative libertarians: 

once one takes a stand on the compatibility issue one ceases to be a deliberative libertarian.  

                                                 
131 I take Mele’s idea to be that the deliberative libertarian assumes that freedom and moral responsibility are 
both threshold and degree concepts.  The deliberative libertarian leaves open whether determinism is 
compatible with meeting the threshold conditions for freedom and moral responsibility.  What they insist on is 
that indeterminism secures higher degrees of freedom and responsibility that are of value for reasons other 
than that they are necessary for freedom and responsibility. 
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But it is also precisely for this reason that deliberative libertarianism is not a form of 

libertarianism.  It is no wonder, then, that no libertarians actually endorse this position: 

deliberative “libertarianism” is not compatible with libertarianism.   

Deliberative libertarianism, consequently, is not an avenue of response for 

libertarians: it is a concession of defeat.  It simply accepts the first horn of the dilemma and 

tries to console us that it is not so bad.  A true libertarian answer, one that is actually 

compatible with libertarianism, is forced to deny one of the horns.  As I have argued that 

indeterminism is relevant to enhancing control only if it is placed at the moment of action, I 

am saddled with showing that the luck argument fails to demonstrate that indeterminism 

diminishes control—a task to which I will now turn to.   

 

5.4 The Hume-Hobart Formulation   

Some of the earliest discussions of the luck argument are found in Hume’s Treatise and 

Enquiry, where he argues not only that free will (“liberty”) is compatible with determinism, 

but that it actually entails it.  Hume writes, “According to my definitions, necessity makes an 

essential part of causation; and consequently liberty, by removing necessity, removes also 

causes, and is the very same thing with chance” (1740/1978, p. 407).  Libertarians, requiring 

the absence of necessity for liberty, end up, according to Hume, eliminating causation and 

thus introducing luck.  If we assume that causation essentially involves a kind of 

necessitation such that, given the cause, the effect necessarily follows, then indeterminism, 

which is simply the absence of this kind of necessitation, is also the absence of causation.  

Admittedly, it is difficult to see how someone can be said to have controlled an event if 
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nothing, let alone the agent, brought it about.132  If Hume is right about causation, it looks 

like “actions” on libertarian accounts just happen—in other words they appear to be simply 

a matter of luck. 

 Hobart, picking up in the twentieth century on Hume’s insight, claims that on 

libertarian accounts, “This volition of the self causes the physical act but it is not in its turn 

caused, it is ‘spontaneous.’  To regard it as caused would be determinism.” (1934, p. 4).133  

Libertarians, in requiring the absence of necessitation, unwittingly require the absence of 

causation.  This renders these so-called “free acts” mere chance occurrences: an event that 

simply happens without anyone or anything bringing it about. 

 This version of the luck argument has the most potential bite.  If Hume and Hobart 

are correct that undetermined events are uncaused, then it does indeed seem that 

undetermined actions are a matter of luck.  Thus we have premise (i) from above.  

Moreover, it is reasonable, from an intuitive standpoint, to assume that if an action is a 

matter luck, then it is not a free action.  Therefore, libertarianism is incoherent: it entails that 

some unfree actions are also free actions.  

 Fortunately for the libertarian, it is now widely understood that causation can exist in 

the absence of necessitation: one event can cause another even though it does not 

necessitate it.  I can hardly do better than point the reader to G.E.M Anscombe’s brilliant 

work, ‘Causation and Determination’ (1971), in which she forcefully argues that there has 

never been good reason to think that the very possibility of causation requires necessitation.  

                                                 
132 However, see Ginet (1990) and McCann (1998) for elaborate defenses of the possibility of agents possessing 
a robust degree of control over uncaused events. 
 
133 Ayer (1954), Nowell-Smith (1948), and Smart (1961) all make similar claims.  In fairness to these authors, 
libertarians, at this time, often claimed that free action was uncaused.  See for example Campbell (1951). 
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Quantum mechanics has also played a helpful role in allowing us to see this point.  We are 

hard pressed to give up the idea that every event has a cause.  But according to the standard 

interpretation of quantum mechanics, some events are undetermined.  For most, this 

discovery is tantamount to the discovery that undetermined events can have causes. 

 Once necessitation and causation are pried apart, the Hume-Hobart formulation 

crumbles.  The key premise in their argument was that an undetermined action is an 

uncaused action.  But this is false: an undetermined action can also be a caused action.  

Without this premise they provide no reason for thinking that an undetermined action is a 

matter of luck.  But this has not kept others from thinking that Hume’s fundamental point 

about the link between indeterminism and luck was correct.  Let us now turn to other 

formulations that attempt to explicate this link.        

 

5.5 The Ensurance Formulation 

The ensurance formulation of the luck argument has been most clearly and forcefully 

presented by Ishtiyaque Haji (1999, 2001).  The core idea beyond this formulation is that if 

an agent performs an undetermined action ϕ at t, then she could not have ensured or 

guaranteed that she ϕ-ed rather than ψ-ed at t.  I believe that something like this thought is 

behind most philosophers’ suspicion that indeterminism is inimical to control.  According to 

this formulation of the luck argument, indeterminism prevents agents from having the 

power to guarantee a particular outcome: agents try their best, but they cannot ensure what 

they will do.  From this lack of “ensurance,” it is inferred that the action in question is a 

matter of luck, and thus we have (i) from above.  As with the Hume-Hobart formulation, it 
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seems that if an action is a matter of luck, then the action is not free.  It follows, therefore, 

according to libertarianism, that some actions are free and unfree. 

 The crucial premises of this formulation are, (1) undetermined actions are not 

ensured, and (2) if an action is not ensured, then the action is a matter of luck.  As we will 

see, both of these premises are problematic.  Let us begin by considering (1).  According to 

Haji, an agent can ensure that he performs an action ϕ only if he has antecedent control over 

ϕ—that is control “to see to it that…he [ϕ-s] rather than that he does not…” (2001, p. 190).  But 

this is not very informative.  There is a natural reading of this gloss which makes it clear that 

agents can have this kind of control even over undetermined actions.  It is easiest to 

understand this if we replace control with power.  Haji admits that agents can have the 

power to bring about an undetermined action ϕ,134 but denies that they can have the power 

to see to it that they bring about ϕ rather than some other action ψ.  But this rings false.  If I 

have the power to bring about ϕ, then I have the power to bring about ϕ rather than ψ.  

After all, I have the power to bring about ϕ, and my bringing about ϕ is sufficient for my 

bringing about ϕ rather than ψ; so I have the power to bring about ϕ rather than ψ.  

Consequently, if antecedent control simply amounts to the power to make it the case that I 

ϕ rather than ψ, we have no reason to think that indeterminism is incompatible with it.  

I have my doubts, however, that this is the kind of control Haji intends antecedent 

control to capture.  Rather, I suspect he has in mind something more like the following: An 

agent S has antecedent control over an action ϕ at t2 just in case S has the power at t1 to ψ at 

t1 and if he ψ-ed at t1, then ψ would deterministically bring about ϕ at t2.  For example, I 

                                                 
134 I defend Haji’s assumption in 5.6. 
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have antecedent control over my ordering a salad at some later time t only if I have the 

power now to do something that would deterministically bring about my ordering a salad at 

t.  It is this kind of control, according to Haji, that we cannot have over undetermined 

actions.   

Haji is not the only one who thinks that libertarians cannot secure antecedent 

control.  Interestingly, even Kane seems to agree (as well as O’Connor (2000, p. 32)).  Kane 

claims that “the ability to be in, or bring about, conditions such that one can guarantee or 

determine which of a set of outcomes is going to occur before it occurs, whether the 

outcomes are one’s own actions, the actions of others, or events in the world generally” is 

something that libertarian agents135 cannot have (Kane 1996, p. 144).136  Kane’s strategy is to 

concede that libertarian agents lack antecedent control, but deny that this entails that their 

actions are a matter of luck. 

Haji and Kane, however, are mistaken: agents can possess antecedent control even 

over undetermined actions.  Consider S who brings about an undetermined action ϕ at t2.  S 

had antecedent control over ϕ only if there is something he could have done at an earlier 

time t1 that would have deterministically brought about ϕ at t2.  It is a mistake to assume that 

ϕ’s being undetermined somehow stands in the way of S possessing this kind of control.  

There is nothing contradictory in supposing that S had the power at t1 to ψ at t1, and if he ψ-

ed at t1, then ψ would have deterministically caused ϕ at t2, but, as things actually stand, S did 

not exercise this power, and consequently his ϕ-ing at t2 was undetermined.  Return to the 

                                                 
135 By ‘libertarian agents’ I simply mean ‘agents who satisfy libertarianism’.   
 
136 He reaffirms this view in Kane (1999, pp. 237-38).  



173 
 

salad case.  As things actually stand, my ordering a salad at t2 was undetermined, but I 

nonetheless possessed antecedent control over this action.  I possessed this kind of control 

because I had the power at t1 to make a resolution to order a salad, and if I made the 

resolution at this earlier time, then it would have deterministically brought about my 

ordering a salad at t2.  Consequently, premise (1) is false: agents can possess antecedent 

control over undetermined actions.  

It is possible, then, for agents to possess antecedent control over undetermined 

actions.  What is impossible is for them to exercise this control over undetermined actions, for 

exercising antecedent control over an action requires that one deterministically bring it 

about.  Possessing antecedent control and exercising antecedent control, however, are 

different things and it is only by conflating them that it appears that agents must lack 

antecedent control over undetermined actions.  

The distinction between possessing and exercising antecedent control suggests a 

different reading of premise (1).  Libertarians claim that we have free will only if some of our 

actions are undetermined.  Consequently, since exercising antecedent control over an action 

requires that the action is deterministically caused, libertarians must claim that we have free 

will only if we do not exercise antecedent control over some of our actions.  Premise (1) can 

then be read not as a claim about possessing antecedent control, but about exercising it: 

undetermined actions are unensured because we cannot, qua undetermined actions, exercise 

antecedent control over them.137   

Under this reading of the ensurance formulation, premise (1) is true, but only at the 

expense of rendering premise (2) implausible.  Under the present reading, (2) asserts that an 

                                                 
137 Haji himself seems to suggest this alternative understanding of premise (1).  See Haji (2001, p. 190). 
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action ϕ cannot be free unless we perform some earlier action ψ that deterministically brings 

about ϕ (i.e., unless we exercise antecedent control over ϕ).  A dilemma arises for Haji at this 

point: either ψ must itself be free or not.  If ψ must be free, then, as I will argue below, a 

vicious regress is generated, thus making free action impossible.  If ψ does not need to be 

free, then Haji is saddled with the implausible claim that free actions is (or can be) 

deterministically brought about by unfree action.   

It will be helpful to introduce two new notions: ‘freely exercising antecedent control’ 

and ‘merely exercising antecedent control’.  An agent freely exercises antecedent control over 

some action ϕ only if she performs some earlier free action ψ that deterministically causes ϕ.  

An agent merely exercises antecedent control over some action ϕ only if she performs some 

earlier action ψ that deterministically brings about ϕ.  Mere, as opposed to free, antecedent 

control does not require ψ to be free.  Under this new reading of (2), this premise entails 

that if an agent freely performed ϕ, then either she freely exercised antecedent control or she 

merely exercised antecedent control.  I will now argue that both disjuncts are implausible, 

and, consequently, that the ensurance argument is implausible.    

Consider the second disjunct first.  According to this disjunct, whenever an agent 

performs a free action ϕ, she exercises mere antecedent control over ϕ.  In other words, she 

performs some earlier action ψ that need not be free and ψ deterministically causes ϕ.  But 

this seems dubious.  Why should free action require that one performed an earlier action that 

deterministically brought about it?  Compare two actions: one that is caused not by an earlier 

action, but by mental states of the agent and one that is caused by the agent’s earlier action.  
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Why is the second more conducive to freedom and responsibility? Suppose that the earlier 

action is one for which the agent is responsible, whereas the agent is not responsible for the 

earlier mental states.  There is something plausible about the claim that the second action is 

one over which the agent exercises more control: it is caused by an earlier action that the 

agent is responsible for, whereas the other action is caused by states that the agent is not 

responsible for.  But under this response, the second horn collapses into the first: we are 

now supposing that free action requires free antecedent control.  I cannot see any other 

reason for thinking that free action must be caused by earlier actions of the agent, nor does 

Haji offer an alternative explanation.  I conclude that the claim that free will requires mere 

antecedent control is simply unmotivated.       

The claim that free action requires antecedent control gains plausibility only when we 

assume that free antecedent control is at issue.  Premise (2) then commits Haji to the first 

horn.  But this horn generates a vicious regress of free actions.  Under this reading of 

premise (2), an agent’s freedom over ϕ entails that she freely exercised antecedent control 

over ϕ, and this in turn entails that she freely performed some earlier action ψ.  ψ is free, 

however, only if she freely exercised antecedent control over it, and this entails that she 

freely performed some yet earlier action.  But in order to have freely exercised antecedent 

control over this earlier action, she must have performed a still yet earlier free action, and so 

on ad infinitum.  Consequently, if freedom entails freely exercising antecedent control, then 

freedom entails that free agents have always been performing free actions.    

 On the first horn, in order to have freedom over any of our actions and thus to 

avoid luck, we must have always been performing actions.  But this is not a tenable picture 
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of agency.  The origins of agency are certainly obscure, but we can be confident that none of 

our origins are similar to the agent in this story: we are finite agents and there was a time 

when we were not performing any actions, let alone free actions.  Presumably there is some 

time (a moment or perhaps a segment of time) in our lives at which we perform an action(s) 

and there was no earlier time that we performed any action.  It is hard to determine when 

the precise time is, but that need not concern us.  The simple point is that it is necessarily 

false, at least for finite agents like us, that for every free action we perform, there was an 

earlier time that we performed an action (perhaps God is like this).   

Freedom, according to premise (2), turns out to be impossible for agents like us.  But 

(2) is implausibly strong: in order for us to be free and morally responsible for our actions 

(and thus avoid luck), we must have always been performing actions.  But this doubtful in 

the extreme; at the very least it cries out for defense—a defense Haji never gives.  The only 

way for Haji to avoid this regress is to deny that the earlier action, in virtue of which we 

exercised antecedent control over the later action, must be free; in other words he must turn 

back to the second horn in which freedom only requires mere antecedent control.  But we 

have already seen that this requirement is unmotivated: why does performing an earlier 

unfree action enhance control over later actions?  As this exhausts the possible options for 

Haji, we have good reason to reject (2).         

But for those who are inclined to persist in endorsing (2), notice that the 

impossibility of our being free has nothing to do with indeterminism: not even deterministic 

agents can perform free actions if (2) is true.  The obstacle to freedom so construed is our 

finitude, not determinism or indeterminism.  So even if one persists in claiming that freedom 

and responsibility require freely exercising antecedent control (thus making free will and 
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moral responsibility impossible for finite agents), it is important to realize that indeterminism 

per se is not the source of this threat.  According to the problem of moral luck, one kind of 

luck that threatens moral responsibility is constitutive luck: luck in becoming who we are 

(Nelkin 2004).  It might be argued that in not being capable of satisfying Haji’s conception 

of freedom, we are subject to constitutive luck which is freedom- and responsibility-

undermining.138  I think this line of argument is mistaken, but the point I will insist on here is 

that whatever one means by luck in this argument, it has no essential connection to 

indeterminism.  The problem of constitutive luck is not a problem facing libertarians per se: it 

is a problem for anyone who thinks we are free and morally responsible.  The problem of 

constitutive luck arises out of our finitude, not our being undetermined.   

When unensured action is understood to refer to action over which we fail to (freely 

or merely) exercise antecedent control, (2) is problematic.  Requiring mere antecedent 

control is unmotivated, and requiring free antecedent control makes freedom impossible for 

finite agents.  But even supposing that this impossible condition is required, it is important 

to realize that indeterminism is not generating the problem: it is our finitude, not 

indeterminism that raises the specter of constitutive luck.           

Indeed, I would argue that it is precisely our finitude and concerns about constitutive 

luck that lead libertarians to insist that some of our actions must be undetermined, if we are 

free and morally responsible.  We, as finite agents, subject to the vagaries of time, simply 

cannot exercise antecedent control over all our actions.  This leaves only two options: either 

events over which we have no control, in conjunction with the laws, determine what we do, 

or they don’t.  The second option, that the past and laws leave our actions undetermined, 

                                                 
138 Strawson (1994) offers just such an argument. 
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appears more conducive to freedom.  If determinism is true, we lack the opportunity to 

exercise our abilities in ways different than we actually do, and so our freedom and 

responsibility are significantly diminished; whereas, if indeterminism obtains at the moment 

of action, we have the opportunity do otherwise.  According to libertarianism, we must allow 

that for some of our actions, it is open right up until the moment of choice what we will 

choose—otherwise our first actions will be determined, not by earlier free actions, by factors 

outside our control.  By requiring indeterminism to occur at the moment of action, we 

secure a degree of independence from the past and laws, an independence that allows us to 

exercise our abilities in more than one way and thus, there and then in action, take a stand 

on the kind of person we will become.  In such a case, our heredity and environment leave 

open (although presumably they restrict the possible options), up to the final moment, what 

we do.  It is this openness that provides the needed space for agents to have free will.   

I suspect that Haji, as well as many other philosophers, has thought this openness, 

which libertarians claim is so crucial for freedom, introduces luck because of the role that the 

effort of will plays in Kane’s account.  Haji develops the ensurance formulation of the luck 

argument specifically to undermine Kanean libertarianism.  Recall that, on Kane’s theory, in 

the history of a free agent, there are important moments of conflict within the agent’s will in 

which she is torn between making the moral or prudential choice.  The agent makes an 

effort of will to make the moral choice, but since this effort is indeterminate, she might still 

make the prudential choice.  Whatever choice she ends up making will be undetermined.  

Kane’s account suggests that the agent does something at t1, makes an effort of will to resist 

temptation for example, but this action only indeterministically brings about the choice to 

resist temptation at t2.  Consequently, the agent lacks antecedent control over the choice to 
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resist temptation at t2: she only has the power to do something that will nondeterministically 

bring about the choice to resist temptation at t2.  Moreover, it might seem that the agent’s 

control is enhanced if the connection between the effort of will and resulting choice is 

deterministic.  But if we relocate indeterminism, as I do, so that it occurs between non-

actional mental events and choice, for example between the businesswoman’s reasons for 

making the moral choice and her making the moral choice, this worry disappears.   

This is a subtle difference.  To help bring it out, suppose for a moment that on my 

theory of action Kane’s efforts of will do in fact precede choice.  On Kane’s account, unlike 

mine, indeterminism occurs after we make an effort of will and indeterminism effects 

whether we succeed in this effort; in fact, the presence of indeterminism diminishes our 

chances of success.  We do everything we can to resist temptation, but because of 

indeterminism our best effort might still fail.  On my account, however, if we make the 

effort of will to resist temptation, then we will choose to resist temptation and will resist 

temptation.139  It is open, until the last moment, what effort we make.  We might make the 

effort to resist temptation or we might make the effort to succumb.  Whichever effort we 

make is up to us, but whichever effort we make will guarantee that we make the 

corresponding choice, since the connection between these two actions is deterministic.   

Therefore, unlike Kane’s theory it is not true that we do everything we can and are then 

forced to wait to see how indeterminism resolves itself.  What is true is that everything we 

do not do leaves open what we will do.  And this is what we, or at the least we libertarians, 

want.     
                                                 
139 This is of course too strong.  After all, I might make this effort and then die before the effort culminates in a 
choice.  The point is that assuming that these uncontested necessary conditions for making a choice obtain, e.g. 
I am alive, the earth has not blown up, etc., then if I make the effort of will to resist temptation, this guarantees 
that I make the choice to resist temptation, which in turn will guarantee that I resist temptation. 
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5.6 The Rollback Formulation 

Peter van Inwagen (1983, pp. 128-129) initially dismissed as misguided arguments that 

employ the notion of luck in order to show that indeterminism diminishes control, but he 

has recently changed his mind about the threat of luck (van Inwagen 2000).  In the present 

formulation, we are asked to imagine that an agent, Alice, is deliberating about whether to 

choose to tell the truth or to lie.  van Inwagen writes, “Suppose, for example, that in some 

difficult situation Alice was faced with a choice between lying and telling the truth and that 

she freely chose to tell the truth—or, what is the same thing, she seriously considered telling 

the truth, seriously considered lying, told the truth, and was able to tell the lie she had been 

contemplating” (2000, p. 14).  Since Alice had the ability140 to choose to tell the lie, the 

choice to tell the truth was undetermined (van Inwagen is assuming that the ability to do 

otherwise is incompatible with determinism): up until the moment of choice she could have 

chosen to tell the lie.141  Next we are asked to imagine that God has caused the world to 

“rollback” to precisely the state of the universe at the moment before Alice chose to tell the 

truth, let the world evolve from that point, and that we are in a position to observe this 

replay.  Since Alice’s choice is undetermined, she might choose to tell the lie or she might 

choose to tell the truth in the “replay.”  Suppose that God does this a thousand times: a 

thousand times he causes the world to rollback to precisely the moment before Alice made 

her choice and then allows things to proceed.  Furthermore, imagine that, after watching  

                                                 
140 van Inwagen’s terminology departs from my own.  He uses ability in the specific sense, and so having an 
ability for him includes both having the general ability and the opportunity to exercise the general ability.  In 
this section I employ van Inwagen’s terminology as nothing here turns on these differences.  
 
141 van Inwagen slides between Alice’s choosing to tell the truth and telling the truth.  I will try to be a little 
more consistent and assume that it is Alice’s choice that is under scrutiny.   
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seven hundred twenty-six replays, in about half of the replays Alice has chosen to tell the 

truth and in the other half she has chosen to lie.  After watching each of these replays, van 

Inwagen claims: 

we shall be faced with the inescapable impression that what happens in the seven-

hundred-and-twenty-seventh replay will be due simply to chance….[W]hat other 

conclusion can we accept about the seven-hundred-and-twenty-seventh replay 

(which is about to commence) than this: each of the two possible outcomes of this 

replay has an objective, ‘ground-floor’ probability of 0.5—and there’s nothing more 

to be said? And this, surely, means that, in the strictest sense imaginable, the 

outcome of the replay will be a matter of chance. (2000, p. 15)   

Unlike other formulations of the luck argument, van Inwagen does not stop here; rather he 

goes on to make it clear why luck is a threat to freedom: if an action ϕ is a matter of luck, 

then no one has the ability to bring about ϕ or the ability to prevent it.  He explains, “If 

[Alice] was faced with telling the truth and lying, and it was a mere matter of chance which 

of these things she did, how can we say that—and this is essential to the act’s being free—

she was able to tell the truth and able to lie?  How could anyone be able to determine the 

outcome of a process whose outcome is a matter of objective, ground-floor chance?”142 

(2000, p. 16).  And, if Alice was not able to perform the action or perform some other 

action, then, according to van Inwagen, she was not free or morally responsible. 

