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ABSTRACT 

A plausible theory of human freedom must give some 

account of both alternate possibilities and self

determination. Debate over the correct interpretation of the 

first feature gives rise to the metaphysical problem of 

whether or not freedom is compatible with the thesis of 

determinism, according to which, given the actual past and 

the actual laws of nature, there is at any time only one 

physically possible future. It is my view that persons act 

freely only if the thesis of determinism is false. But since 

a distinction must be made between a free act and a random 

event, the incompatibilist who affirms the existence of 

freedom must say more about a free act than that it is 

indeterministically caused. A free act is one's own: it is 

authorized by the self. 

In this dissertation, I propose a conception of the 

self and a coherence theory of autonomous or self-determined 

action, modeled after Keith Lehrer's coherence theory of 

knowledge. I defend the consequence argument for 

incompatibilism and argue that the compatibilist 

understanding of freedom is unsatisfactory. Hence, drawing 

on the coherence account of autonomy, I develop a 

coherentist libertarian theory of freedom. I respond to 

challenges to that account and consider, finally, reasons 

for thinking that we sometimes act and will freely. 
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1. AUTONOMY AND FREEDOM 

Many of our reactions to the behavior of ourselves and 

others are governed by a concern for whether or not that 

behavior was free. Thus, when you smash your grocery cart 

into mine, I react with anger and indignation, until I 

discover that you were pushed. when I have betrayed a 

friend by revealing a secret, I feel remorse if I view the 

revelation as my own free act. But if I divulged the secret 

under torture, then the attitude I take toward myself is one 

more of pity than contempt. Distinguishing free acts from 

unfree ones is important not only to our judgments of the 

appropriateness of various attitudes, but also to our 

attempts to lead fulfilled, self-directed lives. 

Self-direction is a theme common to most accounts of 

freedom and is evidently something we strive valiantly to 

attain and protect. The New England colonists, American 

southerners prior to the end of the Civil War, Lithuanians, 

Ukranians, and Soviet Georgians are among the many who have 

fought for the ability to be self-determining in their 

affairs. Illustrations of the importance of individual 

self-direction pervade literature. Though Vronsky suffers 

politically for refusing the post at Tashkent, he is 

satisfyingly self-determined in resigning and travelling, 

instead, with Anna Karenina. 
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The desire for self-determination is expressed well by 

Isaiah Berlin in the following passage: 

I wish my life and decisions to depend on myself, not 
on external forces of whatever kind. I wish to be the 
instrument of my own, not other men's, acts of will. I 
wish to be a subject, not an object; to be moved by 
reasons, by conscious purposes, which are my own, not 
by causes which affect me, as it were, from outside ... I 
wish, above all, to be conscious of myself as a 
thinking, willing, active being, bearing responsibility 
for my choices and able to explain them by reference to 
my own ideas and purposes. l 

Actipns resulting from an agent himself or from his own 

reasons are self-determined or autonomous acts. Clearly, 

autonomy and freedom are related notions. However, the 

exact nature of the relation between the two concepts is a 

matter which has neither been resolved with any consensus 

nor received sufficient philosophical attention. According 

to Gerald Dworkin, a person's freedom can be interfered with 

without interfering with her autonomy, and, conversely, her 

autonomy can be interfered with without interfering with her 

freedom. Hence, autonomy is not necessary for freedom, on 

Dworkin's view, and freedom is not necessary for autonomy. 

Nonetheless, "autonomy is a richer notion."2 

By contrast, Gary Watson, in an insightful overview of 

the philosophical literature on human freedom,3 

characterizes various contemporary conceptions of freedom in 

terms of the interpretation they give of two distinct 
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features: (i) self-determination or autonomy, and (ii) 

alternate possibilities. The real dispute among competing 

theorists, historically as well as today, Watson contends, 

is not over whether freedom is correctly characterized 

exclusively in terms of one of these features rather than 

the other. Rather, the dispute centers on the correct 

interpretation of, and the relations among, the two 

conditions. Hence, on Watson's view, autonomy is necessary 

but not sufficient for freedom, and freedom is the richer 

notion. 

What is freedom? What is autonomy? And how are the 

two related? These are the central questions with which 

this work is concerned. In the chapters that follow, I 

explore the notions of freedom and autonomy and provide a 

theory of each. 

I begin in agreement with Watson that a plausible 

theory of freedom ought to give some account of both the 

availability of alternate possibilities and self

determination. The term 'free' applies to an agent with 

respect to a particular choice or act only if that agent is 

able to choose or to act otherwise. Understanding the first 

feature of freedom is problematic, due to ambiguities in the 

word 'can'. Debate over its correct interpretation gives 

rise to the metaphysical problem of whether or not freedom 

is compatible with the thesis Qf determinism, according to 
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which, given the actual past and the actual laws of nature, 

there is at any time only one physically possible future. 

It is my view that persons act freely only if the 

thesis of determinism is false. But since a distinction 

must be made between a free act and a random event, the 

incompatibilist who affirms the existence of freedom must 

say more about a free act than that it is 

indeterministically caused. A free act involves, Elizabeth 

Anscornbe suggests, acting in accordance with 'an idea.' 

Acting in accordance with a hypnotically-induced idea, 

however, or in accordance with the idea of a person who has 

a gun to one's head, is not acting freely. Hence, we must 

require that the idea acted upon be one's own. This is 

motivation for turning our attention to the second feature 

of freedom: autonomy. 

According to the condition of autonomy, a free act is 

one that results from the agent herself. An individual acts 

autonomously when she acts on her own reasons, and not on 

the reasons of someone else. An interpretation of the 

condition of self-determination requires an account of what 

counts as internal and external to the agent and hence 

requires a theory of the self. 

The view that freedom requires both autonomy and 

alternate possibilities is at odds with the thesis that a 

person is free with respect to an action if and only if he 
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can do otherwise than that act. A free act is not just a 

non-necessitated act, however; it is, further, authored by 

the self, done for the reasons of one's character. I turn 

to defending the need for each of these two conditions. 

1 .1 Two Features of Freedom 

According to what I will call the ~ ~ thesis, we 

(at least some of us) sometimes enjoy the ability to choose 

among genuine options for acting, according to our own 

reasons, and to act on that choice. We have genuine options 

for acting when we are able to act in (at least) two 

mutually incompatible alternate ways. Two or more courses 

of action are mutually incompatible if it is logically 

impossible for a particular agent to carry out more than one 

of them at the same time. In order for the choice among 

options to be free (and in order for the action resulting 

from it to be free), the choice must be made for reasons of 

the self. Freedom requires both the availability of options 

and self-governance. 

The following cases illustrate the need for each of 

these conditions. Consider first the case of a person who 

enjoys autonomy with respect to a particular action, but who 

does not have alternative possibilities open to him. We are 

to think of a person who acts for his own reasons, so that 

he is self-determined in acting as he does, but who does not 
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have, at the moment prior to acting, genuine options. The 

act he performs is the only act he could have performed at 

the time. 

Suppose that Noah is such a person. In loading the ark 

with animals, two by two, Noah is acting on his desire to do 

so. Noah wants to load the ark with pairs of animals, and 

further, he approves of this desire: he is glad that he 

wants to load the ark, since his having the desire makes it 

easier for him to do what he believes he needs to do in 

order to save the species. Noah believes in an impending 

flood of collosal proportions, and he believes that what he 

ought to do at this time is to load the pairs of animals. 

Noah is not alienated from the motivations for his action; 

his will is fully behind what he does. His loading of the 

ark is an autonomous action. 

But imagine now that Noah can, in fact, do nothing 

other than load the ark. Though it may seem to him that he 

can load the ark and that he can also not load the ark, in 

truth, God has set up the world, including Noah, such that, 

Noah ~ load the ark at the time in question. He could 

not do otherwise, even if he wanted to. Noah, then, is not 

free with respect to the action of loading the ark. He is 

simply lucky that what he must do matches what he wishes to 

do. Freedom requires the availability of alternate 

possibilities. 
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Consider next the case of a person who has several 

mutually incompatible alternatives for acting open to her at 

a time, but who, in taking one of these courses of action, 

does not act autonomously. That is, we are to think of a 

person who could have done otherwise than she in fact does, 

but who does not express herself in her act. Instead, she 

acts on the preferences of someone other than herself. 

Suppose that Mary is such a person with respect to the 

act of entering a convent. Mary has it within her power to 

carry out a number of different actions, including entering 

a convent, but also including: travelling to Florence to 

study art, and taking up Springstein's offer to play lead 

guitar in his band. Mary does not want or prefer to enter a 

convent. In fact, she detests the thought of living out her 

life in a convent and is inclined instead to develop either 

her artistic or musical talents. She is a passionate, 

impetuous, and perhaps self-centered person, rather than a 

pious, deliberate and self-sacrificing one. Furthermore, 

Mary likes herself just the way she is. 

However, Mary is strongly influenced by her devout 

parents, and is burdened with guilt whenever carrying out 

her own, rather than her parents', desires for her. As Mary 

decides what to do in this instance, the wishes of her 

parents weigh so heavily in her deliberations that she 

enters the convent, against her own yearnings and better 
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judgment. So though Mary was capable of doing otherwise, 

she does not enter the convent freely. She is not self

determined in taking this action, but overly pressured by 

external influences. The desire upon which she acts is not 

her own, and this destroys her freedom. 

1.2 Dual Incompatibilist Projects 

A proper understanding of the alternate possibilites 

condition is incompatible with the truth of determinism. 

Hence the theory of freedom I develop is an incompatibilist 

one. There are two important questions to be asked of an 

incompatibilist theory of freedom: 

(1) What reasons are there for thinking that freedom 

and determinism are incompatible?; and 

(2) How can an incompatibilist theory of freedom be 

made intelligible?4 

The work of Peter van Inwagen, in my estimation, 

cogently and persuasively presents the case for 

incompatibilism, answering the first question. I do not 

attempt in what follows to add to the various articulations 

of the argument for incompatibilism already accomplished by 

van Inwagen, Carl Ginet, and John Martin Fischer, among 
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others. s I take van Inwagen's most well-known version of 

that argument, which he calls 'the consequence argument,' to 

be successful; and I hope to convince the reader of this 

point. 