 The two significant claims that we must evaluate are (1) if a choice is undetermined, 

then it is a matter of luck, and (2) if it is a matter of luck that event E occurred, then no one 

                                                 
142 van Inwagen vacillates between claiming that undetermined action is “simply a matter of chance” and that 
undetermined action is “a matter of chance.”  I will assume that he offers his an argument as a defense of the 
latter, weaker claim.   
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was able to prevent or bring about E at that time.  Some commentators (Ekstrom 2003) 

have tried to argue that van Inwagen equivocates on the meaning of luck: in (2) he employs a 

notion of luck that is essentially inimical to control, but in (1) he employs an innocuous 

notion of luck.  However, this charge does not stick.  In fact, van Inwagen is clearer than 

many other proponents of the luck argument concerning exactly what he means by chance: 

an event is a matter of chance just in case the objective probability of its occurring is less 

than 1.143  This should be relatively apparent from the passages quoted above.  From the fact 

that there is an objective probability of less than 1—specifically 0.5—that Alice will choose 

to tell the truth, van Inwagen concludes that “in the strictest sense imaginable” the outcome 

is a matter of chance.  If this indeed is what van Inwagen means by chance, then (1) is 

certainly true.  All undetermined actions have an objective probability of less than 1 of 

occurring and so all their occurrences are a matter of chance.   

But what about premise (2)?  Is van Inwagen correct that if there is an objective 

probability of less than 1 that Alice will choose to tell the truth, then she does not have the 

ability to choose to tell the truth or to do something else, like choose to lie?  To convince us 

of this, that no can have the ability to determine the outcome of an indeterministic process, 

van Inwagen offers the following case.  He asks us to consider a situation in which the friend 

of a candidate running for public office knows some discreditable fact that, if revealed, will 

cost the candidate the election.  The candidate asks his friend to promise not to reveal this 

fact.  Suppose the friend knows (perhaps God told him) that there is an objective, ground-

floor probability of 0.43 of his revealing the discreditable fact to the public, and an objective, 
                                                 
143 This may actually be stronger than what van Inwagen argues for.  He only commits himself to the claim that 
an event that has a probability of 0.5 is a matter of chance. He may think that once the probability reaches, say 
0.9, then it is no longer a matter of chance.  However, as I am going to grant him (1), nothing of significance is 
effected by my, potentially, minor misinterpretation.     
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ground-floor probability of 0.57 that he will remain silent.  Is the friend in a position to 

promise the candidate that he will not reveal the fact?  It seems not since of a million perfect 

duplicates of the friend, placed in exactly the same situation, 43% will reveal the secret and 

57% will remain silent.  “But”, van Inwagen goes on, “if [the friend believes] that [he is] able 

to keep silent, [he] should, it would seem, regard [himself] as being in a position to make this 

promise.  What more [does he] need to regard [himself] as being in a position to promise to 

do X than a belief that [he is] able to do X?  Therefore, in this situation, [he] should not 

regard [himself] as being able to keep silent” (2000, p. 17).  Given the situation the friend 

finds himself in, he cannot promise the candidate he will remain silent and the best 

explanation of this, according to van Inwagen, is that he is not able to keep silent.  This is a 

distinctive feature of van Inwagen’s formulation of the luck argument: according to him, 

indeterminism calls into doubt what agents have the ability to do and thereby what agents 

are free to do. 

 Two points often overlooked by van Inwagen’s critics are that, first, he rejects this 

argument and, second, that the aim of this argument is not to show that free will is 

incompatible with indeterminism—after all van Inwagen does not think this is the case—but 

to show that agent-causation is of no help in showing that indeterminism is compatible with 

free will.  Agent-causalists sometimes offer the luck argument against their event-causal 

counterparts, trying to show that libertarians must adopt agent-causal libertarianism in order 

to address the worries raised by the luck argument.  van Inwagen’s argument aims to show 

that if indeterminism causes problems for event-causal libertarians it is also cause problems 

for agent-casual libertarians.  And this point is, of course, compatible with believing that it is 

not a problem for either.  Nonetheless, van Inwagen does think that this argument poses a 



184 
 

major challenge for libertarians, a challenge that he does not know how to meet, and thus a 

challenge that pushes him towards his “mysterian” position.   

 I agree with both these points—that agent-causation is of no help here and that this 

argument fails.  I will not press the first, except insofar as I will show that event-causal 

libertarians do not have to appeal to agent-causation to handle this objection.  But unlike van 

Inwagen, I know why this argument fails.  Consider first the case of promising which aims to 

bolster the rollback argument.  The problem with this case is that it is importantly different 

from the typical kinds of situations in which libertarians think agents possess free will.  The 

friend finds himself in a situation in which there are certain objective probabilities 

concerning what he will do at a later time and there is nothing he is now able to do to affect 

these probabilities.  God reveals to him that later that day there is roughly a fifty-fifty chance 

that he will remain silent or reveal the secret.  Perhaps in such a case the friend really does 

lack the ability to reveal the secret and the ability to remain silent, but whatever the correct 

answer is here this is not the kind of situations libertarian agents usually find themselves in, 

nor is such a predicament forced on libertarians by the very nature of indeterminism.   

 There is a similar mistake here as there was in the ensurance formulation.  Suppose 

that the friend refrains from revealing the secret at t3 and that this action was undetermined.  

It is no part of the libertarian account that there was nothing the friend had the ability to do 

before t3 to ensure that he kept silent at t3.  For example, the friend might have chosen, at t1, 

to keep silent at t3, and this earlier choice may well have raised the probability of his keeping 

silent at t3 to 1.  But the friend lacks this ability in van Inwagen’s imagined case: instead there 

is an objective, ground-floor probability concerning his revealing the secret and remaining 

silent, and there is nothing the friend could have done to affect these probabilities.  
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Whatever the friend does earlier in the day leaves unaffected what he will later do with 

respect to revealing the secret.  van Inwagen, as did Haji, mistakenly locates indeterminism 

after choice and for this reason sees indeterminism as a threat to freedom and responsibility. 

 van Inwagen’s promising cases builds in assumptions about the location and role of 

indeterminism that libertarians are not committed to.  In light of this disanalogy, premise (2) 

is left without a defense.  But in addition to lacking support, there is good reason to think it 

is false.  In chapter 4, I have offered the following preliminary account of abilities:   

(A*) An agent S has the ability to ϕ at t in W only if there is a set of possible worlds 

w, that is such that, all the worlds in this set have the same laws of nature as W, S’s 

intrinsic properties are sufficiently similar to her intrinsic properties in W at t, and S 

ϕ-s at t.   

As I argued there, just how large this set of worlds must be is difficult to specify, and it may 

well be relativized to the specific ability we are considering.  The mere fact that there is a 

single world with the same laws of nature in which you make a full court basketball shot is 

insufficient to establish that you have the ability to make this shot.  Rather, it seems that the 

existence of the ability requires there to be a larger range of worlds in which you successfully 

exercise the ability.  However, in Alice’s case there will be many worlds in which she makes 

each choice, and so we need not face this issue at present.     

According to (A*), Alice has both the ability to choose to tell the truth and the ability 

to choose to lie.  This is because, for each choice there is a sufficiently large range of worlds 

in which the laws are the same, Alice’s intrinsic properties are sufficiently similar to her 

intrinsic properties in the actual world (since indeterminism obtains, there will be many 
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worlds in which these properties are identical), and she makes that choice.144  In case one 

worries that my theory of abilities is merely an ad hoc attempt to save libertarianism, observe 

that this is not an unusual result.  Indeed, I have never come across an account of abilities 

that would vindicate van Inwagen’s claim.  Duggan and Gert (1967), Horgan (1979), 

Kaufman (1963), Lehrer (1976) Locke (1974), and Mele (2003) all offer accounts of ability in 

which Alice has both the ability to choose to tell the truth and the ability to choose to lie 

(and, importantly, many of these philosophers are compatibilists).  Therefore, van Inwagen’s 

contention concerning the supposed relation between chance and abilities is not only left 

undefended (in light of the above disanalogy), but it is also dubious.  

     I think van Inwagen is led astray by a subtle confusion.  What would call into 

question Alice’s abilities is if her exercising her ability to choose to tell the truth was 

consistent with her not telling the truth.  That is, if the probability of her telling the truth 

rather than lying was fifty-fifty even after she exercised her ability to choose to tell the truth, 

we would conclude that this is no ability at all.  But this is not the story the libertarian tells.  

What is undetermined is Alice’s exercising her ability to choose to tell the truth.  It is perfectly 

consistent with event-causal libertarianism that the exercising of the ability deterministically 

brings about her telling the truth.  The rollback formulation, like the ensurance formulation, 

confuses where indeterminism occurs in the action-sequence and, as a result, appears to 

show that indeterminism is a threat to control.  But once we clearly distinguish where the 

libertarian locates indeterminism, and what it is to have an ability, we are left with little to no 

reason for thinking that indeterminism introduces a kind of luck or chance that is 

incompatible with an agent possessing abilities and hence being free and morally responsible.  

                                                 
144 In this way Alice also has the opportunity to exercise her ability.   
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5.7 Explanatory Formulations  

Explanatory formulations of the luck argument maintain that luck is introduced into the 

action-sequence due to the unavailability of a certain kind of explanation.  It is because the 

feature that would allow us to give such an explanation is missing that the agent is subject to 

luck, and, of course, the presence of luck entails that the action in question is not free.  Once 

again, it seems that libertarians are committed to the existence of actions that are both free 

and unfree.   

At times it has been suggested that undetermined action is essentially irrational 

action, or, at the very least, cannot be given a rational explanation (Ayer 1954).  But this is 

false.  Two central features of a successful rational explanation are that the explanation make 

intelligible to us why the agent acted as he did, and that the features appealed to which 

render the action intelligible play a causal role in bringing about the action (Davidson 1980; 

Mele 1992).  Since my event-causal libertarian account requires that reasons, or at least the 

agent’s taking there to be reasons, play a central causal role in bringing about action, it has a 

straightforward way of providing reason- explanations: appeal to the reasons that the agent 

took himself to have that played a role in bringing about his action.145  Consider a thief who 

successfully resists the temptation to rob the poor box in a local parish.146  We might ask: 

why did the thief refrain from stealing?  To which the libertarian can answer: the thief 

                                                 
145 Whether or not reasons are ever actually causes of behavior is disputed.  Those who maintain that reasons 
are propositions (Scanlon 1998) or states of affairs (Dancy 2003) are likely to argue that reasons cannot be 
causes, whereas those who take reason to be mental states, such as desire-belief pairs (Davidson 1980), often 
accord reasons a causal role in the genesis of intentional action.  Nonetheless, these former accounts can readily 
accommodate the Davidsonian claim (if they so wish) that reasons are causes, by according the mental state of 

the agent taking there to reasons that favor his ϕ-ing a causal role in bringing about his ϕ-ing.  Although strictly 
speaking reasons are not causes on such an account, the mental state of taking there to be reasons is capable of 
playing the role that Davidson accords to reasons.   
 
146 This often discussed case is taken from van Inwagen (1983, pp. 127-128). 
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recalled that he had promised his mother on her death bed to live a good life and that 

stealing from the poor is inconsistent with this promise.  Moreover, these reasons, or the 

thief’s taking there to be these reasons, played a causal role in bringing about his refraining.  

So, event-casual libertarians can, in a straightforward way, provide reason-explanations for 

undetermined actions. 

But there is another kind of explanation that has played a prominent role in the 

explanatory formulation of the luck argument, and it is less clear that it can apply to 

undetermined actions.  The kind of explanation I speak of is contrastive explanation: 

explanations of why the agent ϕ-ed rather than ψ-ed.  According to this formulation of the 

luck argument, an agent’s undetermined action ϕ is a matter of luck because there is no 

contrastive explanation of why the agent performed this action rather than another.   

Alfred Mele (1999a, 1999b, 2006) has been the most forceful and persistent 

proponent of the explanatory formulation.147  Mele “illustrates” this worry by considering a 

goddess Diana who is creating agents that satisfy libertarianism.  As she considers her agents 

who sometimes perform undetermined actions, she worries that indeterminism is a threat to 

their control. 

Her worry, more specifically, is that if the difference between the actual world, in 
which one of her agents judges it best to A straightaway and then, at t, decides 
accordingly, and any possible world with the same past up to t and the same laws of 
nature in which he makes an alternative decision while the judgment persists is just a 
matter of luck, then he does not freely make that decision in that possible world, W.  
Diana suspects that his making that alternative decision rather than deciding in 
accordance with his best judgment—that is, the difference between W and the actual 
world—is just a matter of bad luck or, more precisely, of worse luck in W for the 
agent than in the actual world.  After all, because the worlds do not diverge before 
the agent decides, there is no difference in them to account for the difference in 
decisions. (Mele 2006, p. 8)  

                                                 
147 Others who have raised this worry include Haji (1999) and Waller (1988). 



189 
 

It is very important to be clear on what Mele is claiming: he is not claiming that the agent’s 

decision in either the actual world or W is just a matter of luck.  What is just a matter of luck 

is a comparative fact between the worlds: the cross-world difference between the actual 

world and W.  What is just a matter of luck is that the agent ϕ-ed—as he did in the actual 

world—rather than ψ-ed—as he did in W.148  But Mele does maintain that if the cross-world 

difference is just a matter of luck, then each action in each world is partly a matter of luck, 

and apparently enough of a matter of luck to preclude the possibility of the agent being free 

or morally responsible for either action (Mele 2006, p. 8).   

Put in schematic form, Mele’s argument runs as follows: 

1. If an agent S performs an undetermined action ϕ at time t in possible world W 

and there is some world W* that shares the same laws and past as W up to t, but 

in which S ψ-s, then there is nothing that accounts for the difference between W 

in which S ϕ-ed and W* in which she ψ-ed (where ψ−ing includes not ϕ-ing).  

2. If nothing accounts for this difference, then the difference is just a matter of 

luck. 

3. If the difference is just a matter of luck, then it is partly a matter of luck that she 

ϕ-ed in W and partly a matter of luck that she ψ-ed in W*. 

4. If an action is partly a matter of luck, then the action is not free. 

5. Therefore, if an action is undetermined, then it is not free. 

It would seem that libertarians must reject at least one of the first three premises.  It is hard 

to believe that an action that is partly a matter of luck could also be free and thus one for 

                                                 
148 This is a point that is nearly universally missed by Mele’s critics.  See O’Connor (2007) and Pereboom 
(2007). 
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which an agent is morally responsible.149  Since (5) is entailed by (1)-(4), libertarians must 

reject at least one of the first three premises.  

Let us begin by considering premise (2).  Mele claims that if nothing accounts for the 

difference, if there is no explanation of why the agent ϕ-ed rather than ψ-ed, then the 

difference is just a matter of luck.  But why think this?  Assuming that luck is essentially 

contrary to control, why think that the lack of contrastive explanation indicates a lack of 

control?  It is well known that explanations introduce pragmatic and epistemic 

considerations, considerations that do not themselves tightly track control (cf. Clarke 2003, 

chapter 3).  Christopher Hitchcock’s (1999) influential theory of contrastive explanation 

makes it clear that whether one can give a contrastive explanation of some phenomenon p 

depends, partly, on the knowledge or beliefs of the person to whom you are giving the 

explanation.  According to Hitchcock, we cannot give contrastive explanations of why p 

rather than q to a person who knows everything there is to know about p and q, and this 

whether or not p comes about deterministically or indeterministically (Hitchcock 1999, p. 

598).  Consequently, if some observer knows everything there is about my ϕ-ing in W and 

my ψ-ing in W*, then there is no available contrastive explanation that can be offered to her 

for why I ϕ-ed rather than ψ-ed, even if my action in W is determined.  But it is doubtful 

that the observer’s mere possession of this knowledge could diminish my control over ϕ.  

Control is fundamentally a metaphysical matter and thus does not depend on the presence or 

absence of these pragmatic or epistemic conditions.   

                                                 
149 Nonetheless, Mele offers a libertarian account that has just this result.  See Mele (2006, chapter 5) 
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There is reason, then, to think that lack of (contrastive) explanation does not tightly 

track lack of control, and, therefore, assuming that luck is essentially contrary to control, 

there is little reason to think that lack of explanation introduces luck.  But it turns out, 

according to Mele’s definition of luck, that (2) must be true: (2) turns out to be little more 

than a tautology.  Anticipating that someone might object to his argument by questioning 

the meaning of ‘luck’, Mele makes it clear what he has in mind by this notion.  In response 

to the question, “What is luck?” he answers:    

Well, if the question why an agent exercised his agent-causal power at t in deciding to 
A rather than exercising it at t in any of the alternative ways he does in other possible 
worlds with the same past and laws of nature is, in principle, unanswerable – 
unanswerable because there is no fact or truth to be reported in a correct answer, not 
because of any limitations in those to whom the question is asked or in their 
audience – and his exercising it at t in so deciding has an effect on how his life goes, 
I count that as luck for the agent…. (2006, p. 70) 
 

So, according to this characterization of luck, it turns out that luck is the absence of anything 

that accounts for the difference between these two worlds.  If nothing accounts for the 

difference, then, by definition, the difference is just a matter of luck.  This definition of luck 

calls into question the role that this notion plays in establishing Mele’s conclusion.  The 

initial worry about premise (2) was that, on an intuitive level, luck involves the absence of or 

diminution of control, but, as argued above, the absence of explanation (of any kind) does 

not entail an absence or diminution of control.  Mele has tried to forge a dubious connection 

between luck and the absence of a contrastive explanation.  Perhaps luck does always 

involve a lack of a certain kind of explanation, but it must involve more than this in order to 

diminish control.   

 Mele might respond by arguing that he is giving a stipulative definition of luck rather 

than an analysis of the intuitive notion.  According to his definition of luck, luck enters the 
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picture when there is a lack of explanation.  But now it is open to the libertarian to wonder 

why luck, as defined by Mele, is a threat to free will and moral responsibility.  The essence of 

the initial problem remains: as the stipulative notion only indicates a lack of explanation, 

there is no reason to think that control is diminished.   

A better route for Mele, one that he partly suggests, is to drop the claim that the 

difference is just a matter of luck, leave the notion of luck unanalyzed, and argue instead that 

since nothing accounts for the difference between worlds, each action is partly a matter of 

luck—where luck here is understood in an intuitive sense.150  To make this move clear it will 

be helpful to rewrite Mele’s argument according to my suggested presentation: 

1*. If an agent S performs an undetermined action ϕ at time t in possible world W 

and there is some world W* that shares the same laws and past as W up to t, but in 

which S ψ-s, then there is nothing that accounts for the difference between world W 

in which S ϕ-ed and W* in which she ψ-ed.  

2*. If nothing accounts for the difference, then it is partly a matter of luck that she 

ϕ-ed in W and partly a matter of luck that she ψ-ed in W*. 

3*. If an action is partly a matter of luck, then the action is not free. 

4*. Therefore, if an action is undetermined, then it is not free. 

Premise (2) from above drops out, as does appeal to Mele’s definition of luck: rather than 

arguing from the fact that the difference is just a matter of luck to the claim that each action 

is partly a matter of luck, Mele argues directly from the fact that nothing accounts for the 

                                                 
150 Mele (2006, p. 70) is willing to concede that ‘luck’ is not the right label for the fact that nothing accounts for 
the difference.  He thinks, however, that the mere fact that nothing accounts for the difference, whether or not 
it smuggles in luck, is worrisome. 
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difference to the claim that each action is partly of matter of luck.  The crucial claims for the 

libertarian to dispute become (1*) and (2*). 

The good news for the libertarian is that (1*) and (2*) are both highly questionable.  

Consider (1*) first.  Can there be contrastive explanations of outcomes that are 

undetermined?  There is no uncontroversial answer to this question, but Hitchcock (1999), 

to my mind, has made a strong case that there can be such explanations.  To oversimplify, he 

provides a probabilistic model of explanation under which condition A is explanatorily 

relevant to E, if A raises the probability of E’s occurring.151  Paying close attention to the 

role that presuppositions play in explanatory contexts, he suggests that an explanation can be 

technically correct, e.g. it cites a condition that raises the probability of E’s occurring, but 

nonetheless pragmatically defective “because it does not provide any explanatory 

information over and above what is already presupposed” (Hitchcock 1999, p. 598).  So a 

contrastive explanation of the fact that E rather than F is successful if it cites a condition A 

that raises the probability of E and A is not presupposed.  For the most part, what is 

presupposed will be a function of what the parties who are engaged in the “language game” 

already know about E and F.  But Hitchcock claims that there is always at least one 

particular presupposition at play in contrastive explanation contexts: the disjunction of the 

contrasts.  Supposing that the contrastive fact to be explained is that the thief decided to 

refrain rather than steal, we are presupposing that either the thief decided to refrain or 

decided to steal.  That is, we are presupposing that one or another of these happened but 

not both (the disjunction here is understood exclusively).  Assuming that Hitchcock is right 

                                                 
151 This is a sufficient condition for explanatory relevance, but not according to Hitchcock (1999) a necessary 
one.  Note that probabilistic explanatory models work just as well in deterministic scenarios.  In these cases the 
explanatorily relevant condition raises the probability to 1. 
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about these points, we can provide a contrastive explanation of why the thief decided to 

refrain rather than steal by citing a condition A, which is not presupposed and raises the 

probability of his deciding to refrain.  Presumably the thief’s reasons for refraining raised the 

probability of his refraining.  It is more likely that the thief would decide to refrain in the 

presence of these reasons than in their absence.  In response to the question why the thief 

decided to refrain rather than steal, we can cite the reasons he had for this decision.152       

Hitchcock’s account is admittedly controversial and some will dispute whether the 

above is a genuine contrastive explanation.153  The point in appealing to Hitchcock’s account 

is to make it apparent that libertarians can arguably provide contrastive explanations of 

undetermined actions.  Interestingly, Mele appears willing to grant all this, but still insists 

that there is a problem for the libertarian.   He writes, “However, it is not debatable that if 

worlds W1 and W2 do not diverge until t, there is no difference between the world segments 

those worlds share to account for or explain the difference at t.  No claim about contrastive 

explanation that is not entailed by this one—and therefore no debatable claim about it—

needs to be made for the purposes of posing the problem of present luck for conventional 

libertarianism” (2006, p. 73).  I find this passage puzzling.  Consider the conditional claim, 

“If worlds W1 and W2 do not diverge until t, there is no difference between the world 

segments those worlds share to account for or explain the difference at t.”  Clearly this is 

true, but it is also trivial.  If there is no difference between W1 and W2 before t, then there is 

no difference between W1 and W2 before t that explains the difference in outcomes.  This 

                                                 
152 Again, I am simplifying Hitchcock’s account for present purposes.  The thief’s reasons can explain the 
contrastive fact only if these reasons raise the probability of his deciding to refrain more than they raise the 
probability of his deciding to steal (Hitchcock, 1999, 602). 
 