For my part in contributing to the project of 

demonstrating the truth of incompatibilism (answering 

question (1)), I will, in a subsequent chapter, examine two 

recent compatibilist challenges to the consequence argument 

and defend that argument against them. Those challenges 

fail, I argue; thus the argument for incompatibilism stands. 

The consequence argument is not the only convincing line of 

reasoning in favor of the truth of incompatibilism, however. 

If we are ever morally responsible for our actions, then we 

must have freedom with respect to our actions of a sort that 

is incompatible with the truth of determinism. In a later 

chapter, I will argue that freedom (of the sort required for 

moral responsibility) is incompatible with determinism, thus 

further addressing question (1). 

The bulk of my efforts in this work, however, 

concentrate on question (2): how, if at all, can an 

incompatibilist theory of freedom be made intelligible? 

After initially motivating the need for such a theory by 

defending the consequence argument, I begin to address the 

second question by proposing, first, an account of self

determination. That account is compatible with determinism; 
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but autonomy is insufficient for freedom. Freedom requires 

the categorical ability to choose otherwise. Hence, 

subsequent to developing and defending the account of self

determination, I work to unite that account with an 

incompatibilist understanding of the condition of alternate 

possibilities, to present an intelligible and plausible 

theory of freedom. 

1.3 Significance of the Problems 

Why is the concept of freedom of interest? We care 

about the nature of freedom because we care whether or not 

any of our actions and choices are ever free; and if they 

are not, we would like to know if, and how, we can become 

free actors and choosers. But why do we care whether or not 

we ever act and choose freely? First, we care because we 

want to satisfy our desires. For this reason, we are 

concerned about options being blocked and about interference 

with or manipulation of our desires. As practical 

deliberators, we care whether or not genuine options are 

available to us, as we wrestle with decisions about how best 

to live. 

Second, as persons, we might be interested in knowing 

whether or not we have what Robert Nozick 6 calls 

'originative value': do we ever introduce value into the 

world by being the original source of our acts; or are we 
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only, so to speak, conduits of value, tools used, by God or 

Satan or Nature, to produce valued situations? Whether or 

not we have free will is central to our self-concept and our 

self-esteem; having originative value would support a strong 

sense of human dignity. 

And third, as persons with a sense of fairness, we are 

interested in knowing what sorts of attitudes it is 

appropriate to take towards ourselves and others. In the 

face of harms and favors done to us by others, is taking 

what Peter Strawson calls the 'personal reactive attitudes' 

of anger, resentment, condemnation, pride, and gratitude 

justified by anything deeper than the fact that we 

apparently cannot help but react toward each other in these 

ways, or that it is very difficult, if not impossible, for 

us to suspend such attitides?7 Freedom is connected with 

accountability. I address this connection in the final 

chapter. 

1.4 Hierarchical Theories 

I believe that compatibilist theories of freedom are 

insufficient for grounding responsibility and that a 

compatibilist understanding of alternate possibilities is 

unsatisfactory. Nevertheless, in beginning with a basic 

understanding of freedom as the ability to get what one 

wants, some compatibilists have gone a long way toward 
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providing us with an account of what counts as something one 

centrally wants and so toward providing an account of self

directed action. For this reason, many compatibilist 

accounts have merit. 

In thinking about the nature of self-determination, one 

might be tempted to claim that ~ desire or belief that one 

has must be "one's own H
: to say that I have a particular 

desire, after all, is to say that I, rather than someone 

else, am in a particular mental state. If any desire or 

belief that occurs to one counts as a reason of one's own, 

then acting on any desire or belief (or any combination of 

these) counts as acting in a way that is self-determined. 

However, various philosophers have pointed out that 

certain of one's desires and beliefs may, from the point of 

view of the agent, be viewed as external. Though it may 

occur to me to murder my brother, for instance, I may in an 

important sense fail to identify with this desire; I may 

reject the desire (and, in fact, I do reject it) as not even 

partially definitive of myself. 

Harry Frankfurt famously made the observation that we 

not only have first-level desires -- desires to do, or not 

to do, certain actions -- but we also take attitudes toward 

our desires: we condemn or approve of them, wishing that we 

didn't have this desire, or that we did have that 

(hypothetical) one. In his influential paper "Freedom of 
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the Will and the Concept of A Person,H Frankfurt suggests 

that the having of desires about desires, or desires of the 

second-order, is the hallmark of being a person. What 

distinguishes persons from other creatures is their capacity 

to critically reflect upon first-level states, forming 

attitudes toward them. 

Theories such as Frankfurt's are referred to as 

'hierarchical accounts,' because they characterize freedom 

in terms of a hierarchy of desires. On Frankfurt's view, 

briefly, a person acts freely when he acts on the will (or 

effective desire) that he wants at the second level to have. 

In other words, freedom of action is enjoyed by someone who 

does what he wants, at both the first and the second level 

of desire. s The will counts as one's own, in such a case, 

because one desires at the second level for it to be one's 

will. Frankfurt, then, and others offering hierarchical 

accounts, identify the self with higher-order volitions. 

On Keith Lehrer's account,9 if an agent S has a 

hierarchy of desires (that is, if Pi(A), then Pi+1(A) or 

Pi+1(-A) or Ii+1(A)) and if S is totally integrated with 

respect to A (that is, if Pi+1(A), then Pi(A)) and if S is 

not externally blocked from doing A, then S is free with 

respect to whether or not to perform A. Hierarchical 

accounts provide a solution to the problem of internal 

impediments to action. In order to be able to do A, one 



22 

must be able to choose or prefer to do A. On such accounts 

of freedom, if one would do A if one preferred, and if one 

would prefer to do A if one preferred to prefer to do A, and 

so on, then one is free with respect to doing A. 

Compatibilist theories, in being 'internalist,' present 

us with an ideal of being self-directed in acting that we 

can exert effort toward attaining for ourselves. 

Compatibilist theories are 'internalist,' in that they 

characterize an action as free in virtue of its being 

supported by appropriately aligned internal states of the 

agent. In this way, the theories are like internalist 

theories of epistemic justification. On an externalist 

theory of freedom, by contrast, an act is free in virtue of 

a fact about it or its production, regardless of whether or 

not the agent believes that fact. Likewise, on an 

externalist theory of epistemic justification, a belief is 

justified in virtue of a fact about it or its production, 

regardless of whether or not the agent believes that fact. 

I will clarify further the distinction between internalist 

and externalist theories in the next section. 

1.5 Internalism and Externa1ism 

Discussions of both the nature of justified belief and 

the nature of free will are flourishing. In both the 

contemporary debate over justified belief and the 
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contemporary debate over free action, there is a divide 

between those who have an 'internalist' understanding of the 

concept and those who have an 'externalist' understanding. 

Rivals in the dispute about the nature of epistemic 

justification agree on some basic features of the concept: IO 

it applies to beliefs (or to a sub-class of these) or to a 

cognitive subject's having a belief; it is an evaluative 

concept, implying that there is something all right, 

satisfactory or positive about the fact that S believes p; 

it has to d~ with an epistemic dimension of evaluation; and 

it is a matter of degree (that is, if what justifies one is 

some evidence one has, then one will be more or less 

justified in believing that p depending on the amount and 

strength of the evidence one has for p.) And, at least in 

broad outline, there is some agreement about what an 

epistemically justified belief cannot be: an agent's belief, 

in order to be justified, must not be a mere lucky guess, or 

a hunch, or an arbitrary conviction. 

There is something of an impasse in the current debate 

about justification. Theories have been articulated in 

great detail on either side of the divide between 

internalism and externalism. Yet, comments directed across 

this divide sometimes seem to those on the other side to 

simply miss the point. ll According to the internalist, an 

agent S is justified in believing p only if S has internally 
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represented some reason for thinking that p is likely to be 

true. An internalist theory of epistemic justification 

might further require that reason to be a good reason, 

either subjectively or objectively measured, and it might 

require that S's belief that p be based on that reason (or 

those reasons). The theory will likely require that the 

agent S's reason is not defeated by some other consideration 

of S's. It might, in addition, require that S be aware of 

the justifying reason, or that she can articulate that 

reason on demand. But the core intuition of an internalist 

approach to justification is that what justifies an agent in 

holding a belief is an internal state of hers (most 

commonly, a belief or a set of beliefs of hers), rather than 

some external fact. Keith Lehrer, Laurence Bonjour, John 

Pollock, and William Alston, for instance, present 

internalist theories of justification. 12 On the internalist 

conception of justification, a belief's justification is a 

matter of it standing in the right relations with other 

internal states of the believer. 

According to the externalist, by contrast, belief in 

proposition p is justified only if there ia a reason that p 

is likely to be true, not a reason internally represented in 

the cognizer's head, but an objective reason that consists 

in the obtaining of some external ~ linking the belief to 

truth, such as the fact that the belief that p was caused by 
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the fact that p, or that the belief was produced by a 

properly functioning mental faculty, or that the belief was 

produced by a reliable cognitive process. 

The externalist intuition is that it is in virtue of 

some fact, and not in virtue of some mental state, that a 

belief has the status of being a good guide to the truth. A 

certain belief might be justified in the internalist sense, 

in that the believer has reasons in support of the belief, 

yet, since all of these reasons might be objectively bad 

ones, from the external point of view, there is no reason to 

think that the belief is correct. Unless it is linked to 

the truth by some fact about it or its production, the 

belief is unjustified. Alvin Goldman, Fred Dretske, Robert 

Nozick, and Alvin Plantinga, among others, present 

externalist theories (of justification, in the cases of 

Plantinga and Goldman, and of knowledge, in the cases of 

Dretske and Nozick) .13 The externalist account of 

justification, in sum, requires for the justifiedness of a 

belief its connection with the world or with the truth. 