153 See Lewis (1986a, 1986b), Railton (1978), and Salmon (1981). 
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claim is undoubtedly true, yet it does not follow that nothing explains the difference.  Mele 

controversially assumes that we can provide a contrastive explanation of the difference 

between the worlds at t only if there is a difference between the worlds at some time before 

t.  But the libertarian need not and ought not concede this.  We can, arguably, explain the 

difference between worlds at the time of the thief’s decision even though there is no 

difference between the worlds before this moment.  The difference is explained by citing the 

thief’s reasons which raised the probability of his deciding to refrain.  So rather than showing 

that libertarians cannot provide contrastive explanations of undetermined actions, Mele only 

shows that libertarians cannot provide a particular kind of contrastive explanation of 

undetermined actions—one that appeals to a difference before the time of the action in 

question.  They cannot provide the latter kind of explanation because there is no difference 

before the time of the action in question, and hence there is no difference before the time of 

the action in question to explain the difference in outcome.  But this inability of 

libertarianism does not seem to raise any significant worries for their accounts.   

Even supposing that Mele establishes (1*), (2*) is dubious and for the same reasons 

that (2) of the original formulation of the argument was dubious.  As argued before, lack of 

contrastive explanation does not indicate a lack of control.  Whether or not an explanation 

can be given depends on what the explainee knows or is assuming, and precisely because the 

availability of explanation depends on these epistemic and pragmatic conditions, explanation 

does not tightly track control: whether I control some outcome does not depend on what 

some other person knows or assumes.  So, even if nothing accounts for the difference in 

outcomes between worlds, it does not follow that the agent is subject to luck or diminished 

control. 
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Mele’s explanatory formulation of the luck argument is subject to multiple 

objections.  First, premise (1*) is simply undefended and while many have indeed thought 

that contrastive explanations cannot be given for undetermined events, Hitchcock’s account 

calls this claim into question.  To clarify, I do not take myself to have shown beyond doubt 

that contrastive explanations are available for undetermined events, but only that there are 

sophisticated theories of explanation under which this is possible.  However, as we saw, 

Mele focuses on a particular kind of contrastive explanation: one that explains the difference 

in outcomes by appealing to a difference in prior conditions.  And Mele is correct that it is 

not debatable whether this kind of contrastive explanation is available.  However, even if 

one grants that free and morally responsible action must be capable of being contrastively 

explained, it does not follow that this specific kind of contrastive explanation is required. 

(2*) also faces problems as it assumes that there is a tight link between control and 

explanation: namely there is no free will without contrastive explanation.  I argued that the 

conditions under which an action is controlled and the conditions under which an 

explanation is available differ to a sufficient degree to call into question whether this tight 

link obtains.  Since the availability of contrastive explanations depends on pragmatic and 

epistemic conditions that are irrelevant to control, it is possible for one to control an event 

even though the event’s occurrence does not admit of a certain explanation.   

 

5.8 Interlude     

The luck argument has proved to be a constant source of worries for philosophers.  It is 

often assumed that the absence of determinism entails luck, and luck is hardly conducive to 

control.  I hope to have shown that this conclusion is unfounded.  There is little reason for 
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thinking that indeterminism involves a kind of luck or randomness that poses any threat to 

our being free and morally responsible.  But it does not follow that indeterminism is not 

inimical to control.  For there is another argument—one which eschews any mention of 

luck—that purports to show that indeterminism is incompatible with free will and moral 

responsibility.  Therefore, a successful defense of the coherence of libertarianism must go on 

to show that this argument is also unsound.        

 

5.9 The Mind Argument 

The Mind argument is a direct argument for the incompatibility of indeterminism with free 

will and moral responsibility.  The luck argument uses a middleman to try to establish this 

conclusion.  It first attempts to show that indeterminism entails the presence of luck and 

then that luck entails the absence of control.  The Mind argument drops this middleman and 

argues that free will and moral responsibility are directly incompatible: it claims that 

indeterminism per se, regardless of any putative connection to luck, entails the absence of the 

degree of control necessary for free will and moral responsibility.    

There are two key assumptions in the Mind argument.  The first is that someone is 

free with respect to action ϕ only if he had a choice about ϕ.  The second is that the 

following inference rule BETA is valid: 

Np  

N(p → q)  
———— 
Nq 
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where ‘Np’ is to be read ‘p and no one has or ever had a choice about whether p.’154  With 

these assumptions in place, van Inwagen argues that “no one has any choice about that 

which is undetermined” (1983, p. 142).  He defends this claim by asking us to imagine a 

device the salient features of which are a red light, a green light, and a button.  When one 

presses the button there is an objective probability of 1 that either the red light or green light 

will flash, but an objective probability of less than 1 that the red light will flash and an 

objective probability of less than 1 that the green light will flash.  van Inwagen writes, “Now 

suppose that you must press the button on this mechanism.  Have you any choice about 

which of the lights will flash?  It seems obvious that you have no choice about this” (1983, p. 

142).  The conclusion van Inwagen draws from this example is that no one has any choice 

about which light will flash, given the button is pressed.  Suppose you press the button and 

the red light flashes.  According to van Inwagen, it is clear, since the connection between the 

button and the particular light flashing is indeterministic, that you had no choice about 

whether the red light flashed given that the button was pressed.  With these pieces in place, 

van Inwagen has the ingredients for a powerful argument that free will is incompatible with 

indeterminism.  

 Return to the case of the thief who chose to refrain from robbing the poor box 

discussed in 5.7.  In accordance with event-causal libertarianism, let us assume that the 

                                                 
154 As McKay and Johnson (1996) have shown, and van Inwagen (2000) conceded, BETA is invalid.  Transfer-
principles, like BETA, have played an important role not just in the Mind argument, but also in the 
consequence argument for incompatibilism about free will and determinism.  Finch and Warfield (1998) offer a 
way to remedy BETA so that it can be employed in a sound argument for incompatibilism about free will and 
determinism but, interestingly, is useless for reformulating the Mind argument.  See Nelkin (2001), however, for 
an argument that shows that even Finch and Warfield’s revised transfer principle raises trouble for libertarians.  
I have elected not to discuss this interesting debate as I think that the Mind argument has intuitive force apart 
from any appeal to controversial inference rules.  For this reason I ignore worries about the validity of BETA 
and take issue instead with the second premise of the argument.  
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thief’s refraining, call it R, was nondeterministically brought about by some mental state DB 

that favored it.  It follows from this assumption that it was possible, given the past and laws, 

that DB not have caused R.  Suppose that had DB not caused R, then the thief would have 

chosen to rob the poor box, call this R*, and, let us further assume, that this action would 

have been nondeterministically brought about by a different mental state DB* that favored 

R*.  Finally, assume that the thief had no choice about DB and DB*.155  From our reflections 

on the simple device above, it follows that no one, let alone the thief, had a choice about 

whether R follows DB, since R followed nondeterministically from DB and no one has a 

choice about that which is undetermined.  But then, according to van Inwagen’s inference 

rule BETA, it follows that the thief had no choice about R: 

1. NDB 

2. N(DB → R) 
 ————— 

3. NR. 

If the thief had no choice about DB and he had no choice about R’s following DB, then, 

according to rule BETA, he had no choice about R itself.  It follows from our assumption 

about free action that the thief’s refraining was not free.  All these remarks generalize to all 

agents and all undetermined actions.  Therefore, undetermined action cannot be free action. 

 I remain unconvinced.  One problem with van Inwagen’s argument is that he never 

tells us what it is to have a choice about an action.  In fact, he does not even specify an 

essential feature of having such a choice.  This becomes exasperating when the action in 

question is itself a choice: what is it to have a choice about a choice?  But there are deeper 
                                                 
155 This assumption is harmless as the thief could only have had a choice about DB or DB*, if he performed 
some earlier action which itself would have been brought about by yet earlier mental states.  We could then 
raise the same questions about this earlier action and these earlier mental states.  Someone might again insist 
that the agent had a choice about these still earlier metal states.  But this cannot go on forever and we will 
eventually discover the thief’s “initial” mental states for which he had no choice.    



200 
 

problems.  I will, with van Inwagen, assume that the thief does not have a choice about DB 

or DB*.  But what about the complex state of affairs of DB’s causing R: does the thief have a 

choice about this?  van Inwagen claims that he cannot since DB’s causing R was 

undetermined, and no one can have a choice about that which is undetermined, as the device 

example showed.  But this example establishes far less than van Inwagen thinks.  What the 

example shows, at most, is that if one performs an action (pressing a button) and a 

consequence of that action comes about nondeterministically (the red light flashes), then one 

does not have a choice about that consequence.  Like Kane’s account, the indeterminism 

occurs after action, rather than just prior to or at the moment of action.  I am willing to 

concede that van Inwagen is correct that if one’s action brings about an outcome 

nondeterministically, then he does not have a choice about the outcome, but as we have seen 

this point has little relevance for libertarianism.  What van Inwagen needs to show is that if 

the connection between one’s basic action and the prior non-actional mental state is 

indeterministic, then we cannot have a choice about the basic action.  The device example 

does nothing to establish this.  DB is not an action of the thief’s, but rather is the non-

actional mental event that brings about the thief’s action.156  The second premise, N(DB → 

R) is, consequently, left undefended.   

But there is another problem with van Inwagen’s argument.  His claim that the thief 

does not have a choice about whether R follows DB does not seem well-formed.  To ask 

whether the thief had a choice about whether DB brought about R is, on the face of it, a 

                                                 
156 I believe that something like this mistake may very well be behind van Inwagen’s rollback argument.  
Consider van Inwagen’s question, “How could anyone be able to determine the outcome of a process whose 
outcome is a matter of objective, ground-floor chance?” (2000, p. 16).  This sounds an awful lot like: how can 
someone do something now to determine something later, if it is undetermined whether the later thing occurs.  
If this interpretation is sound, then we have yet another reason to reject the rollback argument.     
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rather awkward question since, according to the event-causal theory of action, DB’s bringing 

about R just is the thief’s exercising control over R.  According to the event-casual theory of 

action, what it is for an agent to exercise control over some event E, is for E to be caused, in 

the appropriate way, by an agent-involving mental event E*.  So what might the thief’s 

having a choice about whether he exercised control over R come to?  An agent’s exercising 

control over some action ϕ is not something she does in addition to ϕ-ing: it is not an 

action.  She doesn’t first perform the action ‘exercising control over ϕ’, which then in turn 

brings about ϕ.  Exercising control is a relation between an agent, or agent-involving mental 

events, and some other event.  Compare the following events.  The thief’s choice to refrain 

from robbing the poor box and the thief’s exercising control over his choice to refrain.  I 

would argue that these events occur simultaneously and that the thief’s having a choice 

about whether he exercises control over his choice to refrain just is his having a choice about 

whether he chooses to refrain.  If this is correct, then we must give symmetrical answers to 

the question of whether the thief had a choice about whether R followed DB and whether 

the thief had a choice about R.   

van Inwagen’s device example fails to show that the thief lacks a choice about 

whether R follows DB, and so, assuming the above symmetry, he fails to give us any reason 

to deny that the thief had a choice about R.  Moreover, there are positive reasons for 

thinking that the thief had a choice about R and thereby a choice about whether R follows 

DB.  Nothing about the thief’s choice prevents us from saying that he had the ability (and 

opportunity) to choose to refrain from robbing the poor box and the ability (and 

opportunity) to choose to rob the poor box.  As we have seen above, agents can have the 
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ability to ϕ, even when ϕ’s occurring is indeterministic, and there is nothing about ϕ’s being 

indeterministic that would rob an agent of the opportunity to exercise his ability to ϕ.  In 

light of these considerations, it seems possible that the thief had a choice about refraining 

from robbing the poor box—this action was up to him.  He had the ability and opportunity 

to choose to refrain from robbing the poor box and he had the ability and opportunity to 

choose to rob the poor box, and hence he had a choice about choosing to refrain from 

robbing the poor box.  Consequently, if my point about symmetry is correct, the thief also 

had a choice about whether R followed from DB.   

van Inwagen, like many of the defenders of the luck argument, mistakes the location 

of indeterminism in the event-causal libertarian’s account of action.157  By assuming that 

indeterminism occurs after action, he is able to argue that indeterminism, so located, is 

inimical to control.  But once we carefully distinguish this mistaken assumption about the 

location of indeterminism from where libertarians actually do (or at least should) locate it, we 

see that there is no reason to think that indeterminism located at such a juncture would 

diminish control.   

 

5.10 Conclusion      

In this chapter I have strived to allay worries about the compatibility of indeterminism with 

free will and moral responsibility.  I have argued that the Mind argument and the many 

formulations of the luck argument are unsound.  A recurring mistake in these arguments 

                                                 
157 As before, this might be unfair to van Inwagen as some event-causal libertarians have themselves mistaken 
the proper location of indeterminism in the action-sequence (i.e. Kane).  If van Inwagen has such accounts in 
mind, then his argument, for all I have shown, may well have purchase on these theories.  My claim is that it 
leaves my own account untouched.     
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concerns the exact location of indeterminism.  Many of these arguments (the ensurance 

formulation, rollback formulation, and Mind argument) assume that indeterminism occurs 

after choice or action, and I have argued that this mistake accounts for much of the force of 

these arguments.  If trying our best to overcome temptation leaves open whether we will do 

wrong, then we do indeed seem subject to control-diminishing luck.  But this is not the 

libertarian picture.  According to libertarianism (at least my version), what we do need not 

leave open what we bring about.  Rather, indeterminism is to be located at the moment of 

action so that what we do not do leaves open what we will do.  What is left open is whether 

we try to resist temptation—not whether our trying is successful. 

The remaining two formulations of the luck argument make different but no less 

crippling mistakes.  The Hume-Hobart formulation mistakenly assumes that causation 

entails necessitation.  On the basis of this assumption the argument proceeds to show that 

undetermined events must be uncaused.  However, this assumption is unsupported and 

dubious.  Consideration from both the nature of causation and quantum physics supports 

the possibility of nondeterministic causation.   

The explanatory formulation mistakenly assumed both that undetermined actions 

cannot be contrastively explained and that free action requires the availability of contrastive 

explanation.  There are, however, sophisticated theories of contrastive explanation under 

which we can contrastively explain undetermined action.  While these accounts are 

contentious, they at least place the ball back into Mele’s court.  Moreover, even if Mele is 

correct that undetermined actions cannot be contrastively explained, he is wrong to think 

that such explanations are required for free will and moral responsibility.  As the availability 

of explanation depends on pragmatic and epistemic considerations, there is reason to think 
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that explanation does not tightly track control: we can exercise a sufficient degree of control 

over an event even if the occurrence of the event cannot be contrastively explained.              

 Strawsonian libertarianism then survives both forms of the intelligibility objection.  

The luck and Mind argument give us little reason to think that indeterminism is a threat to 

free will and moral responsibility, and Strawsonian libertarianism has resources to explain 

how indeterminism is relevant enhancing control.  It is now time to turn to the final 

objection to libertarianism: the empirical plausibility objection.     
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CHAPTER 6 

THE EMPIRICAL COMMITMENTS OF STRAWSONIAN 

LIBERTARIANISM 

 

Strawsonian libertarianism combines Strawsonianism about the essence of moral 

responsibility with event-causal libertarianism about the conditions of its application.  This 

combination has allowed the theory to repel well-known, and often claimed insuperable 

objections to traditional libertarian theories.  First, Strawsonian libertarianism has the 

resources to counter the moral shallowness objection.  By grounding itself in Strawsonianism 

about moral responsibility, it avoids worries of shallowness, for it turns out that a detailed 

inquiry into the nature of moral responsibility, especially the nature of pleas, leads toward a 

libertarian account of its conditions of application, rather than away from it, as the 

proponent of this objection originally contended.  The Principle of Reasonable Opportunity 

explains the normative force of excuses and the No Opportunity Argument established that 

no agent in a deterministic world ever satisfies this principle.  Strawsonian libertarianism, 

therefore, retains its intuitive appeal after, and in light of, an understanding of the nature of 

moral responsibility.   

Strawsonian libertarianism also proved able to repulse both forms of the intelligibility 

objection: the problem of enhanced control and the luck and Mind arguments—all without 

having to appeal to agent-causation.  Interestingly, the key to solving both problems was 

locating indeterminism at the moment of control.  By locating indeterminism at this 

juncture, it affords agents with the opportunity to do otherwise without diminishing their 

control.  The luck and Mind arguments have little force against my theory since many of the 
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most influential versions of these arguments assume that indeterminism occurs after action.  

But once we realized that this assumption is false, there is little left to recommend them.    

Therefore, Strawsonian libertarianism has considerable appeal.  It captures our 

intuitive understanding of ourselves as difference-makers, while also avoiding traditional 

philosophical objections.  But there is a final gauntlet that Strawsonian libertarianism must 

run before it is solidified as a tenable theory of free will and moral responsibility: namely the 

empirical plausibility objection.  In light of the significance of free will and moral 

responsibility for many of our most cherished practices and institutions, the victory of 

philosophical coherence may seem cheaply won.  We do not merely desire to know whether 

Strawsonian libertarianism is coherent or the correct account of free will and moral 

responsibility. We also desire to know whether Strawsonian libertarianism is true: whether 

we satisfy this account.  Consider the following of argument that contends that we do satisfy 

Strawsonian libertarianism:    

1. We are free and morally responsible 

2. Strawsonian libertarianism is the correct analysis of free will and moral 

responsibility. 

3. Therefore, we satisfy Strawsonian libertarianism.  

The empirical plausibility objection raises problems for this argument by contending that we 

do not satisfy Strawsonian libertarianism.  The source of difficulty, according to this 

objection, lies in the empirical commitments of Strawsonian libertarianism, empirical 

commitments that clash with our understanding of the world derived from science.  Various 

conclusions can be drawn from this objection.  First, a skeptic might argue that 

libertarianism is the correct analysis of freedom and responsibility, but since we do not 
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satisfy it, no one is ever free or morally responsible.  This line of argument is directed against 

(1) and my contention that the F-R proposition, the proposition that we have a kind control over, 

and moral responsibility for, our choices and actions, is a principle of common sense.  Alternatively, 

one might take our failure to satisfy libertarianism as a reason to doubt that libertarianism is 

the correct analysis of freedom and responsibility.  After all, we know we are free and 

morally responsible and so any adequate theory of freedom and responsibility must account 

for this knowledge.  This line of argument is directed against (2) and my defense of 

Strawsonian libertarianism as the correct analysis of freedom and responsibility.     

Strawsonian libertarianism must respond to the empirical plausibility objection in 

order to preserve the F-R proposition as a principle of common sense and my defense of 

Strawsonian libertarianism as the correct analysis of freedom and responsibility.  In this 

chapter our attention will be confined to unearthing the empirical commitments of 

Strawsonian libertarianism.  As we will see, some of those who have raised the empirical 

plausibility objection have done so on the basis of empirical commitments that libertarians 

do not have.  In 6.1 I argue that the two most salient empirical commitments (in a somewhat 

broad sense of the term) of libertarianism is neuronal indeterminism and mental to brain 

causation.  In 6.2 I consider whether libertarianism is committed to there being some events 

that are not governed by universal and exceptionless laws and, in 6.3, whether it is 

committed to a suspect methodology.  I argue for a negative conclusion concerning both 

commitments.  In chapter 7 I will consider the consequences of Strawsonian libertarianism’s 

commitment to neuronal indeterminism at length, arguing that this commitment does not 

give fuel to either the skeptic or the compatibilist.  
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6.1 The Empirical Commitments of Strawsonian Libertarianism 

By ‘empirical commitments’ I have in mind propositions entailed by Strawsonian 

libertarianism that are, in principle, testable by the sciences.  Empirical commitments are 

those commitments capable of being confirmed or disconfirmed by science.  I take claims 

about the nature of free will, what free will’s essence is, to be paradigmatic non-empirical 

questions.158  These metaphysical questions are analytically prior to, and in this sense more 

fundamental than, empirical questions concerning whether we are free and morally 

responsible.  We must, of course, have some sense of what it is to be free in order to know 

whether we are free.  In contrast, claims about the workings of the brain are paradigmatically 

empirical.  This is of course sketchy, but should be all we need for our purposes.  So what 

are Strawsonian libertarianism’s empirical commitments?   Two of the most salient 

commitments of Strawsonian libertarianism are that some events in the world are caused by 

mental states and that some of our actions are, at the moment of action, undetermined.159  

The first is shared by most theories of action and free will (Brand 1984; Bishop 1989; Clarke 

2003; Enç 2003; Goldman 1970; Mele 1992).160  Even some agent-causal theories require that 

mental states play a causal role in the production of free action (Chisholm 1976; Clarke 

2003).  According to all these theories, action is defined by its relation to earlier events: 

actions are events that have a distinctive causal history.  In particular, actions are events that 

                                                 
158 We must distinguish the nature of free will from how free will is “realized” in humans.  The first is a non-
empirical question, while the second (arguably) is empirical. 
 
159 This qualification is required since libertarianism itself does not entail that indeterminism must occur at the 
moment of action, but only the much weaker claim that indeterminism must obtain in some place or other and 
at some time or other.  But as I argued in chapter 4, in order for libertarianism to solve the problem of 
enhanced control, they must locate indeterminism of the moment of action.  I will from here on drop this 
qualification and so when I am discussing indeterminism I am solely interested in indeterminism at the moment 
of action. 
 
160 Key exceptions are Ginet (1990) and McCann (1998). 
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are caused, in non-deviant ways, by agent-involving mental events, such as intentions.  

Strawsonian libertarians are, therefore, committed to maintaining that the proximate causes 

of some of our actions are mental states.  The second, and more distinctive commitment of 

Strawsonian libertarianism, is that some of these proximate causes of action must be 

indeterministic. 