That there are internalist and externalist theories of 

justification is well-known and has been discussed. But 

these terms have not, so far as I know, regularly been 

applied -- and may quite appropriately be applied to the 

two sorts of competing conceptions of freedom. The 

compatibilist's conception of freedom is internalist, in 
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that it takes freedom to be a matter of an agent's internal 

states lining up appropriately and the agent's acting 

accordingly. On the internalist view, an agent S is free in 

choosing to act on desire d to perform act A (or, S is free 

in performing act A) only if S has internally represented 

some reason for thinking that A is something that she really 

wants to do. An internalist theory of freedom might further 

require that reason to be a good reason, and it might 

require that SIS choice to perform A be based on those 

reasons. The theory might require that the agent SIS reason 

is not defeated by some other consideration of hers, and it 

might require that S be aware of the supporting reasons or 

that she can articulate the reasons on demand. But the core 

intuition of an internalist approach to freedom is that the 

freedom of a particular agent's will or act is a matter of 

that will or act standing in the right relations with other 

internal states of the agent. Given a performed act, what 

makes that act free, on the internalist accoun~ is that the 

act is appropriately supported by the reasons of the agent. 

Analogous to the externalist conception of 

justification is the incompatibilist's conception of 

freedom. According to the incompatibilist, in order for an 

act to be free, it must be the case that the act is 

appropriately connected to the external world: specifically, 

the agent must not be causally determined to perform the 
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act, so that, in performing it, the agent could have done 

otherwise in the categorical sense. One main type of 

incompatibilist view requires, further, that there be a 

positive connection, and inside-out connection, between the 

agent and the world: the act must be caused by the agent 

himself. 

The incompatibilist account of free action is 

'externalist' in that, on the view, no amount or structural 

complexity of an agent's reasons in support of an act 

suffice for showing that the act is free. This is because 

the agent's motivations, no matter how much his own they may 

feel, may in fact be causally necessitated to be what they 

are by external forces, such as parental coercion or divine 

agency or mental illness or a manipulative neuroscientist. 

The externalist begins from the view that it does not 

suffice for freedom that one is able to get what one wants, 

unless one is also in ultimate control of what one's desires 

are. An agent S is free in choosing to perform act A (or, 

in performing act A) only if there ia a reason for thinking 

that act A is something that S really wants to do, namely, 

that the act was not causally necessitated by factors prior 

to S's decision to do A, so S herself must have been what 

made the difference in determining whether or not A would 

occur. What makes an agent's will or act free, on the 

externalist account, is a fact about it or its production: 
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that it could have been otherwise or that it was produced by 

an agent's active power. The act is free in virtue of the 

fact, regardless of whether or not the agent believes that 

fact. 

Strong commitment to some sort of either internalist 

or externalist theory on the part of those interested in 

justification and freedom has led to a sort of standoff in 

each debate, characterized by clashing fundamental 

intuitions about key cases. For instance, in discussing the 

internalist point of view expressed by Hobart, that an agent 

acts freely and responsibly in acting on reasons of his self 

or character, regardless of how the agent came to have those 

reasons (regardless of whether or not the agent could have 

had other motivations). Susan Wolf writes: 

I must confess that I feel an unbridgeable gulf between 
this point of view and my own. This breakdown of 
shared intuitions seems to indicate a difference in 
outlook so basic as to leave little hope of finding a 
more basic common ground to which both parties can 
appeal. Of course, it is easy to say that philosophers 
like Hobart ... are in the grip of a philosophical 
picture that subverts their ability to evaluate 
objectively the sorts of cases that should serve as 
tests for that view. But such claims can be made from 
either side of the dispute. 14 

The apparent stalemate between individuals with 

differing intuitions about the correct analysis of each term 

('justification' or 'freedom') has led some to claim that 

the matter is irresolvable. In both debates, there have 
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been recent skeptical conclusions about the importance and 

even the possibility of settling the issue of which sort of 

account is correct. For instance, in light of the diverging 

fundamental intuitions of those on opposing sides of each 

debate, Stewart Cohen has argued that there is no 

philosophically significant issue about justified belief,1s 

and Richard Double has analogously argued that 'free will' 

is "non-real. "16 

But these skeptical conclusions can be blocked if we 

view the two different sorts of accounts in each case as 

serving different functions or roles. We can see both 

internalist and externalist accounts of justification and 

freedom as useful for accomplishing different purposes. The 

purpose of the concept of justification is to help us figure 

out what we ought to believe. We are cognitive beings with 

a capacity for belief, and often our goal in believing is to 

accept a particular proposition if and only if it is true. 

If we were in an ideal situation with regard to this goal, 

we would be able to believe the truth simply by willing to 

do so. But we are not in an epistemically ideal situation. 

That is why we take an interest in whether or not various 

beliefs are epistemically justified. For instance, suppose 

that my neighbor, Fred, has a belief that a violent storm is 

about to strike our neighborhood. I may have not only a 

theoretical interest in knowing what it would be for Fred's 
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belief to be justified, but also a practical interest: if I 

judge Fred's belief to be justified, then this may lead me 

to take certain precautions that I would not otherwise have 

taken. 

Epistemic justification is of interest to us because of 

the fact that we do not have immediate and unproblematic 

access to the truth about all matters. As Bonjour puts it, 

epistemic justification is "a more directly attainable 

mediating link between our subjective starting point and our 

objective goal. ,,17 We want a way of telling which beliefs 

are likely to be true. Very roughly, those are the 

justified ones. 

Internalist theories of justification tell an 

individual agent how to conduct himself cognitively: they 

are 'regulative' or 'reason-guiding' theories. If one is 

interested in whether or not certain of one's own actual or 

potential beliefs are likely to be correct, then one is 

interested in what reasons one has oneself for those 

beliefs. In determining what to believe, as Pollock argues, 

one can take into account external facts only insofar as one 

has beliefs about, or non-doxastic states representing, 

those facts .18 

But as an external observer of someone else's belief, 

if I am interested in knowing whether or not a particular 

proposition that that person believes is likely to be true, 
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then I want to know not just what reasons that person has, 

but what reasons there~, in fact, for thinking that the 

proposition is likely to be true. A third-person, 

'theoretical' or 'evaluative' perspective is most naturally 

linked with an externalist understanding of justification, 

or-with 'warrant.' 

The theoretical purpose of the concept of autonomy is 

to help us to satisfy the desires that are centrally our 

own. The concept of autonomy is a 'moral' notion, in the 

sense that it depicts a virtue or a desirable way to live. 

A person who routinely acts autonomously is characterized by 

independence, inner peace, lack of guilt and regret, 

minimized frustration, personal integrity, consistency, and 

action in accordance with his values. One acts autonomously 

when one acts on reasons of one's own, regardless of whether 

or not one is causally necessitated by external forces to 

act as one does act, regardless of whether or not one could 

have chosen differently or acted upon different reasons. 

On the other hand, the purpose of the concept of 

freedom is to depict what it is to be ultimately self

directed, and not interfered with, in acting. The concept 

of freedom is a 'metaphysical' concept, in the sense that it 

describes our status in the world, our agency and the causal 

powers in virtue of which we are the sorts of beings that 
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can be legitimately held morally responsible for many of our 

actions. 

In light of the possibility of error, epistemologists 

show how our beliefs can be subjectively justified without 

being certain. Analogously, in light of the possibility of 

determination, philosophers show how our acts can be 

autonomous without being free in the incompatibilist's 

sense. What I call autonomy is argued to be all that we 

should hope for, the only freedom worth bothering about or 

"worth wanting,H to use Dennett's phrase. 19 But it is not 

all that we should hope for. Freedom in the full, 

externalist sense undergirds a strong sense of human dignity 

and is required for us to be the sorts of beings who are 

sometimes deeply responsible for our choices and actions. 

The concept of justification and the concept of 

autonomy are alike in being regulative concepts: they tell 

one how to conduct oneself (epistemically or cognitively, in 

the case of justification, and in practical reasoning and 

action, in the case of autonomy). The concept of freedom 

and the concept of knowledge, on the other hand, are non

regulative concepts: they are concerned with how to evaluate 

others with respect to truth attainment, in the case of 

knowledge, and with respect to genuine desert based on 

metaphysical status, in the case of freedom. Insofar as our 

beliefs and our acts are voluntary (dependent on our will), 
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we have control over our attainments of justified belief and 

autonomous action (though our control may not be ultimate) . 

But the world must cooperate with us in order for us to 

attain freedom and knowledge. Internalist theories give us 

ideals that we can try to attain for ourselves: the features 

of a belief/act, in virtue of which it is 

justified/autonomous, are ones that we can change, since 

they are internal states of ours. But externalist theories 

pose ideals the attainment of which is not wholly up to us 

- we cannot simply meet the conditions of the account by 

trying to; the world must cooperate. 

I do not aim to address the debate over the nature of 

epistemic justification in this work. I cite it only as an 

example of a case in which, like the case of the debate over 

the nature of free action, there is a divide between 

internalist and externalist theories and in which skepticism 

has been expressed about the possibility and importance of 

settling the matter. There is, finally, a further parallel 

between justification and freedom: structurally parallel 

accounts of each concept may be given. Nozick thinks that 

parallel accounts of knowledge and of freedom can be given 

in terms of "tracking" (of truth, in the case of knowledge, 

and of values, in the case of freedom) .20 I think that 

coherentist accounts of freedom and autonomy can fruitfully 

be developed, on the model of Keith Lehrer's coherentist 
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theory of knowledge. I try to make such accounts precise in 

subsequent chapters. 

1.6 Plan of the Project 

The remainder of the dissertation divides into four 

chapters. In the second chapter, I recount a version 

developed by van Inwagen of the powerful argument in favor 

of the conclusion that the free will thesis and the thesis 

of determinism are incompatible. I then examine two 

challenges to the incompatiblist argument. I argue that 

both challenges fail, given the authors' adherence to their 

counterfactual analyses of causation. Thus, the 

incompatibilist argument stands. 

In chapter three, I develop an account of what reasons 

count as one's own. In response to problems that have been 

raised for hierarchical theories of freedom, I present and 

defend a particular, coherentist, interpretation of the 

self-determination condition of freedom, modeled after the 

coherence theory of knowledge. 

In the fourth chapter, I defend the metaphysical nature 

of the problem of freedom against Susan Wolf's recent 

contention that the problem of free will is, at base, a 

normative, rather than a metaphysical, problem. I then 

argue that the compatibilist account of freedom is 
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unsatisfactory. Thus, drawing on the coherence account of 

autonomy, I develop an incompatibilist theory of freedom. 