 But neither of these commitments are empirical commitments, or at least not 

obviously so.  If Cartesian dualism is true, and the libertarian is willing to restrict free action 

to purely mental actions, then it is unclear that either of the above two commitments can be, 

in principle, tested by the sciences.  All free action will take place among purely mental 

events that are independent of physical events.  If such a world were actual, then it is far 

from clear that that the tools of science could either confirm or disconfirm the hypothesis 

that we are free agents.  Of course, it is also unclear that libertarians would, or should, be 

happy with such an account.  But the point remains: Strawsonian libertarianism, as a 

philosophical theory, has only one empirical commitments: that indeterminism exists.161  It is 

only when we wed it to other philosophical and scientific theories that empirical 

commitments, commitments which can be tested by science, begin to arise.  For example, if 

decisions are identical to neurobiological processes, a claim that certainly is not entailed by 

libertarianism, then the view is committed to the brain being an indeterministic system.  But 

it is important to realize that this commitment does not follow from libertarianism, but from 

libertarianism plus theories about the brain and its relation to the mind.  This is not a 

pedantic point.  Many have claimed that libertarians overstep their bounds and engage in 

                                                 
161 We will consider reasons in the next chapter to doubt whether even the existence of indeterminism is an 
empirical commitment, in the sense I have defined above. 
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suspect armchair science.  I will argue below that they do no such thing.  Central to my 

argument is that it is not libertarianism per se that drives their empirical claims, but rather 

libertarianism in conjunction with a specific understanding of the nature of humans—an 

understanding that is partly derived from science—that lead libertarians to wax empirical.  

Hence, it is less clear that the charge of armchair science holds against libertarians than some 

have suggested. 

 In proceeding to articulate the empirical commitments of Strawsonian libertarianism, 

we must remember that strictly speaking, these are only empirical commitments of 

Strawsonian libertarians who also adopt certain views about the nature of humans.  A natural 

way to modify my above definition of ‘empirical commitments’ would be as follows: 

libertarianism’s empirical commitments are those claims entailed by the conjunction of 

libertarianism and our current understanding of the nature of humans arrived at through the 

sciences.  I will understand ‘empirical commitments’ in this broader way from now on.  

Unfortunately, “our” current understanding of human nature is equivocal: scientists and 

philosophers disagree about not only how to understand the data, but even what the data 

is.162  This controversy notwithstanding, there seems to be emerging a rough understanding 

of how the brain works and its relation to the mental—an understanding that at least fixes 

the boundaries that any plausible theory of humans must accommodate.  We can, therefore, 

navigate through these controversies by offering two general theories about the nature of the 

mental and its relation to the physical that we will allow us to get a sense for kind of 

empirical commitments that beset libertarians.  I will do this by filling out the empirical 

                                                 
162 Here I have in mind people who deny the existence of qualia, the supposed phenomenal character of 
experience.  See Dennett (1991). 
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commitments that libertarians have if they adopt one of two theories of the mind: emergent 

dualism and reductive physicalism.  I have chosen these theories primarily for heuristic value, 

as they fall toward the end of the spectrums of possible candidates.  In between these 

theories is nonreductive physicalism, which has begun to take on a lot of water.163  But 

regardless of what one’s view is, our purposes are best served by considering Strawsonian 

libertarianism’s empirical commitments on either emergent dualism or reductive physicalism.  

One should be able rather easily to make the relevant adjustments for her preferred theory.  

 

6.1.1 Emergent Dualism 

Emergent dualism is a form of property dualism and substance monism.  It holds that there 

is only one kind of substance, matter, but two fundamentally different kinds of properties: 

physical and mental.164  Emergent dualists differ on how they carve up the distinction 

between physical and mental properties—they might do it in terms of mental properties 

being phenomenal and intentional, while physical properties lack these qualities—but they all 

agree that mental properties are neither type nor token identical to physical properties.  

According to emergent dualism, once physical substances reach a certain threshold of 

physical complexity, mental properties “emerge”—in the sense that they are neither 

theoretically predictable from nor ontologically reducible to the underlying physical states.  

And these emergent properties have new causal powers to affect not only the behavior of 

                                                 
163 For criticisms of nonreductive physicalism see Kim (1993, 1998, 2005) and Block and Stalnaker (1999). 
 
164 Perhaps these theses should be restricted to claims about humans, so that strictly speaking the emergent 
dualist can allow that there is more than one kind of substance, but insist that humans are only one kind of 
substance. 
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other emergent properties, but even of the underlying states of the physical organism.165  

Emergent dualists are committed to downward causation: when a physical organism reaches 

a certain level of physical complexity, a mental life emerges and these mental states, such as 

beliefs, desires, and intentions are not only capable of bringing about new beliefs, desires, 

and intentions, but also of affecting the behavior of physical states such as, for example, a 

neuron firing.   

 Importantly, emergent dualists do, or can, hold that the mental strongly supervenes 

on the physical: 

Supervenience: If any system s instantiates a mental property M at t, there necessarily 
exists a physical property P such that s instantiates P at t, and necessarily anything 
instantiating P at any time instantiates M at that time. (Kim 2005, p. 33)166 
 

The mental is dependent on the physical in this sense.  Clearly the happenings in the brain 

affect the happenings in the mind, and when we lose capacities of the brain we lose 

capacities of the mind.  But importantly, the emergent dualist does not think that this 

dependence vitiates the casual powers of the mental to affect both other states at the same 

emergent “level” and also states at lower levels.  By countenancing this dependence, 

emergent dualists can arguably account for much, if not all, of the scientific discoveries over 

the past century concerning the nature of the brain and mind’s dependence on it, while still 

according the mental a robust and distinctive causal role. 

 Certainly problems beset emergent dualism.  For example, how can mental states 

causally influence the very states they depend on for their existence?  In other words: how is 

                                                 
165 For helpful introductions to the emergentist position see Kim (1999) and O’Connor and Wong (2005, 
2006). 
 
166 Kim is silent on the modal force of the necessity operator and thus it is open for the emergent dualist to 
understand ‘necessity’ as either metaphysical or nomological (cf. McLaughlin 1997; O’Connor and Wong 2006).  
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downward causation possible?  But our concern is not with the tenability of emergent 

dualism per se, but with the empirical commitments that Strawsonian libertarianism accrues 

when conjoined with it.  Before turning to these let us consider reductive physicalism.   

 

6.1.2 Reductive Physicalism 

Reductive physicalists, like emergent dualists, are substance monists.  But unlike emergent 

dualists, they also think that there is only one a kind of property: physical properties.  Mental 

properties are type identical to physical properties.  On a Kimian style reductive physicalism, 

mental properties are functional properties, properties that are defined by their inputs and 

outputs, and are realized by physical states (Kim 2005, p. 111).  A mental property is the 

property of having some property that plays a certain causal role.  Pain, we might say, is the 

property of being in a state that is caused to be instantiated by tissue damage and in turn 

causes us to form intentions to avoid pain, and to grimace and say “Ouch.”  The physical 

state that plays this causal role is said to be the “realizer” of pain.  It is an open empirical 

question what state plays the causal role specified in the functional definition of pain—this is 

a matter for neurophysiology to decide.  Kim allows that different species and perhaps even 

different tokens of the same species might have different neural realizers for the same 

mental state.  Beliefs, desires, and intentions, therefore, are functional states that are realized 

by, presumably, neural states which satisfy the causal roles specified in their respective 

functional definitions. 

Another vital difference between reductive physicalists and emergent dualists 

concerns the autonomy they accord to the physical domain.  Reductive physicalists accept  

 



214 
 

the causal closure of the physical domain in the following sense: 

Closure: If a physical event has a cause that occurs at t, it has a physical cause that 
occurs at t. (Kim 2005, p. 43) 
 

Emergent dualists, on the other hand, deny closure and allow that some physical events that 

have causes have solely mental causes.167  This denial of closure is of a piece with their 

commitment to downward causation.  In fact, it appears that no level is causally autonomous 

or closed on the emergent dualist picture of the world.  

 

6.1.3 Mental States Cause Brain States 

Strawsonian libertarianism, on either emergent dualism or reductive physicalism, is 

committed to mental states causing brain states.  There is nothing metaphysically suspect 

about this commitment on the reductive physicalist’s theory since mental states just are brain 

states.  The claim that brain states cause brain states will hardly turn heads.  But notice, 

however, that libertarians who adopt reductive physicalism are committed to something 

stronger than mere “brain causation”: they are committed to very particular brain states 

causing other brain states.  According to reductive physicalists, an intention is a functional 

state that is realized by neural states that play the relevant causal role.  The functional 

definition of intention might be, something like, the property of having a property that is 

caused by the termination of deliberation and in turn causes and sustains actions, 

coordinates long-term actions….168  If part of the functional definition includes “bringing 

                                                 
167 Actually this is a little too quick.  Many emergentists do deny the closure principle (e.g. O’Connor 2000), but 
Lowe (2008) has argued that they can accept even this principle, although this would seem to require the 
possibility of simultaneous causation.  If Lowe is right, then the difference can be captured in terms of the 
differing commitments: reductive physicalists are committed to Closure and emergent dualists are not. 
 
168 Obviously this is too simplistic.  For one, it seems that we can acquire intentions without deliberating. 
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about our actions”, then the claim that the neural realizers of intention bring about action 

might be cheaply won.  But if, and presumably it will, the functional definition includes more 

than this, then it will be an open question whether the neural states that bring about action 

also play the other relevant functional roles that intention is thought to play.  And so it is an 

open empirical question whether the neural states that cause our actions are the realizers of 

intentions.169     

On emergent dualism, things become more complicated.  Decisions and intentions 

on this view will be mental events and states that are not identical or reducible to brain 

states.  A libertarian might then try to restrict free action to decision, in which case he might 

only seem to be committed to mental states causing other mental states.  Consequently, it 

might seem that Strawsonian libertarianism on the emergent dualist picture is not committed 

to mental to physical causation. 

But there are serious problems with this move.  Consider a case in which S’s 

intention to make up his mind about what to do causes his decision to ϕ.  There is reason to 

think that this requires the intention to cause the supervenience base of the decision to ϕ.  

Emergent dualists maintain that all mental states, even decisions, supervene on physical 

states.  By analogy consider beauty.  It is often supposed that the beauty of, say, a painting, 

supervenes on the natural properties of the painting—the colors, figures, relations and so on.  

Supposing this to be correct, it seems impossible to affect the beauty of the painting without 

also affecting its natural properties.  How could we make a beautiful painting ugly without 

modifying its natural properties?  The same reasoning holds for the mental.  Supposing that 

                                                 
169 Wegner (2002) might be understood to be arguing that intentions are, surprisingly, often not the cause of 
action.   
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the mental supervenes on the physical, it seems impossible to affect one’s mental life without 

also affecting one’s physical life.  Mental to mental causation then would seem to require 

mental to physical causation.  If this correct, then Strawsonian libertarians, under emergent 

dualism, are committed to mental to physical causation.  So even if libertarians restrict free 

will to mental events, they are still committed to mental to physical causation.170   

It is reasonable then to assume that one empirical commitment of Strawsonian 

libertarianism is that mental events cause physical events.  However, it is important to realize 

that what this commitment comes to looks very different depending on one’s theory of the 

mind.  For reductive physicalists this commitment does not require them to go “outside” of 

the brain to explain why a certain brain event occurs; whereas for emergent dualists, they 

must maintain that brain is not a causally closed system, but can be affected by mental 

events.  

 

6.1.4 Neuronal Indeterminism 

As shown above, Strawsonian libertarians are committed to mental to physical causation.  

However, this commitment is generated simply by Strawsonian libertarians’ general 

commitment to a causal theory of action, and thus this commitment will be shared with 

many other theories. Strawsonian libertarians, however, have a further, distinctive empirical 

commitment: that some brain events are indeterministic—or so I will argue.  That this is an 

empirical commitment of reductive physicalism is straightforward.  According to  

                                                 
170 It would seem that the only way to avoid this commitment would be to allow for a radical independence of 
the mental from the physical, an independence that the emergent dualist rejects. 
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Strawsonian libertarianism, intentions sometimes nondeterministically cause actions; for the 

reductive physicalists, intentions are brain states; therefore, some brain states are 

indeterministic. 

That this is also an empirical commitment of emergent dualism is less 

straightforward, but no less compelling.  Since mental states supervene on brain states, if 

there is indeterminism in the mental states, then there must be indeterminism in the brain 

states.  Consider the follow diagram: 

S’ taking there to be reasons to choose to ϕ  S’ choosing to ϕ   

 

B        B* 

Let the dashed arrows represent the supervenience relation, the solid arrow the causal 

relation, and ‘B’ and ‘B*’ stand for brain events.  As mentioned above, an event can cause a 

supervenient event only if it causes the base event.  In this case, S’s taking there to be 

reasons to ϕ brings about S’s choosing to ϕ by bringing about B*.  Suppose that S freely 

chooses to ϕ.  In this case it must be possible, given the past and laws, that S not choose to 

ϕ.  For simplicity, suppose that S might have continued to deliberate about what to do.  

Lastly, suppose for reduction, that S’s brain is deterministic.  In this case, since B* occurred, it 

is impossible that it not have occurred given the past and laws.  However, since S’s choosing 

to ϕ supervenes on B*, it follows that it is impossible, given the past and laws, that S not 

have chosen to ϕ.  But it is flatly contradictory to suppose both that S might not have 

chosen to ϕ given the past and laws and that it is not the case that S might not have chosen 

to ϕ given the past and laws.  Therefore, S’s brain must be indeterministic.  In particular, it 
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seems that it must be undetermined whether B* occurs, so that if S did not choose to ϕ but 

did something else, e.g. continued to deliberate, then S would have been in a different brain 

state. 

 Therefore, in addition to mental to physical causation, Strawsonian libertarians are 

committed to the brain being indeterministic.171  These are the two most salient empirical 

commitments that I will be concerned with here.  Another very important empirical 

commitment, one that I shall not discuss, is the role that reason and deliberation actually 

play in governing our behavior.  There has been much recent work in social psychology to 

call into question the importance of reason for action (Doris 2002; Libet 1985; Wegner 

2002).  Clearly such worries must be addressed in order to fully defend Strawsonian 

libertarianism.  However, my concern is to defend to the distinctive commitments of 

libertarianism, and so I will overlook this very interesting problem in what follows.    

 

6.2 Can Free Will Be Law Governed? 

In addition to mental causation and neuronal indeterminism, are there any other significant 

empirical commitments that Strawsonian libertarianism is straddled with?  Many would say 

that they are committed to holding that free will cannot be law governed and hence that the 

universe is not governed by universal and exceptionless (whether they be probabilistic or 

deterministic) laws.  Instead, some happenings, particularly exercises of free will, are non-law 

governed.  For some this would be an important cost, since the progression of science may 

                                                 
171 The only way that I can see for a libertarian to avoid this commitment is if they adopt a radical form of 
dualism in which mental states do not supervene on brain states.  It would then possible for different choices 
to occur given the exact same brain states.   
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seem to depend on the continuing identification of universal and exceptionless laws.172  

Moreover, all things being equal, the less empirical commitments one has the better.  

Fortunately, it is simply a mistake, and a usually not well argued for mistake, to maintain that 

Strawsonian libertarianism entails that free will is not law governed.  Although Strawsonian 

libertarianism clearly does entail that free will is not governed by deterministic laws, it is silent 

on the matter of whether free will is governed by probabilistic laws.  In defending this claim, 

I will consider a number of arguments that purport to show that free will cannot be law 

governed and show all of them to be found wanting.  But first I want to draw out the initial 

oddity of claiming that free will cannot be law governed.  

 Suppose you are deliberating about where to attend graduate school.  There are many 

eligible prospects, but you have been able to narrow the field down to two.  The first school 

is more prestigious and is in a lovely part of the country, while the second school has one of 

the leading figures in your area of specialty and has a stupendous placement record.  After 

much painful deliberation, you decide to attend the second school.  Suppose subsequent to 

making the decision a psychologist informs you that he had placed various monitors in your 

brain in order to record accurate measurements of your brain activity during the deliberation 

process.  After calming you down from the obvious invasiveness and violations of your 

rights to body and privacy, he informs you that the deliberative process was wholly governed 

by probabilistic laws: from the gathering and weighing of evidence to the actual decision the 

whole processes was law governed.  For example, given the way you gathered and weighed  

                                                 
172 For those who think that we have independent reason to hold that the universe is not governed by universal 
and exceptionless laws see Cartwright (1999) and Dupré (1993). 
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the evidence, at the time of decision there was a 0.73 chance that you would choose the 

second school and only a 0.17 chancing of choosing the first school and a 0.1 chance of 

continuing to deliberate. 

 How would this effect one’s assessment of one’s relative freedom and responsibility 

for the decision to attend the second school?  First of all, it should be clear that we did not 

have to make the choice we did.  We could have chosen the first school and even continued 

to deliberate at the time.  As I have argued, this should increase our sense of freedom and 

responsibility.  Second, it should be somewhat unsurprising that there are tendencies 

involved in the decision-making process.  It is wholly unexceptionable when asked what 

someone will do to speak of tendencies and probabilities, and no less so in the present case.  

When asked what kind of movie my wife will pick out from the rental store, suppose I say 

she will probably pick out a romantic comedy.  In defense of this claim I might cite the fact 

that romantic comedies is her favorite genre, that she usually chooses this kind of move 

when left to her own devices, and that we have not watched a romantic comedy for some 

time.  All this notwithstanding, I would still concede that it is possible that she not choose 

such a movie.  After all she knows my favorite genre is drama and she might surprise me 

with The Thin Red Line.  

 The point that should be clear is that none of the tendencies of my wife eliminate or 

even diminish her freedom or responsibility.  It is not as though in speaking of the relevant 

tendencies and probabilities of my wife, I thereby call into question her freedom and 

responsibility for choosing Annie Hall.  What is surprising in the graduate school case is not 

the appeal to probabilities, but rather the relative precision of the probabilities.  If someone 

asked me to give the precise probability that my wife would choose a romantic comedy, I 
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would think they were joking.  Ordinary life admits at best of broad generalizations.  But it is 

hard to see why greater precision should affect our judgments of freedom and responsibility.  

If it is true that the freedom of choice to attend the second school is consistent with its 

being true that I would probably choose this school, then surely it also consistent with there 

being a 0.73 chance of my choosing this school.  The general point applies in both cases: we 

are influenced by preferences, habits, expectations, etc. that allow us roughly, and sometimes 

precisely, to assign probabilities to what one might do.   

 One might think that there is an important difference between the probabilities I 

cited in predicting my wife’s behavior and the probabilities at stake in physical laws: the 

former probabilities are merely descriptive, while the latter govern (in some sense) how events 

evolve over time.  In asserting that my wife will probably choose a romantic comedy, all I am 

asserting is that she has usually done this in the past and I expect the same result in the 

present case.  But in the graduate school case, the law does not merely describe how things 

have been, but how they must be.  The law informs us that, were we to repeat this 

experiment, as the number of trials increased we should expect our choices to match the 

distribution cited in the law.  And this might seem to threaten our freedom, for if we are free 

then we should be able to in each case to make any of three choices and hence to affect the 

overall distribution however we like—choose the first school 70 percent of the time rather 

than 17 percent, for example.  

 I do not think that this disanalogy holds.  Suppose, as in the rollback formulation of 

the luck argument, that I am able to witness a thousand cases of my wife choosing a movie 

from the rental store.  All the initial conditions are identical.  Suppose that in nine hundred 

of the replies my wife chooses a drama.  This would falsify my claim that she will probably 
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choose a romantic comedy, suggesting that we do not merely take such claims about human 

tendencies to be descriptive, but that they also are supposed to, in some sense, govern what 

we do.  We assume that there are pressures acting on the agent that will most likely lead 

them to perform certain actions, even though the agent can resist these forces.  Admittedly 

this notion of “governance” is difficult to specify.  But I do not think that there is a radical 

difference in the nature of probabilities appealed to in everyday life, and those that appear in 

laws of nature.  The difference lies in the precision of probabilities cited, not their nature.  

 Given the pervasiveness of probability talk in our day to day lives, and given that the 

probabilities in laws differ in degree and not kind from “ordinary” probabilities, we should 

be skeptical about claims that probabilistic laws are incompatible with free will and moral 

responsibility—at least assuming that we are skeptical about ordinary probabilities being 

incompatible with free will and moral responsibility.  But instead of continuing to shadow 

box, let us consider what the actual arguments are supposed to be for establishing the 

impossibility of law governed exercises of free will.       

 John Dupré (1996) has argued that causal completeness, the thesis that “there be 

some quantitatively precise law governing the development of every situation” (p. 386), is 

incompatible with free will and this whether the laws are deterministic or probabilistic.  

Although Dupré does think that indeterminism is necessary for free will, he thinks that so 

long as we conceive of the universe as satisfying causal completeness, indeterminism is of 

little help since in such a world we would merely be “random action generators”, an idea that 

is “surely hopeless” for establishing free will (1996, p. 387). 

 He runs the argument in terms of deterministic causal completeness, but claims that 

the argument works just as well for probabilistic causal completeness.  The argument is as 
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follows: if all objects are either those that exist at the fundamental level or wholly constituted 

by those that exist at the fundamental level, and if determinism holds at the fundamental 

level, then all behavior at higher levels is also deterministic.  Dupré seems to think that this 

generates a tension between various levels of explanation.  For example, we might explain 

why the electrons in my arm move as they do by pointing out that I wanted a drink and 

moved my arm for this reason.  In addition to this explanation, there will be an explanation 

in terms of microphysical laws that govern electrons.  Dupré thinks that this picture entails 

reductionism or elimitivism: “If we now consider the same condition applying to all the 

various electrons and suchlike in my arm, it would appear that only cosmic coincidence or 

some kind of dependence of the higher level on the processes at the lower level could insure 

overall compatibility” (1996, pp. 387-8).173  Dupré claims that the same tension arises if the 

laws are probabilistic: 

Given my intention to drink from the glass of water in front of me, the probability 
that the electron [in my arm] will move in a certain direction is very high.  Again 
there must be some parallel explanation at the microlevel that also attributes a high 
probability to such a move.  And again, when we aggregate all the particles that 
compose my arm, some explanation is required of the apparently extraordinary 
coincidence between the phenomena at the two levels. (1996, p. 388)   
 

Dupré concludes that the way to rescue freedom is not to embrace reductionism or 

elimitivism, but to deny causal completeness: “The alternative picture I would like advocate 

denies causal completeness at any level.  Objects at many, probably all, levels of the 

structural hierarchy have casual powers” (1996, p. 388).   

I am very sympathetic to the picture Dupré paints.  It is similar to Nancy 

Cartwright’s (1983, 1999) claim that we live in a “dappled” universe in which there are no 

                                                 
173 Eliminating the higher level would seem to dissolve, rather solve the tension that Dupré is raising. 
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universal, exceptionalness laws.  Instead, laws are highly restricted in scope, precluding the 

possibility of most events being subsumed under quantitatively precise laws.  But our 

question does not concern the tenability of Dupré’s positive theory, but his claim that free 

will requires such a picture of the world.  The first and deepest problem with Dupré’s 

argument is that he engages in false advertising: his argument concerns only causal 

completeness at the fundamental level of reality.  He shows, if anything, only that causal 

completeness at the fundamental level is incompatible with causal autonomy of all higher 

levels.  The argument bears strong similarities to Kim’s (2005) exclusion argument which 

purports to show that the closure of the fundamental physical domain excludes causal 

powers at any higher levels.  We can grant, however, that free will is incompatible with causal 

completeness at the fundamental level and yet still deny that free will is incompatible with 

causal completeness.  If causal completeness is to be compatible with free will, then surely 

the laws must accord some causal powers to humans and their mental states, such as desires, 

beliefs, and intentions.  As Dupré himself points out: “human autonomy is inconsistent with 

the possibility of fully explaining human actions in terms that have no apparent connection 

with the wishes and beliefs of the human agent” (1996, p. 385).  But the thesis of causal 

completeness itself does not require that laws exclude reference to our mental lives.  At best 

Dupré has shown that if causal completeness obtains at the fundamental level, free will is 

impossible—a far cry from the claim the free will is incompatible with causal completeness.   

However, I have my doubts that Dupré has even shown this much.  Suppose that 

reductive physicalism is true and so mental states are reducible to physical states.  Suppose 

moreover that causal completeness obtains at the fundamental physical level.  These 

suppositions certainly do not entail that we can explain human action in terms that have no 
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connection to our psychology.  The laws will include only physical particles, their relations, 

powers, etc.  But according to reductionism, some of our mental states just are these physical 

states and relations.  Consequently, the physical states that appear in the relevant laws may 

also be mental states.  So far from reductionism excluding free will it may well solve the 

original tension.174 

Dupré is guilty of painting a far bleaker picture than his evidence justifies.  He shows 

only that if reductionism is false and causal completeness obtains at the fundamental level, 

then free will is impossible.  I am inclined to think Dupré is correct on this more 

conservative point, since it is hard to conceive how free will could exist in a world in which 

no event is explained in terms of agent’s mental states.  Dupré’s argument does, then, have 

some import for the emergent dualist who maintains the irreducibility of the mental: causal 

completeness of the fundamental level would be a threat.  But notice that there is nothing 

about Strawsonian libertarianism that generates this threat.  Free will would be just as 

threatened on a compatibilist emergent dualist picture.  The only empirical commitment that 

Dupré shows Strawsonian libertarians have is that if causal completeness is true, the laws 

must include in their formulations reference to agent’s mental states.  This, however, is no 

more an empirical commitment of Strawsonian libertarianism than compatibilism.  Indeed, I 

would suggest that this commitment is nothing over and above the libertarian’s commitment 

to mental causation.  Dupré thus fails to show that Strawsonian libertarianism is straddled 

with an additional and distinctive empirical commitment.    

                                                 
174 Of course, there are large questions about whether reductionism is tenable.  But assuming that the mental is 
reducible to the physical, then I cannot see why causal completeness at the fundamental level would pose any 
problems for free will.  And Dupré offers no arguments against reductionism 
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Peter Unger (2002) has argued for that compatibility of free will and indeterminism.  

In so doing he attempts to explain why so many people have thought that indeterminism is a 

threat to free will (or “full choice” as Unger calls it).  His answer: they have adopted the 

“Scientiphical Metaphysic”.  This view of the world is much like the reductionist picture 

painted above in discussing Dupré.  Matter is fundamental and everything that exists either is 

matter or is wholly constituted out of matter.  Importantly, humans are “highly complex 

physical [entities], wholly constituted by, or of, just so very many physical natural parts, with no 

parts at all that are nonphysical” (2002, p. 10).  The last important commitment of the 

Scientiphical Metaphysic for our purposes is that all events are governed by universal and 

exceptionless laws—whether the laws are deterministic or probabilistic is left open. 

Unger attempts to show that the commitments of the Scientiphical Metaphysic are 

incompatible with free will.  Important among them is that humans are just physical entities.  

Unger thinks that free will entails some kind of dualism and he offers a Cartesian dualist 

account and an emergent dualist account in order to better assess the full range that a 

commitment to free will involves.  But what interests me is Unger’s contention that the laws 

of nature pose a threat to even these dualist accounts.  He writes: 

Even if we should be metaphysically simple purely mental beings, a Cartesian idea 
hard actually to believe, that might still not be enough, I’ll suggest, for us to have full 
choice: For, it may be possible for some such nonphysical simple mental beings to be 
wholly subject to natural laws.  But, for a being to have full choice, she must not be 
wholly subject to these laws; there must be at least some respects in which, at least to 
some degree, she is exempt from the natural laws.” (2002, p. 23) 
 

This passage makes it clear that Unger is not only worried by reductionism.  He thinks that 

even if reductionism about the mental is false, if our mental lives are still wholly governed by 

natural laws, then we do not have free will.   
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 Unger’s argument for this is more or less an appeal to intuition.  He asks us to 

imagine an agent who is comparing the similarity between various colors.  Suppose this agent 

is governed by a probabilistic law that assigns to the agent, given his current state, a 0.3 

chance of thinking blue is more like orange than yellow.  I find Unger’s reasoning at this 

point a little hard to follow and so I will quote him again in full: 

So far as choosing is concerned, however, a partless mental being that’s so wholly 
subject to laws, whose dispositions are all such perfectly  lawful propensities, seems utterly 
unsuited.  To make full choices, even a Cartesian mind must be, to at least some 
degree, exempt from the laws of nature. The laws must leave some things open to her; 
maybe it’s left open to her to choose to increase the chance that she’ll experience 
orange, or maybe to choose to decrease the chance she’ll think that yellow is quite 
like orange; anyhow, there must be some powers she has that aren’t wholly lawful 
propensities, or else she won’t have a power of full choice. (2002, p. 24).  
  

I must admit I do not find much of an argument here, but Unger’s contention seems to be 

that it is obvious that an agent whose behavior is a result of propensities that are all law 

governed is a being incapable of free will.  This is because a being with free will can 

influence the chances that he will have certain thoughts or make certain judgments.  

Apparently, Unger thinks that being fully governed by laws entails that one lacks the power 

to influence one’s probabilities of acting in various ways.  Therefore, we must be exempt, to 

some degree, from the laws in order to have free will. 

 But I do not see why this is the case.  What a law “says” about a situation depends 

on the nature of the situation.  Suppose that I decide that blue is more like orange than 

yellow.  I see no reason to think that this decision will not influence the probabilities 

governing my future actions.  For example, it is likely that this judgment will affect my 

decorating.  If I am trying to create a nice contrast in my blue room, I will be more likely to 

add yellow colors than orange colors.  So I can influence the chance that I will have certain 
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thoughts and make certain judgments, by influencing the nature of the situation I find myself 

in, even though everything I do is wholly governed by the natural laws. 

 Unger might respond by arguing that my original judgment was not free since it was 

merely a working out of the natural laws in the situation I found myself, and hence my 

subsequent decision, based on the earlier judgment, also is not free.  The problem with this 

contention is that Unger has offered no argument for it.  Again, suppose I am deliberating 

between two judgments: that blue is more like orange than yellow and that blue is more like 

yellow than orange.  Suppose I opt for the first judgment although I could have made the 

latter.  Suppose moreover that the laws of nature assigned a 0.7 probability to my making the 

first judgment and 0.2 that I make the second judgment, and 0.1 that I remain undecided.  Is 

my freedom of decision called into question?  I do not see why it would be.  Indeed, since 

the laws assign probabilities to what I do, it seems that they do in fact leave it open to me to 

influence what judgments I make.  Presumably there will be moments in our lives in which 

the probabilities concerning what we will do are not something that we are responsible for.  

But again, I do not see why this should diminish responsibility as long as the probabilities 

leave it open what I will do.  Unger’s main contentions seem unmotivated.      

 A rather different line of thought is offered by Barry Loewer (1996), who argues that 

quantum mechanics is no more hospitable to libertarianism than classical mechanics.  He 

considers three interpretations of quantum mechanics: Bohm’s hidden variable theory, the 

GRWP175 interpretation, and Wigner’s interpretation.  Loewer maintains that quantum 

mechanics does not make room for free will on either Bohm’s or GRWP’s interpretation, 

                                                 
175 This acronym is derived from the last names of the scientists who originally formulated it: Ghirandhi, 
Rimini, Weber and Pearle.   
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and that although Wigner’s interpretation does make room for free will, this interpretation is 

implausible since it requires that some events, “measurements” carried out by conscious 

observers, be non-law governed.  So, according to Loewer, the only physical theory that 

makes room for free will is one in which some events are non-law governed.  That Bohm’s 

theory makes trouble for libertarians is straightforward, as this theory is deterministic.  The 

GRWP interpretation, however, follows the standard interpretation of quantum mechanics 

and provides a theory in which the collapse dynamics are genuinely indeterministic.176  

Consequently, if Strawsonian libertarianism is consistent with GRWP, then it follows that 

free will can be law governed.  Loewer argues, however, that even on GRWP’s interpretation 

free will, at least as the libertarian construes it, is impossible.  His argument has two key 

assumptions.  The first is what he calls “objective indeterminism”: the thesis “that the laws 

of physics are complete and that they assign objective probabilities to every event” (1996, p. 

103).  The second is a thesis about the nature of probabilistic causation: 

(P)  If e is a chancy event (i.e., at times prior to its occurrence there are objective 
chances of its occurring or not occurring), then if c causes e, it does so by 
altering the chance of e (at the time immediately after c) or by altering the 
chance of some event in a causal chain leading from c to e. (1996, p. 104) 

 
Loewer thinks that these assumptions generate a consequence-style argument for the 

conclusion that free will is incompatible with objective indeterminism.  Suppose that agent A 

makes a choice at time t2.  According to (P), A can influence the chance of this choice 

occurring only by influencing prior states, say at t1, that together with the laws of nature 

determine the chances of her making the choice.  But the only way A can influence the 

                                                 
176 Somewhat ironically in light of many people’s claim that quantum indeterminacies “cancel out” at the 
macro-level, GRWP, one of the leading interpretations of quantum mechanics, predicts that larger systems will 
be more likely to be subject to quantum indeterminacies (Albert 1992).   



230 
 

states at t1 is by influencing still earlier states at t0 and the same considerations apply to the 

states at t0.  This cannot go on forever.  Eventually we will arrive at a time at which a state 

influences A’s choices and yet A influences no states at any earlier time.  Loewer concludes, 

“It will follow then that A cannot influence her choices; i.e., they are not up to her in the way 

that libertarianism requires” (1996, p. 105). 

 I hope that the problem with Loewer’s argument, in light of discussion in chapter 5, 

is clear to the reader.  First, there are questions about (P).  I am inclined to think that a 

chancy event e can be influenced by some earlier event c simply because c causes e.  I have no 

inclination to further reduce or analyze in what the causation of e by c consists.  (P) smells 

too reductionist for my comfort.   

But even granting (P), Loewer’s argument still fails.  It should be clear that Loewer’s 

argument simply assumes that the event-causal theory of action is false.  According to this 

theory, my controlling an event consists in my mental states bringing about this event in a 

non-deviant way, or, as (P) would have it, my mental states raising the chance of this event 

occurring.  What it is for me to influence an event—a choice for example—just is for my 

intentions, my taking there to be certain reasons, etc. to raise the chances that the event 

occurs.  It is false that in order for me to influence this choice I must also influence the 

chances of the prior relevant intention and reason states occurring.  Loewer owes us an 

argument for thinking that in order to for an agent to influence a choice to ϕ at t1 whose 

chances are influenced by states S1…Sn, the agent must also influence the chances of S1…Sn 

occurring.  Without an argument for this claim, Loewer’s argument simply assumes the 

falsity of the event-causal theory of action and thereby assumes the falsity of Strawsonian 

libertarianism.  In this way Strawsonian libertarians can grant Loewer’s assumptions about 
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objective indeterminism and the nature of probabilistic causation and yet still maintain that 

our choices are up to us. 

Loewer might respond by arguing that his argument no more assumes the falsity of 

the event-causal theory of action than standard consequence-style arguments.  And since this 

is the only argument libertarian’s offer for incompatibilism, he begs the question against 

Strawsonian libertarianism no more so than libertarians beg the question against 

compatibilists (cf. Loewer 1996, p. 104).  This would indeed involve the libertarian in a 

quandary; but Loewer is mistaken in assuming that consequence-style arguments are the only 

kinds of arguments capable of establishing incompatibilism.  The No Opportunity 

Argument, for example, has no such untoward assumptions as it is perfectly compatible with 

the event-causal theory of action.  The threat of determinism according to this argument is 

not that our actions are brought about by factors over which agents do not exercise control, 

but rather that determinism robs us of the opportunity to do otherwise.  Therefore, Loewer, 

as with Dupré and Unger, fails to give us good reason to think that free will cannot be law 

governed. 

Too often free will is viewed as a power than is wholly unconstrained or would allow 

us to engage in completely unpredictable behavior.  So long as free will is conceived in such 

a fashion it will seem incompatible with universal and exceptionless laws, as well as much of 

what we learn from the higher-order sciences.  However, free will as conceived by the 

Strawsonian libertarian generates little reason for such worries.  Strawsonian libertarians 

readily concede that we are  radically subject to the influences of our past and  
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environment—influences that can ground precise probabilities concerning what we might 

do.  But these probabilities are not control diminishing: what decision an agent makes is still 

up to him. 

 

6.3 Are Libertarians Committed to Armchair Science? 

The worry that libertarians are committed to armchair science takes two forms.  The first, 

stated roughly, is that libertarians try to derive purely a posteriori claims from purely a priori 

claims—an inference that is objectionable.  Second, libertarians, by requiring indeterminism 

for free will and moral responsibility, make our practices “hang on a thread” (Fischer 2006).  

For if incompatibilism is true, then our status as morally responsible agents ultimately 

depends on what the physicists discover about the nature of the fundamental physical world 

and it just seems that our status as morally responsible beings should not depend on this.  

Let me respond to these worries in reverse order. 

 The most outspoken defender of the second line of objection is John Fischer, who 

argues that our practices of moral responsibility are resilient to the threat of determinism and 

hence libertarians are mistaken in making our status as morally responsible agents depend 

upon “the arcane ruminations—and deliverances—of the theoretical physicists and 

cosmologists” (2006, p. 5).  Fischer is clear that his intuition of resiliency is not an argument 

against libertarianism.  Instead, he takes it as a reason or “motivation” for a research project: 

to see if we can construct of theory of moral responsibility that is both true to the 

phenomena and renders it compatible with determinism.   

 Recently, Helen Steward (2008) has endorsed Fischer’s intuition about resiliency, 

although she draws a very different conclusion.  She writes, “It just seems preposterous to 
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suppose that anything a physicist might report as the ultimate scientific verdict about the 

nature of the basic physical laws which govern the universe, might have the potential to 

settle the question whether or not we truly are morally responsible agents” (2008, p. 131).  

However, it seems that Fischer and Steward have entirely different reasons for thinking it 

preposterous to make our moral responsibility depend on what the physicists conclude 

about the nature of the physical world. 

 For Steward, this claim is preposterous because it presupposes an “implausible” 

metaphysical thesis about the world according to which the “evolution of reality over time 

is…determined entirely by the physical laws” (2008, p. 135).  ‘Physical laws’ here are to be 

understood as distinct from the laws of chemistry, biology, psychology, economics and so 

on.  Steward, following Cartwright (1999), calls this position ‘fundamentalism’, and argues 

that it is preposterous to think that our status as morally responsible agents depends on what 

the physicists pronounce about causal determinism, since to think that they could be in such 

a position supposes that fundamentalism is true: that all higher-order facts are completely 

determined both at a time and over time by the lower-order facts.  According to anti-

fundamentalism, whether determinism is true depends also on the laws of chemistry, 

biology, psychology, and so on, since the physical facts and laws of physics underdetermine 

how the world will evolve.177  Steward is an incompatibilist and so believes that our status as 

morally responsible agents depends on whether or not causal determinism is true.  What she 

denies is that physicists are uniquely placed to settle this dispute.  Instead, the truth of the 

                                                 
177 One obvious worry about Steward’s claim is that it assumes that reductionism is false.  Fischer (2008, p. 
169) pointedly notes this in his reply. 
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doctrine of determinism, depends both on the prior metaphysical question about how the 

level of realities relate to one another and the deliverances of the various sciences.   

 Fischer, however, makes it clear that the preposterousness of this claim does not 

derive from the purported implausibility of fundamentalism.  First, he finds it just as 

preposterous that our status as morally responsible agents depends on what the 

metaphysicians conclude about the nature of the various levels of reality.  So he judges 

Steward’s position no better off for denying fundamentalism.  Second, it is not that the 

physicists are the wrong people to weigh in on the issue, but it is “the content of the doctrine 

of causal determinism” to which our practices seem resilient.  To explain this Fischer argues: 

“It seems to me that our moral responsibility should not depend on whether causal 

determinism is true—and thus, on my view, whether the laws of nature have associated with 

them 100% probabilities or (say) probabilities of 98%.  This difference should not make a 

difference as to our moral responsibility” (2008, p. 169). 

 I share Steward’s worries about fundamentalism, but, as Fischer makes clear, these 

issues are orthogonal to his claim about resiliency and so need not be settled at this juncture.  

Fischer defends his intuition about the irrelevance of causal determinism by arguing that the 

difference between 100% and 98% probabilities could not make a difference between 

morally responsible and non-morally responsible agents.  I have two responses to this 

argument.  First, one can simply concede Fischer’s claim and yet still maintain that causal 

determinism is a threat to our status as morally responsible agents.  For it may be that the 

control necessary for moral responsibility requires a more “robust” possibility of doing 

otherwise than a mere 0.02 chance would afford.  It may be that moral responsibility requires 

that the laws relevant to free choices and action be associated at most with 70% probabilities 
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or maybe even 60% probabilities.  And there is a clear difference between 100% and 70% 

probabilities.  So, (as this line concedes) while Fischer is correct that the difference between 

completely deterministic laws and almost deterministic laws could not make a significant 

difference to our status as morally responsible agents, he is incorrect to think that this 

supports his intuition that causal determinism is irrelevant to our being morally responsible.   

But I think even this is too much to concede.   

My second, and less concessionary, reply is that the difference between a world in 

which the probabilities associated with the laws is 100% and a world in which they are 98% 

makes all the difference because in the latter world one has both the opportunity and ability 

to do otherwise, whereas in the former one lacks all opportunities to do otherwise.178  So 

long as one possesses both the ability and opportunity to do otherwise, one might lack no 

more control and thus be no less morally responsible when there was a 98% chance that one 

do something, opposed to say a 50%.  The fact that it was extremely likely that one would do 

something does not excuse one from responsibility if one had the ability and opportunity to 

do otherwise: if one has the ability and opportunity to avoid wrongdoing one should act 

accordingly.  The fact that it was very likely that one do wrong is immaterial.  First, the mere 

fact that I am likely to do something does not show that it would have been particularly hard 

not to do it.  It might just be that I am normally inclined to act in the relevant way even 

though it is quite easy for me to do otherwise.  Moreover, even if in a particular case the 

higher the probability the more difficult it is to act contrary it does not thereby follow that 

                                                 
178 Actually this is too strong.  The claim should be that it is possible in a world with laws associated only with 
98% probabilities that an agent have the ability and opportunity to do otherwise. The mere fact that there was a 
2% chance that I did not do what I actually did does not entail that I had the opportunity to do otherwise.  
Perhaps the reason there was less than a 100% chance that I did what I did was because a tree might have 
fallen on my head.  In such a world I would still lack the opportunity to do otherwise.   
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one’s responsibility is eliminated, even if it would diminish it.  Determinism threatens our 

status as morally responsible agents because it makes all our actions inevitable given the past 

and laws and thus robs us of the opportunity (ever) to do otherwise.  The difference 

between a world with deterministic laws and one with nearly deterministic laws, can make 

the difference between a non-morally responsible world and a morally responsible one. 

 At this point, Fischer might concede that this is an important difference, but still 

maintain that it is better not make our moral responsibility hang on a thread.  But I think 

that this worry is either overstated or applies to all extent theories of moral responsibility.  If 

by “hanging on a thread” Fischer merely means that according to libertarians a necessary 

condition for moral responsibility is indeterminism and, as with all necessary conditions for 

moral responsibility, if it fails to obtain then we are not morally responsible agents, then this 

worry applies to all extant theories of moral responsibility since all theories of moral 

responsibility posit certain necessary conditions.  Clearly this cannot be what Fischer has in 

mind.  It cannot be that libertarians make our status as morally responsible agents hang on a 

thread simply because they require indeterminism.  Instead, he must think that there is 

something unique about indeterminism such that it, rather than other necessary conditions, 

makes moral responsibility hang on a thread.  Perhaps, he thinks that our epistemic 

condition with respect to the truth of indeterminism is particularly bad.  The idea might be 

that in our current situation for all we know indeterminism is false, that very soon physicists 

may discover a superior deterministic interpretation of quantum mechanics, or that quantum 

mechanics might soon be replaced with a more powerful and completely deterministic 

physical theory, and it is in this sense that libertarians are guilty of making moral 
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responsibility hang on a thread.179  According to this understanding, Fischer’s hanging-on-a-

thread objection is to be construed as the thought that, indeterminism, in contrast to other 

necessary conditions for moral responsibility, particularly those offered by compatibilist 

theories, has a high subjective likelihood of being false and it is for this reason that 

libertarians make moral responsibility hang on a thread. 