In the final chapter, I respond to challenges to the 

libertarian account of freedom. Further, I argue in support 

of the claim that libertarian freedom is required for moral 

responsibility and human dignity and discuss evidence for 

the conclusions that the free will thesis is true and that 

we are sometimes deeply responsible for our behavior. 
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2. THE CASE FOR INCOMPATIBILISM 

In this chapter, I recount a prominent argument for 

incompatibilism and discuss two replies to that argument, 

one by David Lewis and the other by Kadri vihvelin. I 

explain Vihvelin's argument to the effect that Lewis' 

response fails, given his own counterfactual analysis of 

causation, and examine Vihvelin's claim that her proposed 

nested counterfactual analysis of causation does ground a 

successful reply to the incompatibilist. I take issue with 

Vihvelin's purported success. I argue that Vihvelin's 

response fares no better than that of Lewis against the 

incompatibilist's argument and thus that the 

incompatibilist remains victorious. Yet I conclude by 

indicating what is problematic about this victory. 

2.1 Causation, Counterfactuals, and Freedom 

In a recent paperl, Kadri Vihvelin presents the 

provocative thesis that the pattern of counterfactual 

dependence that David Lewis takes to be both necessary and 

sufficient for causal dependence is insufficiently complex 

and that, consequently, the correct analysis of causation 

is in terms of nested counterfactuals. Her proposal is as 

follows. 



39 

The occurrence of E causally depends on the occurrence 

of C only if it is true that C and E in fact occur and: 

If C had not occurred, then (E would not have occurred 
and if C had occurred, then E would have occurred) . 

Likewise, the failure of E to occur causally depends on the 

the failure of C to occur only if it is true that neither C 

nor E in fact occur and: 

If C had occurred, then (E would have occurred and if 
C had not occurred, then E would not have occurred) .2 

Causal dependence, on this view, requires not just 

counterfactual dependence, but what Vihvelin calls 

"Symmetrical counterfactual dependence;" such dependence is 

also sufficient for causal dep.endence, she suggests, and 

causation itself may be analyzed in terms of chains of 

symmetrical counterfactual dependences. 3 

Vihvelin has not yet provided independent reasons for 

thinking that this account is correct. 4 Yet, her proposal 

ought to hold interest for anyone concerned with the 

problem of free will and determinism, for -- as a benefit 

to the compatibilist -- she thinks that the analysis may be 

used to generate a successful response to an influential 

incompatibilist argument, namely the 'consequence' 

argument, most recently and prominently developed by Peter 

van Inwagen. 5 David Lewis has presented a powerful reply6 

to the consequence argument. But Vihvelin argues that 
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Lewis' response fails while her own succeeds, grounded as 

her response is upon a more complex counterfactual account 

of causation. In what follows, I challenge Vihvelin's 

purported success, arguing that her response fares no 

better than that of Lewis against the consequence argument 

and thus that the incompatibilist remains victorious in the 

debate with the compatibilist regarding free will and 

determinism. I conclude by indicating three problems for 

this victory. 

2 .2 The Consequence Argument and Lewis' 

Response 

According to the thesis of determinism, given the 

actual past and the actual laws of nature, there is, at any 

instant t, exactly one physically possible future. 7 

Alternatively, on determinism, the prevailing laws of 

nature are such that there do not exist any two possible 

worlds which are exactly alike up to some time, which 

differ thereafter, and in which those laws are never 

violated. 8 The free will thesis states that some of us 

sometimes enjoy the ability to act in either of (at least) 

two mutually incompatible alternate ways, according to our 

own reasons. 

The consequence argument is roughly as follows. 9 If 

determinism is true, then given an act x that was performed 
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by an agent S at a time t, S could have done otherwise than 

x at t (i.e., S had, at t, at least two different genuine 

options for acting) only if either the past or the laws of 

nature were different. Suppose that S performed x freely. 

Then S could have done otherwise than x at t. Then S could 

have done something such that, if S did it, either the past 

or the laws of nature would have been (would have had to 

have been) different. But if this is so, according to the 

incompatibilist, then S has at t the ability to change 

either the past or the laws of nature. But that is absurd: 

no one can ever change the past or change the laws of 

nature. So either determinism is false, or the free will 

thesis is false; the two theses are mutually incompatible. 

Van Inwagen develops three versions of the consequence 

argument. One version is the following, together with 

commentary explicating and defending these seven 

propositions. Here free will is construed as the ability 

to render certain propositions false. Let 'tl' be a time 

prior to agent Jls birth. Let 'PI' denote the proposition 

expressing the state of the world at tl. Let 'P2' denote 

the proposition expressing the state of the world at t2, a 

time at which JI S hand is not raised. Let 'L' stand for 

the conjunction of all the laws of nature. It is important 

to note that these variable letters are rigid designators: 



'P2,' for instance, is the name of the proposition that in 

fact expresses the state of the world at t2. 

1. If Determinism is true, then the conjunction of PI 

and L entails P2. 

2. It is not possible that J have raised his hand at 

t2 and P2 be true. 

3. If (2) is true, then if J could have raised his 

hand at t2, then J could have rendered P2 false. 

4. If J could have rendered P2 false, and if 
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(PI and L) entails P2, then J could have rendered 

5. 

(PI and L) false. 

If J could have rendered (PI and L) false, then J 

could have rendered L false (since PI concerns 

states of affairs that obtained before JI S 

birth) . 