 But now the objection strikes me as overstated: why think there is a high subjective 

likelihood that indeterminism does not obtain?  First, the above reasoning threatens to 

render physics irrelevant to the free will debate.  For quantum mechanics suggests that 

indeterminism is obtains.180  Of course science changes and we may well discover a superior 

physical theory that is deterministic.  But this mere possibility does not give us reason to 

think indeterminism does not obtain.  If it did, then it would be hard to see how physics 

could ever be relevant to the free will debate, for even if we did come up with a superior 

physical theory that is deterministic, it would be open to libertarians to respond that for all 

we know we might at some yet still future time discover another physical theory that is still 

better and is happily indeterministic.  In order to take Fischer’s worry seriously we must take 

what the physicists currently judge about the nature of the physical world seriously.  And 

once we do this, we realize that it is false to claim that there is a high subjective likelihood 

that indeterminism is false.181    

Moreover, sometimes I think people forget how strong of a thesis determinism is.  

Could it really be that every event is such that, given the past and laws, it must have 

                                                 
179 Ginet (1990, pp.92-93) seems to envision our epistemic situation as being something like this. 
 
180 In chapter 7 we will (briefly) discuss deterministic interpretations of quantum mechanics.  
 
181 In the next chapter I will consider in more detail exactly what our current epistemic status is with respect to 
the truth of indeterminism and so, to some extent, a full response to Fischer will have to wait until then. 
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occurred?  Even if true, certainly we have nothing nearing strong evidence for this thesis.  

Moreover, our experience of the world seems to disconfirm it every day.  There are all kinds 

of events for which we seem quite confident that they might not have occurred given the 

past and laws: coin tosses, close games, and difficult decisions.  The more conservative of 

the two options, the default position as it were, is indeterminism.  If determinism obtains, 

then we need a lot of evidence to believe it.  It seems incredible to me to think that our 

starting point should be determinism.  Let me be clear here.  I am not claiming that 

determinism could not obtain or that our experience of the world decisively refutes such a 

thesis.  What I am claiming is that our starting point in theorizing about the nature of the 

world should not be determinism but indeterminism, if for no other reason than that it is the 

weaker of the two theses.  Moreover, since the consensus among physicists is that the 

fundamental physical world is indeterministic, presumably this gives us additional reason to 

think that determinism is false.  These reasons count heavily against the claim that there is a 

high subjective likelihood that indeterminism does not obtain.   

 One avenue of response for Fischer at this point is that I have required too much for 

the truth of the hanging-on-a-thread claim: this claim does not require a high subjective 

likelihood that indeterminism does not obtain, but something weaker.  But for this objection 

to get traction we need to hear about the relevant degree of justification or warrant that is 

lacking for our belief that indeterminism obtains.  Fischer must weaken the epistemic 

justification enough to avoid the above worry, but he cannot weaken it too much, otherwise 

even compatibilism will turn out to make moral responsibility hang on a thread.  For 

example, consider another important necessary condition (one that is central for Fischer): 

being capable of understanding and guiding our lives by reasons.  As mentioned above, there 



239 
 

has been an important body of literature calling these capabilities, or at the very least there 

centrality, into question.  Might Fischer’s reasons-responsive account then also make our 

status as morally responsible agents hang on a thread?  Is his account thereby held hostage to 

what the neurobiologists and psychologists pronounce about how we make decisions? 

Clearly Fischer will want to avoid this conclusion.  I doubt that he will not be able to 

avoid it in a way that will not also undermine his claim that libertarians make moral 

responsibility hang on a thread.  I take it that there are two, compatible, lines of response to 

the empirical literature open to Fischer.  First, he can appeal to our experience of making 

decisions which decisively supports the importance of deliberation for action.  Second, he 

can consider the empirical data and offer rival interpretations, interpretations that render the 

data consistent with this semi-compatibilists account. 

But if these responses suffice to show that semi-compatibilism does not make our 

status as morally responsible agents hang on a thread, then neither does libertarianism, since 

the exact same responses are open to them.  In fact, there is even less evidence for 

determinism than that reasoning usually plays a post hoc role in decision making.182  Now I do 

not believe that the empirical based worries about the role, or lack thereof, of deliberation in 

decision making is as strong as it is often made to appear.  I raise the relevance of this work 

simply to show that libertarians are not unique in positing necessary conditions for moral 

responsibility the obtaining of which are in dispute among scientists.  Therefore, in the end I 

do not think libertarians should moved by Fischer’s intuition about resiliency.   

                                                 
182 So far I have been focusing my attention on physics, but Fischer might concede that the fundamental 
physical world is indeterministic and yet deny that this indeterminism amplifies to the macro-world.  In this 
case the worry is that the kind of indeterminism that libertarians require makes our status as morally responsible 
agents hang on a thread.  I will consider this worry at length in the next chapter and argue that it too is 
unfounded.  But as Fischer restricts his focus on the physicists so will I. 
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Let us now turn to the first objection which claims that libertarians, after inquiring 

into the nature of free will and moral responsibility, a purely a priori endeavor, try to 

conclude that we are indeterministic systems, and in particular that indeterminism resides in 

the brain, an a posteriori claim.  But how, so the objection goes, can way move from the nature 

of free will and moral responsibility, a conceptual thesis, to theses about how our brains 

work.  Surely the former claim, even if true, provides no evidence for the second, empirical 

claim. 

 The problem with this objection is that it misunderstands the libertarian’s reasoning.  

The libertarian actually begins with the empirical: that we are free and morally responsible 

agents.  We begin by noting that this proposition is a principle of common sense.  Given this 

fact, we, as philosophers, naturally wonder what the nature of the capacities and properties 

are in virtue of which we are free and morally responsible.  It is here that the a priori, 

conceptual work begins; and libertarians argue that libertarianism is the correct analysis of 

these notions.  It is then in conjunction with the principle common sense that the libertarian 

infers that we are indeterministic agents.  Therefore, libertarians do not try to derive the a 

posteriori claim about indeterminism from the purely a priori claim about the nature of free will 

and moral responsibility.  Rather we derive the a posteriori claim from an a posteriori claim and 

an a priori claim.  

 A similar worry might grant that libertarians are not making the mistake of inferring 

a posteriori claims from a priori claims, but still insist that it is dubious that the conjunction of 

our this principle of common sense and that libertarianism is the best analysis of these 

notions could tell us anything about how the brain, or electrons for that matter, work.  But 

again this objection misunderstands the libertarian position.  Libertarianism, as we saw 
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above, has no entailments about how the brain must work.  Instead, it is libertarianism plus 

our understanding the mental and the physical that generate such entailments.  

Libertarianism does not require that the brain be indeterministic; libertarianism does not 

even require that electrons, or whatever the fundamental physical particles turn out to be, are 

indeterministic.  It is just simply a mistake to think that libertarianism, by itself, generates 

conclusion about the nature of the brain or particles.  It is only when libertarianism is 

conjoined with philosophical and scientific claims about how humans are constituted out of 

physical particles or how neural states relate to brain states that libertarians begin to have 

empirical commitments.   

At this point, the insistent dissenter might maintain that even if libertarianism does 

not engage in suspect theorizing, it is still implausible or at the very least unjustified to 

believe that indeterminism obtains in the way that Strawsonian libertarianism requires.  This 

is an important objection and it will be the focus on the next chapter.  But, importantly for 

present purposes, even if this charge sticks it does not show that libertarianism engage in 

armchair physics, or neuroscience for that matter.  Mistaken science it may be; but bad 

science it is not.         

 

6.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have sought to clarify the empirical commitments of Strawsonian 

libertarianism, the two most salient of which are the commitments of mental to physical 

causation and neuronal indeterminism.  I cautioned that the “empirical commitments” of 

Strawsonian libertarianism are only generated when this theory is conjoined with other 

theories about the nature of the mind and brain.  This qualification enabled us to see that 
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libertarians are not committed to armchair science.  Finally, I argued that libertarians are not 

committed to denying that the universe is governed by universal and exceptionless laws.  In 

the next chapter we will take up the crucial question of what kind of evidence there is for 

thinking that we satisfy Strawsonian libertarianism, especially concerning our being 

indeterministic systems.        
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CHAPTER 7 

INDETERMINISM AND THE BRAIN  

 

A central empirical commitment of Strawsonian libertarianism on either reductive 

physicalism or emergent dualism is that the brain is indeterministic.  Let us refer to this 

commitment as ‘the libertarian hypothesis.’  Many have thought that the libertarian 

hypothesis is in tension with a scientific outlook and thus makes problems for libertarians in 

one of two different ways.  Recall that Strawsonian libertarianism consists of a conceptual 

claim and an existential claim.  Strawsonian libertarianism is a theory about the nature of free 

will and moral responsibility and also claims that many of us actually are free and morally 

responsible.  Skeptics about free will and moral responsibility may concede that 

libertarianism is the correct analysis of free will and moral responsibility and yet argue, in 

light of libertarianism’s empirical commitments, that we have no reason to think that we 

actually satisfy this theory.  And, therefore, we have no reason to think that we are free and 

morally responsible.  In this way, the skeptic would be arguing that our identification of the 

F-R proposition as a principle of common sense was mistaken.  Compatibilists can exploit 

the libertarian hypothesis to argue against the incompatibilist analysis of free will and moral 

responsibility that libertarians offer.  After all, we know we are free and morally responsible, 

and if this obvious fact is one that libertarians cannot accommodate, then so much the 

worse for libertarians.  In this chapter I will argue that the libertarian hypothesis does not 

undermine either aspect of Strawsonian libertarianism: this commitment does not undermine 

its theory of free will and moral responsibility or the claim that many of us are free and 

morally responsible.     



244 
 

In 7.1 I begin our discussion of the implications of the libertarian hypothesis by considering 

an argument offered by Manuel Vargas (2004), who is one of the few to actually formulate 

the empirical plausibility objection against libertarianism.  He argues that the libertarian 

hypothesis is so demanding that we ought to reject libertarianism in favor of some form of 

compatibilism.  Vargas offers what he calls the “standard of naturalistic plausibility” as a 

guide to assessing a commitment’s demandingness for a theory, and argues that given that 

we have no evidence for the libertarian hypothesis and some evidence against it, 

libertarianism satisfies the standard of naturalistic plausibility to a lesser degree than 

compatibilism.  And this, he argues, gives us reason to accept compatibilism over 

libertarianism.  Considering Vargas’s challenge will helpfully frame the issues at hand and 

provide a natural point of departure for my own view.  In 7.2 I begin my response to Vargas.  

There I argue that Vargas’s standard of naturalistic plausibility is not a suitable or helpful 

guide to assessing the degree of demandingness of a commitment.  I do not offer an 

alternative standard, but instead focus on some important constraints that a theory must 

meet in order to be scientifically plausible.  In 7.3 I turn from this meta-philosophical 

question to the actual evidence (or lack thereof) for the libertarian hypothesis.  For even if 

one rejects Vargas’s standard of naturalistic plausibility, one might yet accept his claim that 

there is no evidence for, and in fact evidence against, the libertarian hypothesis, and this 

assessment is worrisome enough.  A compatibilist or skeptic might exploit this fact as a 

reason to reject libertarianism.  I argue, however, that the evidence is much more favorable 

to Strawsonian libertarianism than Vargas lets on and, therefore, that the libertarian 

hypothesis is not so demanding that it undermines the plausibility of Strawsonian 

libertarianism.  I further support this contention in 7.4 by offering some general remarks 
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about the bearing of a widely held view concerning the goal of science when assessing the 

plausibility of libertarianism.  I argue that much of the resistance to libertarianism stems not 

from scientific observation and experiment, but from a prior philosophical commitment to a 

conception of the goal of science as being to reduce uncertainty.  If we are to make to room 

for free and responsible agents, then we must relinquish this conception of the goal of 

science.  I show that this shift, while sounding grand, will modify very little of scientific 

practice, although it will affect how we interpret these practices.  I will conclude by way of 

some general remarks concerning the evidential status of Strawsonian libertarianism.   

 

7.1 Vargas’s Challenge      

Vargas (2004) raises an important and distinctive challenge to Strawsonian libertarianism.  It 

is often remarked, but usually only in an offhand way, that there is something unscientific 

about libertarianism, that libertarianism, despite all its attempts to domesticate itself, remains 

indelibly at odds with a scientific picture of the world.  Unfortunately this is usually the 

extent of such arguments.  Vargas, however, intends to “take some steps toward filling in 

this argument” (2004, p. 403).  He is only taking some steps toward filling it in because he is 

attempting to show that “there is little reason to believe that extant libertarian theories satisfy 

a standard of naturalistic plausibility….” (2004, p. 403), and apparently there are questions 

concerning the relationship between naturalistic plausibility and scientific plausibility.  Below I 

will argue that Vargas’s standard of naturalistic plausibility is not an apt standard for 

assessing a theory’s overall plausibility: a theory might be overall plausible and yet not satisfy 

the standard of naturalistic plausibility.  I will then draw out some of the insights in Vargas’s 
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discussion and offer a more promising line on which to assess the scientific plausibility of 

libertarianism.        

According to Vargas, philosophy “is something like the search for probable truths in 

domains in which we lack any reliable methodology for determining what the truth is” (2004, 

p. 404).  Initially, a proponent of a theory might be satisfied with showing that some theory 

which up until now was thought impossible, is possible.  Showing how such a theory could 

be true is a genuine and helpful advance.  However, as advancements in the theory develop 

we will likely raise the bar of assessment.  If a theory is shown to be possible, then we will 

want to know if it is plausible; if plausible, then whether probable; and so on.  Vargas 

concedes that libertarians have not only shown that libertarianism is possible, but also how it 

might be true given our conception of the world, including ourselves, derived from science.  

Libertarianism satisfies the standard of naturalistic compatibility: “compatibility with an 

independently acquired, broadly scientific conception of the universe, especially the parts we 

might inhabit” (2004, p. 405).183  The reason the standard of naturalistic compatibility is 

important, Vargas argues, is because a theory that is in tension with our best science is a 

theory that is in tension with our “best pieces of knowledge” (2004, p. 405). 

 But the libertarian’s achievement, although indeed an advance over earlier libertarian 

accounts, is short lived, for we will now want to know whether libertarianism satisfies more 

demanding standards of assessment.  Vargas cautions that we should not raise the bar of 

assessment too high too quickly, but rather should prefer an incremental approach, for if we 

                                                 
183 Vargas’s use of ‘naturalism’ and its cognates is very thin: it is only meant to indicate a generally pro-scientific 
attitude (Vargas 2004, p. 405).  It seems to me that it would be best to replace his uses of ‘naturalistic’ with 
‘scientific’ in order to avoid confusion.  But then again, Vargas’s standard seems intended to capture something 
different from scientific plausibility and thus necessitates a different title.   
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raise the bar too high too quickly, we may well disqualify research projects that would have 

proved fruitful.  So rather than moving in one stride from possibility to probability, Vargas 

suggests that we slow down and consider naturalistic plausibility.  A theory satisfies this 

standard just in case it is “both compatible with a scientific worldview and that the balance of 

known truth-relevant considerations would be sufficient to lead a group of informed, well-

reasoning, and disinterested persons to think the theory is plausible” (2004, p. 406).  The 

sense of plausibility that Vargas is interested in “is one where the balance of known truth-

relevant considerations could, via an appropriate deliberative path, lead a group of informed, 

well-reasoning, and disinterested persons to accept the theory” (2004, p. 406).  Plausibility 

does not imply that it is likely to be true or even more likely to be true than competing 

theories, but concerns the likelihood of acceptance among informed, well-reasoning, and 

disinterested persons. 

 The standard of naturalistic plausibility raises “serious difficulty” for libertarianism 

since, according to Vargas, the only reason we have to believe that the world works as 

libertarians claim it does is because this “would be (if [libertarians] are right) a felicitous 

alignment between our (likely) culturally and historically contingent common-sense 

metaphysics and the way of the world.”  Vargas goes on, “In other words, we are being 

asked to take on commitments for which we lack independent evidential support” (2004, p. 

409).  And, so Vargas claims, any theory that has unsupported theoretical commitments, 

commitments for which we lack independent support, will be rightly considered implausible.  

However, Vargas almost immediately redirects us to the fundamental problem.  The 

problem is not so much that libertarianism as a philosophical theory outstrips our evidential 

base—Vargas concedes that this is true of virtually all philosophical theories.  His claim is 
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rather a comparative one: we ought to prefer theories that give up some feature of common 

sense while preserving plausibility over theories that preserve some feature of common sense 

at the expense of implausibility.  So although both compatibilism and libertarianism will to 

some degree outstrip our evidential basis, libertarianism is less plausible than compatibilism 

insofar as it will always have an additional unsupported theoretical commitment: namely that 

indeterminism occurs somewhere in the genesis of action.  We might put this point as 

follows: libertarianism is less plausible than compatibilism because libertarianism satisfies the 

standard of naturalistic plausibility to a lesser extent.  That is, a group of informed, well-

reasoning, and disinterested persons would be less likely to accept libertarianism than 

compatibilism.   

In defending this charge of implausibility, Vargas considers that libertarians might 

appeal to introspection, maintaining that the evidence from introspection supports 

libertarianism over compatibilism.  He, to my mind, rightly rejects this response, arguing that 

libertarians must give us a reason to trust introspection as a reliable guide to telling us about 

the metaphysics of agency.  And there seems to be no libertarian defense of this on the table.   

However, the problems get worse for libertarians.  As we learned in the chapter 6, 

most libertarian accounts locate indeterminism in the brain.184  This, according to Vargas, 

generates the comparative point: as libertarianism has this additional, unsupported 

theoretical commitment, it is comparatively less plausible than compatibilism.  But there is 

also evidence that this theoretical commitment is false.  To illustrate, he considers the theory 

of free will offered in Kane (1996), which requires the brain to be indeterministic.  Vargas 

                                                 
184 Libertarianism itself does not generate this commitment, although I think any plausible version of 
libertarianism is committed to neuronal indeterminism. 
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argues that this claim suffers both from the fact that there is no evidence that the brain is 

indeterministic and that there is evidence for thinking that the brain is deterministic.  In 

defense of these claims, Vargas cites the widespread rejection of Hameroff and Penrose’s 

(1996) hypothesis about how quantum indeterminacies magnify to the neuronal level.  

Moreover, he cites neuroscientist and philosopher Henrik Walter (2001), who claims that 

there is indeed good reason to think that the brain is not indeterministic.  Vargas concludes, 

“Given that there are no credible scientific model of indeterminacies in the brain, and given 

that there are reasons internal to neuroscience for thinking that the brain is not so organized, 

libertarianism…will fail to meet a standard of naturalistic plausibility” (2004, p. 413).    

  Libertarianism, therefore, fails to satisfy the standard of naturalistic plausibility.  It is 

comparatively less plausible than compatibilism as it has more unsupported commitments 

than compatibilism and, moreover, we have some evidence against the libertarian hypothesis 

that indeterminism occurs in the brain.      

 

7.2 Scientific and Naturalistic Plausibility 

Vargas’s challenge raises deep methodological and epistemological questions.  First, it raises 

questions concerning the relationship between scientific plausibility, naturalistic plausibility, 

and (simply) overall plausibility.  How does the standard of naturalistic plausibility relate to 

the standard of scientific plausibility?  Can a theory be scientifically plausible and yet fail to 

satisfy the standard of naturalistic plausibility?  Moreover, how do the notions of scientific 

and naturalistic plausibility relate to overall plausibility?  Does conceptual space allow for the 

possibility that a theory is overall plausible and yet neither scientifically nor naturalistically 

plausible?  These are questions that we must answer before we assess the import of Vargas’s 
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argument.  I doubt that the relationship between, on the hand, naturalistic plausibility and, 

on the other hand, scientific plausibility and overall plausibility is a tight one.  But in the 

present section I will restrict my attention to raising some general worries about the 

suitability and relevance of Vargas’s standard for assessing either the scientific or overall 

plausibility of Strawsonian libertarianism—arguing that although the standard is a helpful 

start for addressing how to assess the status of a philosophical theory in light of our 

scientific worldview, sufficient problems remain to undercut its relevance and suitability for 

such a task.  I will not offer an alternative standard in its place, but will instead suggest some 

considerations that bear on assessing the overall plausibility of libertarianism in light of its 

commitment to neuronal indeterminism.  A key insight that Vargas’s standard directs us to is 

the importance of assessing the relative demandingness of a theory’s empirical commitments 

in order to assess the theory’s scientific and overall plausibility.  In 7.3 we will turn to the 

scientific data itself in order to assess exactly how demanding the libertarian hypothesis is.  

There I will argue that the demandingness of the libertarian hypothesis does not outweigh 

the theory’s other virtues.    

Returning to the standard of naturalistic plausibility, Vargas sometimes claims that he 

is arguing that libertarianism is implausible and at other times that he is making the more 

qualified point that libertarianism is comparatively less plausible than compatibilism.  Vargas 

retreats to this qualified conclusion since he realizes that every philosophical theory may well 

violate the standard of naturalistic plausibility, as almost every philosophical theory outstrips 

our evidential basis.  Consider for example standard compatibilist theories that make rational 

reflection and guidance of behavior central to freedom and moral responsibility.  Often 

these theories are committed to reasons playing a central causal role in the etiology of free 
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and responsible action.  But as we lack independent support for this commitment, it is 

unclear that a group of informed, well-reasoning, and disinterested persons could be led to 

accept this theory—especially in light of the countervailing empirical evidence that calls into 

question relevance of reason for our actions (cf. Doris 2002; Wegner 2002).  But Vargas 

rightly notes that libertarians will always have one more empirical commitment than 

compatibilists185 and to the degree that a theory has unsupported commitments theorists will, 

for that reason, find the theory implausible.  Consequently, theorists will conclude that 

libertarianism fails to satisfy the standard of naturalistic plausibility to a greater degree than 

compatibilism and in this way that compatibilism is more plausible than libertarianism.   

 In response, I contend that things are much more complicated than they seem.  

When comparing libertarianism and compatibilism, one must consider all their strengths and 

weaknesses, not just the number of empirical commitments.  Compatibilism may have fewer 

empirical commitments than libertarianism, but we must also compare these theories’ 

philosophical merits.186  If the degree to which a theory satisfies the standard of naturalistic 

plausibility is solely a function of the amount of empirical commitments, then we have 

reason to think that the range of theories that is overall plausible are not co-extensive with 

the range of theories that are naturalistically plausible.  I have argued that compatibilism is 

false and surely this fact outweighs the relevance of unsupported empirical commitments: 

better to have a theory with unsupported empirical commitments than one that is false.  

                                                 
185 This claim actually needs qualification: it is certainly conceivable that a compatibilist theory has more 
empirical commitments than a libertarian theory.  It is possible for a compatibilists to construct a theory that 
makes very precise predictions about the neural mechanisms underlying free action.  Presumably what Vargas 
had in mind was that libertarianism qua libertarianism will always have one more commitment than 
compatibilism qua compatibilism.   
 
186 Although Vargas is aware of this point (2004, p. 409-410), it plays no role whatsoever in his assessment of 
the comparative plausibility of libertarianism.   
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Now of course compatibilists will hardly be moved by this, but they need not.  Putting aside 

which theory is true, if Vargas’s standard of naturalistic plausibility is to have a hope of 

tracking overall plausibility, then more must be relevant to assessing a theory with respect to 

this standard than the number of empirical commitments.  We have two comparative points: 

we must compare both the amount of empirical commitments of each theory and also each 

theory’s philosophical virtues.  In this way, we cannot immediately infer that libertarianism is 

comparatively less plausible than compatibilism simply because it has more empirical 

commitments than compatibilism.  Before any such conclusion can be reached we must also 

assess each theory’s philosophical merits.  These comparative points are not altogether 

independent.  For example, one might take the latter comparative point to militate against 

the former: the fact that compatibilism has fewer empirical commitments shows that it is a 

better account of freedom and responsibility.  This is of course too strong; a more plausible 

claim would be that the fact that compatibilism has fewer empirical commitments is a point 

it is favor—albeit a defeasible one.  But we must weigh each feature in order to determine 

which theory is overall more plausible.      

The structure of assessing comparative plausibility is more complicated than Vargas 

lets on.  Mere additional empirical commitments cannot establish overall comparative 

plausibility.  Rather this feature must be weighed in light of the theory’s other virtues: for 

example, the theory’s ability to account for our experience of ourselves as agents and to 

explain why holding responsible is appropriate.  In addition to weighing all of a theory’s 

virtues and vices, we must take into account the relative plausibility of the unsupported 

empirical commitment(s).  If the commitment requires a radical advance in current scientific 

knowledge, especially an advance that undermines what we currently take to be the case, 
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then this will count more heavily against the theory’s overall plausibility than if the 

commitment is one that is reasonable, even though not demonstrated, from what we 

currently take science to show.  That is, in addition to considering the amount of empirical 

commitments that a theory has, we must also consider the quality of such empirical 

commitments, and specifically how demanding they are.  The demandingness of a 

commitment is a function of how radically things must change from what we currently take 

ourselves to know in order for the commitment to be satisfied.  If a commitment requires a 

massive change in central and extremely well-confirmed aspects of our scientific 

understanding, then such a commitment will be very demanding.  Alternatively, a 

commitment will be less demanding that contravenes nothing we take ourselves to know, 

but merely requires that some things turn out to be the case for which we do not yet have 

evidence.  It is possible for a theory to have more empirical commitments than another 

theory and yet be overall more plausible because each of its commitments is undemanding, 

while the other theory’s single commitment is extremely demanding.  Therefore, in assessing 

a theory’s overall plausibility we must weigh its philosophical merits, and demandingness and 

amount of empirical commitments. 

I take myself to have made a strong case that Strawsonian libertarianism is more 

plausible than compatibilism with respect to justifying moral responsibility and accounting 

for the nature of our free will.  As we saw in chapter 3, moral responsibility requires that 

agents have a reasonable opportunity to do otherwise, and, in chapter 4, that compatibilism 

has serious trouble when it comes to explaining this notion.  They are committed either to 

saying that a mere change in the laws or a mere change in the past does not affect one’s 
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opportunities.187  But this is hard to believe.  In this respect, theorists would rank 

libertarianism as better satisfying the standard of naturalistic plausibility.  Crucial, then, for 

determining which theory is overall comparatively more plausible, is to assess the cost of the 

libertarian hypothesis: is the cost high enough to outweigh libertarianism’s philosophical 

merits.  In the next section I will argue that the cost is not high since appearances suggest 

that the brain is indeterministic.   

Ever after we consider the complicated nature of comparing the plausibility of 

theories, many questions still surround Vargas’s standard.  First, Vargas does not always state 

the standard in the same terms.  Sometimes he words the standard so that the group of 

theorists must be led to accept the theory (p. 406) in order for it to satisfy the standard, and in 

other places of claims that they only need to think the theory is plausible (p. 406).  But 

accepting a theory and judging it to be plausible are different cognitive states: I have often 

rejected theories that I think are plausible.  Which then does Vargas have in mind?  I will 

assume that he has the second reading in mind since this after all is the standard of 

naturalistic plausibility.   

Epistemological questions loom large once we begin to consider how we can know 

whether a theory satisfies this standard.  We cannot answer these questions until we hear 

more about who counts as informed, disinterested, and well-reasoning.  Must such a person 

know all the relevant facts?  Merely all the relevant facts that we know?  Or all the relevant 

facts we think we know?  Even when this point is clarified questions remain since what all 

                                                 
187 How much does my response to Vargas hang on the success of these earlier arguments?  Not very much, or 
so it seems to me.  Vargas is attempting to raise a distinctive worry for libertarianism.  But arguing that 
compatibilism is more plausible than libertarianism by giving a rival account of moral responsibility or free will 
would be to engage in the traditional debate, not raising any new problems for libertarianism.  I take it that 
Vargas’s objection is supposed to be independent of how we assess the plausibility of its theory of free will and 
moral responsibility.   
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the relevant facts that we know are—let alone what all the facts are—is a substantive 

philosophical and scientific question.  Lastly, how many members of the group must be led 

to judge the theory plausible in order for it to satisfy the standard: All? Some? A majority?  

In light of these unanswered questions and the complicated nature of comparing the 

respective aspects of libertarianism and compatibilism, I find Vargas’s conclusion that 

libertarianism violates this standard to a greater degree than compatibilism too sanguine.       

All this suggests to me that this standard is too ill-defined to do the required work.  I 

believe that the spirit of Vargas’s standard is correct and does contain important insights.  

Libertarians should not rest content with naturalistic compatibility, but should strive to meet 

more demanding standards, and if libertarians are committed to the brain operating in a 

specific way, then they ought to take seriously the judgments concerning the plausibility of 

this commitment by leading neuroscientists.  They ought to take it seriously, but it is not the 

last word.  What really should concern them is not what neuroscientists think, but the 

reasons they have for thinking them.  This is another respect in which Vargas’s standard is 

defective: it focuses too much on what experts would say and too little on why they would 

say it.  Connected with this point is a contention that I will suggest below: namely that 

indeterminism is not a straightforwardly empirical thesis.  Indeterminism cannot be 

confirmed in the way in which other empirical hypotheses can; the truth of indeterminism is 

not merely a matter of observation and experiment.  Because of this, it becomes especially 

important to know why a theorist finds the libertarian hypothesis implausible (if indeed they 

do) as it may well turn out to be a reason of a philosophical nature—and perhaps a not very 

cogent one.  The question before us should concern less what some hypothetical or real 
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theorists would think—even informed, disinterested, and well-reasoning people can endorse 

poor arguments—and should be concerned more with the data and its significance. 

Worries about the standard of naturalistic plausibility notwithstanding, Vargas’s 

assessment of the neuroscientific literature ought to trouble libertarians.  He concludes 

“there are no credible scientific models of indeterminacies in the brain, and…there are 

reasons internal to neuroscience for thinking that the brain is not so organized” (2004, p. 

413).  These claims return us to our question above when comparing the plausibility of 

libertarianism and compatibilism: how demanding is libertarians’ commitment to neuronal 

indeterminism?  In determining the demandingness of the libertarian hypothesis we need 

clarity concerning the current state of neuroscientific knowledge.  In the next section I will 

turn to offer a summary of this.  As we will see, Vargas is incorrect in his assessment of the 

evidence: not only is there no evidence for determinism in the brain, there is a moderate 

amount of evidence for indeterminism.  Indeed, it seems that the libertarian’s demand 

requires no change in what we observe about the brain, but merely a change in how we 

interpret these observations.                           

 

7.3 Indeterminism and the Brain 

In this section I seek to show that the libertarian’s commitment to neuronal indeterminism is 

relatively undemanding, and, more specifically, that its degree of demandingness does not 

outweigh the theory’s other virtues.  Whereas Vargas’s original argument was intended to 

move us away from libertarianism and toward compatibilism, the present section will also 

consider skeptical challenges to libertarianism based on the empirical evidence.  Both 

skeptics and compatibilists can try to exploit the libertarian hypothesis as evidence against 
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Strawsonian libertarianism: skeptics will use it against the claim that we are free and morally 

responsible and compatibilists against the claim that libertarianism is the correct analysis of 

free will and moral responsibility.  In this section I will argue that neither conclusion is 

warranted because the libertarian hypothesis is not implausible.      

Let me begin my defense of this contention by considering whether there is evidence 

that the brain is deterministic.  Vargas draws on the work of Patricia Churchland (2002) and 

Henrik Walter (2001) to defend the claim that our best models of the brain “tend” to be 

deterministic (Vargas 2004, p. 411).  However, both Churchland and Walter conflate 

determinism with something like the thesis of universal causation: the thesis that all events 

are caused (Churchland 2002, p. 207; Walter 2001, pp. 155-157).  They then utilize evidence 

that the brain is a thoroughgoing causal system to establish that the brain is deterministic.  

But Strawsonian libertarianism is consistent with the brain’s being deterministic in this sense.  

Indeed, Strawsonian libertarianism suggests that the brain is a thoroughgoing causal system.  

What Strawsonian libertarians deny is that all causation is deterministic.  Hence, while 

Churchland and Walter’s argument is relevant to non-causal libertarianism, they leave my 

position untouched.  

There are two further problems with Walter’s work.  First, he fails to consider Beck 

and Eccles (1992) and Stapp’s (1993) accounts of how quantum physics is relevant to the 

workings of the brain, neither of which is subject to the criticisms he raises against other 

accounts.  The second problem is that Walter thinks that “Quantum physics gives us the 

only means with which we can establish an indeterministic version of being able to do 

otherwise” (2001, p. 154).  But this does not seem to be the case.  It may well be that 

neuronal indeterminism requires the truth of physical indeterminism.  But from this it does 
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not follow that neuronal indeterminism is derived from quantum indeterminacies.  In addition 

to micro-indeterminacies, there may also be macro-indeterminacies.  The difference I have in 

mind can be understood as follows.  Certain brain processes, such as the release of vesicles 

might be determined by the behavior of a quantum event in such a way as to inherit micro-

level indeterminacies.  A calcium ion might be in the superposition of states A&B.  If the ion 

collapses to A, then vesicles will be released.  If the ion collapses to B, then vesicles will not 

be released.  The account offered of neuronal indeterminism in Kane (1996, pp. 128-130) 

appears to be along these lines.  Once the quantum indeterminacies have resolved themselves 

everything else proceeds deterministically.  On this picture the brain is derivatively 

indeterministic.  However, one might also reject the reductionism implicit in this picture and 

argue that even after all the quantum events have “done their thing,” the behavior of the 

brain is still undetermined.  On this picture neuronal indeterminism is an underived feature 

of the brain.  We might gain evidence for the existence of such underived indeterminism by 

simply observing and experimenting on the brain.188  And so Walter is mistaken to restrict 

the possibility of neuronal indeterminism to the first picture.  As we consider the evidence 

for neuronal indeterminism we will want to keep these different hypotheses in mind.          

Rather than detailing various arguments that the brain is a deterministic system, let us 

turn to consider observations about how the brain works.  As I understand them, these 

observations leave open the question of whether the brain is deterministic, but they certainly 

undermine the idea that, as we observe the workings of the brain, we are ineluctably led to 

postulate deterministic laws to explain its behavior.  They also undermine the claim that the 

                                                 
188 Although below I will suggest that this is not so straightforward of a matter. 
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best models of the brain tend to be deterministic.  Indeed, the exact opposite appears to be 

the case.  But before I can defend these claims, we need a little neuroscience under our belt.   

A possible location of indeterminism in the brain, given what we know about physics 

and the brain, is in the neuronal processes at the synaptic gap (cf. Atmanspacher 2006; Beck 

and Eccles 1992; Shadlen and Newsome 1998; Stapp 1993).  A neuron consists of a cell 

body (the soma) and numerous branches that connect to other neurons forming synapses.  

The axon of a neuron is a single branch that sends information coded in electrical signals to 

other neurons.  The dendrites, the remaining, thinner branches of the soma, are poised to 

receive such information from other neurons.   

The synaptic gap, a one-millionth of a centimeter gap between the axon of the 

transmitting neuron (the presynaptic neuron) and the dendrite of the receiving neuron (the 

postsynaptic neuron), is the locus of information transaction in the brain.  The following is a 

brief description of how this process of communication takes place.189  Rapid changes in the 

flux of ions (which, depending on the direction and nature of flow, is known as 

depolarization or hyperpolarization) in the presynaptic neuron generate a moving impulse of 

electrical charge known as an action potential.  When an action potential reaches the synaptic 

gap it stimulates the influx of calcium ions which in turn cause the presynaptic neuron to 

release neurotransmitters.  These neurotransmitters dock on the postsynaptic neuron and a 

flurry of electrochemical activity takes place.  Once the postsynaptic neuron reaches a certain 

level of electrical activity as a result of the docking neurotransmitter, it fires its own action 

                                                 
189 Actually, it is only a description of how the process takes place chemically.  Information exchange can also 
take place electrically, but for the sake of simplicity I ignore this complication.   
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potential and the process repeats.  This process is known as exocytosis (cf. Dayan and 

Abbott 2001; Kandel et al. 2000, part III). 

One cannot over-emphasize the centrality of this exchange of information: it 

underlies all major psychological processes such as cognition, emotion, and action (cf. 

Churchland 1996, p. 4).  Importantly, the process of exocytosis admits only of stochastic or 

probabilistic modeling.  Consider the following quotes from Dayan and Abbott’s widely 

used neuroscience textbook: 

Neural responses can vary from trial to trial even when the same stimulus is 
presented repeatedly.  There are many potential sources of this variability, including 
variable levels of arousal and attention, randomness associated with various 
biophysical processes that affect neuronal firing, and the effects of other cognitive 
processes taking place during a trial.  The complexity and trial-to-trial variability of 
action potential sequences make it unlikely that we can describe and predict the 
timing of each spike deterministically.  Instead, we seek a model that can account for 
the probabilities that different spike sequences are evoked by specific stimulus. 
(Dayan and Abbott, 2001, p. 7) 

 
While the map from stimulus to average responses may be described deterministically, 
it is likely that single-trial responses such as spike-count rates can be modeled only in 
a probabilistic manner. (Dayan and Abbott, 2001, p. 16; emphasis mine)  
 
This reflects the fact that transmitter release is a stochastic process.  Release of 
transmitter at a presynaptic terminal does not necessarily occur every time an action 
potential arrives and, conversely, spontaneous release can occur even in the absence 
of the depolarization due to an action potential.190 (Dayan and Abbott, 2001 p. 179) 

 
A couple of comments are in order.  First, one of the major obstacles for showing that the 

brain is deterministic is the sheer complexity of neuronal events and, consequently, the 

difficulty in isolating the influences affecting the evolution of the system for any given trial.  

To test for determinism we need to be able to set up experiments in which we can be 

confident that the initial conditions of the various trials are the same and that identical causal 

                                                 
190 I am indebted to Balaguer (2009) for these references. 
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factors are present in each trial.  The complexity of the brain makes it extraordinarily 

difficult to determine whether there are minute differences in the initial conditions of any 

trial, destroying our confidence that each trial is “identical”.  Moreover, the brain is subject 

to many influences so that even if one could be sure that the initial conditions of the brain in 

two different trials are identical, it is highly difficult to guarantee the same causal factors are 

at work in the processes under consideration.  These twin obstacles make testing for 

neuronal (in)determinism nearly impossible, at least given current technology.  Finally, and in 

light of these comments, we need to firmly distinguish a theory’s being stochastic and the 

brain’s being indeterministic.  Stochasticity is a property of theories; indeterminism is a 

property of systems.  A theory of the brain can be stochastic and yet the brain itself 

deterministic.  Therefore, to discover that our best theories of the brain are stochastic is not 

tantamount to the discovery that brain is indeterministic.     

 However, given our best abilities to place constraints on trials to ensure sameness of 

initial conditions and sameness of causal factors, we observe apparent, non-negligible 

indeterminacies.  The processes surrounding events at the synaptic gap admit only of 

stochastic modeling and explanation.  Adina Roskies confirms Dayan and Abbott’s 

conclusions:     

The picture that neuroscience has yielded so far is one of mechanisms infused with 
indeterministic or stochastic (random or probabilistic) processes. Whether or not a 
neuron will fire, what pattern of action potentials it generates, or how many synaptic 
vesicles are released have all been characterized as stochastic phenomena in our 
current best models. (Roskies 2006, p. 420).191  

 
The workings of the brain thus seem to be indeterministic. 

                                                 
191 See also Dean (1981) and Tolhurst et al. (1983). 
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 These considerations militate against Vargas’s claim that the best models of the brain 

tend to be deterministic.  Importantly though, this offers no evidence that brain is 

indeterministic in the way Strawsonian libertarianism requires.  Recall that choice must be 

undetermined in order for us to be free and that this means that brain states identical to or 

underlying free choice must themselves be undetermined.  We know that such brain states 

will not consist in a single neuron’s activity but rather large assemblies of neurons (cf. 

Churchland 1996; Dayan and Abbott 2001; Kandel et al. 2000)  Consequently, one might 

argue that none of the above observations suggest that the brain is indeterministic in the way 

required by Strawsonian libertarianism.        

This retort is exactly correct.  But the above observations do undermine the idea that 

the best brain models are deterministic and it is against this contention that I offered the 

above support.  This is relevant to determining the demandingness of the libertarian 

hypothesis.  If the best models of the brain are deterministic, then the libertarian hypothesis 

requires that we come up with new brain models.  This would increase the demandingness 

of the hypothesis.  However, since the best brain models are stochastic, they are consistent 

with the libertarian hypothesis, rendering the hypothesis less demanding.  But further, the 

stochasticity of brain models is not limited to single neuron firing, but extends to the brain 

on a much larger level.  Neuroscientists and psychologists are constructing models of 

perceptual and actional decision that are stochastic.  Michael Platt et al. reports, “Most 

decisions of interest from a psychological, economic, or evolutionary point of view appear 

stochastic” (Platt, et al. 2008, p. 130; cf. Gold and Shadlen 2007; Shadlen et al. 2008; Shadlen 

and Newsome 1998; Smith and Ratcliff 2004).  Platt et al. goes on to construct an elaborate 

theory of decision-making that builds in this stochasticity.  Variability is thought to affect the 
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gathering and weighing of evidence as well as the decision based on the evidence (Platt et al. 

2008).  Variability in the brain is therefore not considered a mere aberration, something we 

can ignore in our theorizing, but is accorded a central place in our understanding of the 

brain.  

Notice that none of this evidence for neuronal indeterminism turns on the 

connection between micro- and macro-events.  One way to argue that the brain is 

indeterministic is to show, first, that some micro-events are indeterministic and, then, that 

the indeterminism of these micro-events has non-negligible effects on the brain.192  The 

evidence I have catalogued so far is derived solely from observations of how the brain works 

and thus does not force us to adopt this model of how indeterminism affects the brain.  

However, once quantum mechanics is brought to bear, more evidence is accumulated for 

indeterminism, since the behavior of calcium ions, the chemicals that determine whether the 

ion channels that release the vesicles open, are known to be subject to quantum effects 

(Gribbin 1995, p. 7ff).   

Therefore, the libertarian hypothesis does not require change in what we observe 

concerning the workings of the brain.  We have then two distinct sources of evidence for 

neuronal indeterminism.  The first comes from neuroscientific observations in which the 

neuronal behavior of both single neurons and large assembles of neurons varies from trial to 

trial.  An additional source of evidence comes from quantum mechanics, which under the 

standard interpretation is indeterministic, which suggests that central process involved in 

neuron firing are governed by indeterministic laws.  The relationship between these may turn 

                                                 
192 Kane employs this method.  He argues that brain is a chaotic system in which tiny effects have large effects.  
In this way he believes it is possible that micro-indeterminism may be magnified to the macro-level, resulting in 
non-negligible effects on the brain.  See Kane (1996, pp. 128-131). 
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out to be tight: we observe variability because the brain is affected in non-negligible ways by 

quantum indeterminacies.  On the other hand, the indeterminacies might be independent of 

each other.  As these questions lay far beyond my expertise I will not adventure a guess.  All 

we need to consider here are these distinct sources of evidence.           

 

7.4 Indeterminism and the Goal of Science 

What does all this show?  What it does not show is that the brain is indeterministic.  For all 

we know the appearance of indeterminism is just that: an appearance.  One could try to 

explain the observed neuronal variability from trial to trail either by appealing to underlying 

phenomena that are completely deterministic but give rise to processes that appear 

indeterministic, or by supposing the observed variability from trial to trial is due not to 

fundamental indeterminism but current limitations concerning our ability to secure truly 

identical initial conditions and causal factors.193  These rejoinders remind us that stochasticity 

in the model is no guarantee of indeterminism in the system modeled.  While these retorts 

remain a possibility, they remain only that.  Consider the first option, appealing to lower-

level, deterministic processes.  The problem with this suggestion is that as we delve lower 

and lower toward the atomic and sub-atomic level the chance of discovering underlying 

deterministic processes grows slimmer and slimmer.  And once we have reached the level of 

exocytosis, the only lower-levels appear to be ones known to be subject to quantum effects.  

Therefore, in order for the first option to succeed one must adopt a deterministic or “hidden 

variables” interpretation of quantum mechanics.  The most well-known version of this 

interpretation is David Bohm’s theory, according to which the probabilities assigned in 

                                                 
193 Obviously these options are not exclusive. 
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quantum measurement predictions do not reflect a fundamentally indeterministic nature of 

the universe, but limitations in knowledge (Bohm 1952).  Every particle has a determinate 

position even though we are ignorant of it.  Due to our ignorance we can only assign the 

particle probabilities associated with its various possible positions.  Jeffrey Barrett writes, 

“While Bohm’s theory is deterministic, it none the less makes the same statistical 

predications as the standard collapse theory for particle positions (probabilities in Bohm’s 

theory are naturally understood epistemically) whenever the standard theory makes coherent 

predictions” (1999, p. 122;  cf. Albert 1992, pp. 134-135; Loewer 1996, pp. 98-99).  So 

Bohm’s theory is able to make all the right predictions even while assuming the ontology of 

classical mechanics, in which every particle has a determinate location and velocity, and 

particles evolve in a completely deterministic manner.  While Bohm’s theory is consistent 

with all our empirical observations, it has not found wide acceptance among physicists as it 

requires what some take to be odd metaphysical moves, such as relocating some of the 

mathematical symbolism of standard quantum mechanics into the ontology.  To some, 

Bohm’s theory seems to be an unmotivated attempt to save an outdated view of the world 

(cf. Leggett 2002, 2005; Penrose 2005).   

 The second response shows, at most, that we cannot be sure that the observed 

variability from experiment to experiment is a result of irreducible indeterminism, not that 

we have any reason to think that it ultimately is deterministic.  For there is no reason to 

think that, even if we were able to set up experiments in such a way as to guarantee sameness 

of initial conditions and sameness of causal influence, we would discover that the brain is 

deterministic.  While there is reason to doubt whether we are currently able to accurately 

identify sameness of initial conditions and causal influence, there is no reason to think that if 
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(and when) we are able to identify these conditions, we will discover neuronal determinism.  

This option, then, at most undercuts our evidence for indeterminism; it does not provide 

reason to posit determinism. 

 Both of these responses raise the question of whether determinism is empirically 

falsifiable.  Will it not always, at least in practice, be open to determinists to maintain that 

observed variability does not reflect a fundamentally indeterministic world, but only human 

cognitive limitations?  Will we ever be in a position to rule out the hypothesis that there are 

hidden variables at work or that we are simply unable to identify accurately sameness of 

initial conditions and causal factors?  It is hard to say, but given human cognitive limitations 

it seems doubtful.  If we will never be in such a situation, and if the above responses suffice 

to defeat the claims of indeterminists, then determinism does not seem to be, at least in 

practice, empirically falsifiable.  Consequently, empirical observation can at best be part of an 

overall argument for the existence of genuine indeterminism, perhaps combined with various 

theoretical reasons for favoring indeterminism over determinism.  My guess is that responses 

like the above linger because of underlying philosophical and methodological commitments 

to determinism (or to other aspects of the ontology underlying classical mechanics), such 

that no observed phenomena could undermine.  What pushes theorists toward a Bohmian 

interpretation is that it avoids the “oddities” of quantum mechanics, not that it better 

accounts for the observed data than the standard interpretation.   If this is correct, then the 

level to contend with such theorists is not (solely) that of empirical observation, but also the 

level of philosophy and methodology.194       

                                                 
194 I do not intend this argument to depend on general conclusions concerning underdetermination, or lack 
thereof, in the sciences.  The argument is not that all scientific theories are, in important respects, 
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 What, I believe, explains the attractiveness of these unsupported hypotheses for 

many scientists and philosophers stems from a widespread conception of the goal of science, 

namely to reduce uncertainty.  In his excellent article, ‘Indeterminacy in Brain and Behavior’, 

Paul Glimcher traces this commitment to determinism back to early beginnings of the 

enlightenment.  He argues that the conception of science as seeking to reduce uncertainty 

was solidified in the early twentieth-century by Karl Popper (1934/2002).  Popper argued 

that the goal of modern science was to falsify extant theories through empirical observation.  

According to Popper, theories could not be confirmed by empirical observation, only 

disconfirmed.  Theories that build indeterminism into them do not seem amenable to this 

conception of science.  For if we assign a probability of 0.5 to a coin landing heads up, then 

no empirical outcome could falsify it: the coin landing tails up, on its side, and floating in 

mid-air are all consistent with this prediction.  This led Popper to argue that the proposition 

that the world is fundamentally indeterministic is an unscientific one. 

 Glimcher claims that even though many contemporary scientists dispute various 

aspects of Popper’s philosophy of science, the importance of seeking a deterministic theory 

within the behavioral sciences has retained its grip.  Many have assumed that indeterminism 

at the quantum level has negligible effect on macroscopic biological organisms, and hence 

leaves untouched the enlightenment conception of science for the behavioral sciences.  

Glimcher’s article is a systematic criticism of this assumption, arguing that there is evidence 

for indeterminism at the social, individual behavioral, neurophysiological, cellular, and sub-

cellular levels.  Glimcher takes this evidence to be a serious challenge to the enlightenment 

                                                                                                                                                 
underdetermined by the empirical evidence, but rather that certain features of the thesis of (local) determinism 
render it very difficult to test.  The worry I raise about determinism concerns the difficulty of testing this 
specific hypothesis, not scientific hypotheses in general.  
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conception of science and argues that taking irreducible indeterministic hypotheses seriously 

may require no less than a re-envisioning of the scientific goal and methods for testing 

hypothesis.  It is no wonder that many are loath to accept indeterminism. 

 But Glimcher suggests that the acceptance of indeterminism is not as radical as it 

may seem.  Although many scientists aspire to the Popperian ideal of falsification, this is 

rarely attained in practice.  Rather, “We often test theories against each other.  We ask which 

theory provides more explanatory power, which yields a smaller [level of error in our 

predications], and we then discard the less efficient theory” (Glimcher 2002, p. 53).  

Behavioral theories are falsified, not by single observations, but with statistical 

generalizations.  Returning to the coin case, although this prediction is compatible with any 

single case observation, if one were to flip the coin a thousand times and the coin landed 

tails in over nine hundred trials, then the prediction that there is a 0.5 chance of the coin 

landing heads up is falsified.  So although an acceptance of irreducible indeterminism would 

call for a modification in our ideal of science, it would not change much of the practice.  The 

main difference would concern how we evaluate theories that fall short of deterministic 

predictions: sometimes this would be not a fault of the theory, but a reflection of the 

indeterministic nature of the world. 

 We are now in a position to understand what I meant earlier when I claimed that 

Strawsonian libertarians’ commitment to neuronal indeterminism does not require so much 

of a change in what we observe, but more a change in how we understand what we observe.  

For many, observing variability from experiment to experiment suggests that we do not yet 

understand all the causal factors at play in neuronal behavior, or perhaps that we have failed 

to secure sameness of initial conditions.  The libertarian hypothesis, however, suggests that 
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the mere fact of observed variability is not evidence for this.  While observed variability may 

well be a result of a problematic experiment, it may instead reflect the nature of reality.  

According to the libertarian hypothesis, we need not fault an experiment that yields different 

results from trial to trial.  Indeed, from time to time, we should expect as much. 

 The libertarian hypothesis is looking less and less demanding.  First, the current best 

models of the brain are stochastic because we observe variability from trial to trial.  This is 

what we would expect if the libertarian hypothesis were true.  Second, we do not just 

observe variability at the level of single neuron-firing, but also at the level of decision.  In 

light of these observations, neuroscientists are constructing theories that explain and include 

this variability in decision-making.  This too is what we would expect to observe if the 

libertarian hypothesis were true.  Consequently, it seems that the greatest change that the 

libertarian hypothesis requires concerns our conception of the goal of science, which would 

be a modification in our interpretation of the data rather than in the data itself.  And while 

sounding grand, this final commitment would require very little change by way of scientific 

practice. 

 This discussion also bears on the charge of armchair physics considered in chapter 6.  

If the foregoing is correct, then the evidence for (in)determinism will not be solely empirical, 

but partly conceptual.  Take, for example, Bohmian mechanics.  Much of the motivation for 

this theory derives not from its ability to explain the observed phenomena—the standard 

interpretation of quantum mechanics does just fine with that—but to avoid the oddities of 

the standard interpretation.  Moreover, these “oddities” concern, among other things, the 

metaphysical thesis that no particle has, simultaneously, a determinate location and velocity.  

Insofar as we think we have reason to reject the possibility of such indeterminateness in the 



270 
 

properties of objects, we have reason to favor the Bohmian interpretation.  But this suggests 

a way of understanding libertarianism as setting a constraint on scientific theory: if we have 

two theories, T1 and T2 that equally explain some phenomenon p, but T1 is consistent with 

libertarianism and T2 is not, then we have reasons to favor T1.  In this way, armchair physics, 

so often disdained by philosophers, can have a proper role in scientific theorizing.  The 

viability of such a constraint will, of course, depend on the strength of the evidence 

supporting libertarianism.   

 I conclude, then, that the demandingness of the libertarian hypothesis does not 

outweigh its other virtues.  First, the libertarian hypothesis does not require a change in what 

observe, but a change in how we understand what we observe.  Second, it appears that 

theorists’ inclination to opt for a deterministic conception of the brain despite empirical 

observation has little to nothing to do with the need to explain observations, but instead is 

motivated by a philosophical conception of the goal of science.  Consequently, the central 

change that the hypothesis requires concerns the conceptual, not the empirical.  Finally, 

libertarianism can actually be viewed as a constraint on an adequate understanding of the 

brain.  Part of what neuroscientists need to explain is how the brain works in a way that is 

compatible with our freedom and moral responsibility.195   

 Given the relative undemandingness of the libertarian hypothesis and given its other 

philosophical merits, I conclude that libertarianism is comparatively more plausible than 

compatibilism.  First, it offers a more plausible account of the kind of freedom that is 

required for moral responsibility.  Compatibilism founders in trying to give an account of the 

                                                 
195 This constraint is defeasible.  If some observed phenomena can only be explained by a theory that is 
inconsistent with libertarianism, then we have reason to reject libertarianism and thereby have reason to reject 
the constraint.   
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opportunity to do otherwise and is forced to claim that the past or laws in and of themselves 

do not constrain what we have the opportunity to do.  In offering such an account I have 

shown that Strawsonian libertarians can both explain how their account secures enhanced 

control, which turns out to be the control required for moral responsibility, and avoid 

worries about a connection between control-diminishing luck and indeterminism.  Such an 

account commits libertarians, given plausible views about the mind, to neuronal 

indeterminism.  This brings us to the second point: this commitment turns out not to be 

very demanding given what we know about the workings of the brain.  Moreover, it is 

unclear that this commitment is a purely empirical commitment, thus placing little to no 

demand on future empirical discoveries.  Consequently, libertarianism is not inconsistent or 

in deep with a scientific outlook of the world. 

 These considerations also undermine the skeptic’s attack of the F-R propositions as a 

principle of common sense.  One could undermine the identification of the F-R 

propositions as a principle of common sense by arguing that it is false.  Above we 

considered one way the skeptic could mount such an argument: by arguing that the brain is 

deterministic (on the assumption that Strawsonian libertarianism is the correct theory of free 

will and moral responsibility).  However, as we saw, libertarians have nothing to fear from 

such arguments and there is precious little evidence for either physical or neuronal 

determinism.   

But does all this establish that we satisfy Strawsonian libertarianism?  That depends 

on our confidence in both the truth of Strawsonian libertarianism as a philosophical theory 

of free will and moral responsibility and our confidence that the F-R proposition is true.  If 

we know both of these claims, then I do indeed believe that we know that we satisfy 
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Strawsonian libertarianism.  However, I do not take myself to have shown that either claim 

is true, although I do believe that I have taken important steps forward in establishing each 

of their truths.  But as with most philosophical issues, there is much more to be said.  My 

main concern in this chapter was to block a line of argument that endeavored to undermine 

the inference from (i) Strawsonian libertarianism is the correct analysis of free will and moral 

responsibility and (ii) the F-R proposition is a principle of common sense to (iii) we satisfy 

Strawsonian libertarianism.  This line of argument appealed to the empirical implications of 

Strawsonian libertarianism, the most salient of which is the libertarian hypothesis, to 

challenge ether (i) or (ii).  However, we saw that the empirical data is more favorable to 

libertarianism than some have supposed.  My goal in the last and present chapter has been to 

argue that there is nothing peculiar about libertarianism that calls into question our status as 

free and morally responsible agents.  And, as with my earlier argument in favor of 

Strawsonian libertarianism, while I do not take myself to have shown that we do satisfy 

Strawsonian libertarianism, I do believe that I have taken important steps forward in 

defending this claim by showing that Strawsonian libertarianism harmonizes quite well with a 

conception of ourselves derived from science.         

 

7.5 Conclusion                                                  

In this chapter I have sought to further allay worries about the scientific plausibility of 

libertarianism.  It is often argued that while libertarianism better accommodates our intuitive 

conception of ourselves as morally responsible agents, it must be rejected in light of its 

moral, metaphysical, and scientific problems.  In earlier chapters I have argued that 

Strawsonian libertarianism can answer the moral and metaphysical objections to 
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libertarianism.  In the previous and present chapters, I have turned to the empirical 

plausibility objection and have argued that it too fails.  In chapter 6 I clarified the empirical 

commitments of Strawsonian libertarianism, arguing that among its more salient 

commitments is neuronal indeterminism.  My focus in this chapter has been to argue that 

this commitment does not outweigh libertarianism’s other virtues by showing that this 

commitment is not as demanding as many have thought. 

 In defending this claim I have considered Vargas’s important challenge to 

libertarianism.  In response to Vargas I argued that his standard of naturalistic plausibility is 

too vague to serve as a guide to determining libertarianism’s scientific plausibility.  I then 

suggested that we focus in on the actual neuroscientific data and the arguments given for 

(and against) neuronal (in)determinism.  One of Vargas’s arguments that libertarianism 

violates the standard of naturalistic plausibility was that there is no evidence that the brain is 

indeterministic and that there is evidence internal to neuroscience for thinking that the brain 

is actually deterministic.  I have called both the claims into question.  First, we saw that, at 

the present time, we can only model the central processes in neuron firing stochastically.  

Second, we saw that the main reasons for adopting a deterministic conception of the brain 

derive not from evidence internal to neuroscience, but from a philosophical commitment to 

a conception of the goal of science, namely to reduce uncertainty.  So far from the data 

forcing a deterministic understanding of the brain on us, theorists are led to this conception 

because of a prior commitment to such a conception.   

Libertarianism’s commitment to neuronal indeterminism has more far-reaching 

implications for our interpretation of the data than for what we actually observe.  Issues 

concerning indeterminism seem partly an empirical matter and partly conceptual.  An 
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indeterministic theory must, of course, be capable of explaining our observations and 

making the correct predictions, but there is reason to think that such criteria will 

underdetermine whether the world is fundamentally indeterministic.196  That is to say, that 

for anything we observe, we have reason to think that a deterministic theory will be capable 

of explaining what we observe and making the correct predictions.  Assuming this is correct, 

we can only adjudicate between such theories by appeal to a further tribunal.  I have 

suggested that libertarianism itself can, along with other considerations, play just such a role 

here.  We know we are free and morally responsible and on the assumption that 

libertarianism is the correct analysis of freedom and responsibility, it follows that we have 

reason to prefer a theory that is consistent with the truth of libertarianism to one that is not, 

all things being equal.  Ironically, there turns out to be an appropriate place for armchair 

physics after all. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
196 Again, my defense of this claim depends on particular features of the nature of determinism and does not 
rest on any theory of underdetermination in the sciences. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

 

The problem of free will and moral responsibility arises when reflection meets experience.  

We experience ourselves as difference-makers and as thus standing in unique relations to our 

actions that make them an appropriate basis for a deep form of evaluation.  It is natural to 

conceive of this kind of agency as requiring indeterminism; that choice settles what is up to 

the very moment an open question: choice is the final determinant.  The libertarian view 

seems to afford us with a sense of self-creation: while certainly influenced by many external 

factors, our choices are up to us in a way that allows us to shape who we will become.  

However, when this picture is placed under the magnifying glass problems begin to emerge, 

or so many have argued.  First, it is claimed that this view is morally shallow; that as natural 

as it may seem, once we gain a philosophically nuanced understanding of moral 

responsibility, we will see that determinism is irrelevant.  Second, there are intelligibility 

worries concerning the effects of indeterminism on control: indeterminism seems as worst 

inimical to control and at best irrelevant.  Finally, by requiring the truth of indeterminism, 

libertarians open themselves to empirical objections. 

 I have developed Strawsonian libertarianism as a response to these three objections.  

This theory combines Strawsonianism about the concept of moral responsibility with event-

causal libertarianism about the concept’s conditions of application.  By following Strawson’s 

lead, I showed that libertarians can avoid the moral shallowness objection.  Strawson 

thought that the reactive attitudes are at the heart of a theory of moral responsibility, and 

thus that we can understand whether someone is responsible in terms of the whether the 



276 
 

reactive attitudes are appropriate.  A crucial notion in this account is the appropriateness 

relation: under what conditions is it appropriate to feel the reactive attitudes?  This question 

led us to consider Wallace’s account of the normative force of pleas, such as excuse and 

exemption, which attempt to get agents off the hook.  I followed Wallace in arguing that 

exemptions are governed by the Principle of Reasonableness: it is unreasonable to hold an 

agent responsible unless she has the general capacity to comply with the obligation and 

thereby avoid the sanction (such as expressed blame) attached to a violation of the 

obligation.  An agent is a morally responsible agent if she has the ability of normative 

competence.  That is, morally responsible agents must have a will: the ability to grasp and 

apply moral reasons and to translate such judgments into action.  I then argued that 

Wallace’s account of excuses was problematic as it could not explain the normative force of 

physical constraint and addiction.  I offered the Principle of Reasonable Opportunity as a 

replacement for Wallace’s Principle of No Blameworthiness without Fault: 

(PRO) The Principle of Reasonable Opportunity: An agent is blameworthy for ϕ 

only if the agent had a reasonable opportunity to avoid ϕ.  

A blameworthy agent is an agent who not only has a will, but also the opportunity or freedom 

to exercise her will in more than one way.  Consequently, despite the semi-compatibilists’ 

contention, moral responsibility requires free will.  I completed my response to the moral 

shallowness objection in chapter 4, by constructing the No Opportunity Argument that 

purported to show that no agent in a deterministic world ever has the opportunity to do 

otherwise and, consequently, no agent in a deterministic world satisfies PRO.  Determinism 

is incompatible with free will, and thus moral responsibility, because determinism is 
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incompatible with an agent’s having the opportunity to do otherwise.  It follows that 

determinism is a universal excuse: it excuses all agents at all times from being blameworthy.  

Surprisingly, Strawsonianism, which is often thought contrary to the spirit of libertarianism, 

serves as a powerful basis for its motivation. 

 The No Opportunity Argument was also crucial to solving the problem of enhanced 

control—the problem of explaining how indeterminism is relevant to enhancing control.  

This argument allowed us to notice that control can be enhanced in two very different ways: 

by increasing one’s abilities (will) or increasing one’s opportunities (freedom).  I argued that 

indeterminism is necessary for the opportunity to do otherwise, and thus indeterminism is 

relevant to enhancing control, because it is necessary for affording agents more 

opportunities: by placing indeterminism at the moment of choice, agents possess the 

opportunity to choose otherwise.  Surprisingly, by so locating indeterminism, my theory was 

also able to avoid much of the force behind the luck and Mind arguments, according to 

which indeterminism is incompatible with free will and moral responsibility.  Many of the 

formulations of these arguments (e.g. the ensurance and rollback formulations) assumed that 

indeterminism was located between actions.  On such a picture, what the agent chooses or 

makes an effort to do, leaves open what the agent does.  When indeterminism is so located, 

it can indeed seem to diminish control.  However, Strawsonian libertarianism locates 

indeterminism between the non-actional features, such as preference and reason—which 

lead to choice—and choice itself.  On my account what we do not do leaves open what we 

will do.  The remaining formulations of the luck argument, the Hume-Hobart and 

explanatory formulations, make dubious assumptions—the first about determinism and 
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causation and the second about control and explanation.  Therefore, Strawsonian 

libertarianism can offer an intelligible theory of free will and moral responsibility.   

 Finally I argued that Strawsonian libertarianism does not clash with a scientific 

worldview.  First, libertarianism is not guilty of an objectionable form of armchair physics 

since this theory, in and of itself, has no empirical commitments.  The empirical 

commitments are generated only when the theory is wedded to other theories.  Moreover, 

libertarianism allows that all events are governed by universal and exceptionless, albeit 

probabilistic, laws.  But once we do wed libertarianism to plausible views of the mind and 

brain, we see that neuronal indeterminism must obtain in order for us to be free and morally 

responsible.  I showed that this empirical commitment is not as demanding as some have 

contended.  First, there is no strong evidence against it.  Second, the best brain models, of 

either single neuron-firing or lager brain activity, are stochastic.  This is just what we would 

expect were Strawsonian libertarianism true.  Third, there is reason to doubt that 

determinism is, strictly speaking, an empirical thesis.  Rather, many opt for determinism 

based on a philosophical conception of the goal of science, and thus it is unsurprising that 

scientists do not think there is overwhelming support the libertarian hypothesis.  

Strawsonian libertarianism clashes not with what we observe in various experiments, but 

with how we interpret these observations.  Under the enlightenment conception of the goal 

of science, variability in experiments will indicate a defect, moving scientists to construct 

new experiments in which they hope to eliminate or diminish the degree of variability from 

trial to trial.  If Strawsonian libertarianism is the correct theory of moral responsibility and 

free will, then we must relinquish this conception of science in order to make room for 

freedom and responsibility: we must recognize that variability in experiment does not 
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indicate a defect, but sometimes reflects the fundamental nature of reality.  And while this 

may seem to require a rather grand change, it will require very little change by way of 

scientific practice, since we rarely attain an experiment that is precise enough to falsify 

various hypotheses.  Instead, scientific practice, at the brain and behavioral level, operates in 

terms of explanatory power and statistical observation.  

 Thus, although the libertarian hypothesis is not confirmed, it is not an obstacle to 

our knowing that we are free and morally responsible on a libertarian conception.  That is, 

the demandingness of the libertarian hypothesis does not outweigh either the virtues of 

Strawsonian libertarianism as a theory of freedom and responsibility, or the F-R 

proposition’s claim to being a principle of common sense.  But I do not think it follows that 

we know we satisfy Strawsonian libertarianism.  Much more would be required for that.  First 

of all, in this dissertation I simply assumed the event-causal theory of intentional action.  A 

full defense of Strawsonian libertarianism would require a defense of this theory vis-à-vis 

non-reductive, agent-causal accounts.  Second, much more can be said on the topic of moral 

responsibility.  For example, I defended the No Opportunity Argument by issuing a 

challenge to compatibilists to furnish a better analysis of opportunities than (O*).  And while 

I offered some reason to doubt that they can, I certainly did not demonstrate this contention.  

I do not take myself to have established Strawsonian libertarianism beyond a shadow of a 

doubt, but rather to have made a strong case for it by dismantling three important 

objections, objections that have led many to conclude Strawsonian libertarianism is hopeless.  

My hope is have made a strong case for this theory and thereby clear the way for generate 

further exploration.                  
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