6. J could not have rendered L false. 

Therefore, 

7. If Determinism is true, then J could not have 

raised his hand at t2. 

Lewis replies to this argument by claiming that there 

is no single construal of van Inwagen's phrase 'can render 

false' on which both premise (5) and premise (6) are true. 

He distinguishes the following two senses in which one 

might be said to be able to render a proposition false (or 
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to violate a law of nature). In the ~ sense, one is 

able to render a proposition false just in case one is able 

to do something such that, if one did it, the proposition 

would have been falsified somehow or another, but not 

necessarily by one's own act or by an event caused by one's 

act. In the strong sense, one is able to render a 

proposition P false just in case one can do something such 

that, if one did it, then P would be falsified by one's act 

itself or by an event caused by that act. If we take the 

weak sense of the ability to render a proposition false 

throughout van Inwagen's argument, then Lewis denies 

premise (6). But if we take the strong sense, then Lewis 

denies premise (5) -- for all that follows from the 

antecedent of the conditional in premise (5) is that J 

could have rendered L false in the weak sense, according to 

Lewis. 

But this way of dealing with the consequence argument 

is unsatisfactory. Lewis points out that there is a 

harmless sense in which one can have "power" over the past 

or the laws of nature: one can have what might be called a 

'counterfactual power' over them; that is, one can do 

something such that, if one did it, then the past or the 

laws would have been (would have had to have been) 

different. But there is also a sense in which we do not 

have power over the past or the laws of nature: we cannot 
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change the past or the laws, that is, we cannot cause them 

to be different from what they are, in fact. According to 

Lewis, one who admits to our having counterfactual power 

over the past or the laws is not committed the claim that, 

if determinism and the free will thesis are both true, then 

we have causal power over them. How does Lewis uphold this 

position, which is especially surprising, given his own 

counterfactual analysis of causation? 

On Lewis' account, causal dependence in terms of 

chains of which causation itself is analyzed -- requires 

the appropriate patterns of counterfactual dependence among 

propositions reporting the occurrence of particular events. 

If c and e are two distinct particular events, then event e 

causally depends on event c just in case the family of 

propositions O(e), -O(e) counterfactually depends on the 

family of propositions O(c), -O(c); that is, if and only if 

it is true that, if c had occurred, then e would have 

occurred, and if c had not occurred, then e would not have 

occurred. 10 According to Lewis, one is able to cause a 

change in the laws (or the past) only if there is some 

particular law-breaking event that counterfactually depends 

upon one's doing otherwise. But Lewis denies that there is 

any such particular event. This is because, if one did 

otherwise, then the law of nature would have been violated, 

but the law's violation might have come about in a number 
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of different ways. Suppose, for instance, that I had fed 

the cat this morning (when in fact, I did not). Then 

holding fixed the past prior to the moment when I did not 

feed her -- the laws would have been violated, by some 

divergence miracle or another. But this pattern of 

counterfactual dependence does not suffice for causal 

dependence, since the occurrence of some miracle or another 

is not a particular event. 

However, counters Vihvelin, why don't we look at the 

disjunction of the ways in which my feeding the cat might 

have come about, for instance: 

My not realizing that Mark already fed her; OR 

My feeling sorry for stepping on her; OR 

An extra neuron firing in my brain prior to the 

decision ... 

Why is the disjunction of these events not itself a 

particular event? If it is, then there ~ a particular 

law-breaking event (the disjunctive one) the occurrence of 

which counterfactually depends on my doing otherwise: if I 

had fed the cat, then this event would have occurred, and 

if I had not fed the cat, then this event would not have 

occurred. Thus, on Lewis' analysis, my ability to do 

otherwise ~ amount to an ability to cause the laws of 

nature to be violated. The 'weak' counterfactual sense 



collapses into the 'strong' causal sense of ability to 

violate a law (or to render a proposition false) . 

Lewis does allow disjunctive events to count as 

events, provided that the disjuncts are not 'overly 

varied. ,11 But this is problematic. Vihvelin presents a 

case in which my pushing a button causes the disjunctive 

event of (either A's doorbell ringing or a bomb going off 
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in B' shouse) .12 The varied nature of the disjuncts seems 

irrelevant to the status of the disjunctive happenings as 

an event caused by the pushing of the button. Hence as 

Vihvelin points out, either Lewis rules out all disjunctive 

events from counting as events (in which case he'll be 

forced to admit that his analysis of causation does not 

capture all cases that we intuitively agree to be cases of 

causation), or he drops the ban on overly varied 

disjunctive events and thereby loses his way of upholding 

the distinction between an agent's ability to do otherwise 

as a counterfactual power over the laws (or past) and that 

ability as a causal power over them. If Lewis drops the 

ban on overly varied disjunctive events, then on his 

analysis of causation, an agent's doing otherwise is a 

cause of some particular law-breaking event (the 

disjunctive one); thus the agent's power over the laws of 

nature, given determinism and the free will thesis, is 

causal. This is a victory for the incompatibilist, since 
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an agent's having causal power over the past or laws, given 

both determinism and the free will thesis, is absurd. So 

either determinism or the free will thesis is false. 

2.3 Vihvelin' s Response to the Consequence 

Argument 

In this section, I present Vihvelin's response to the 

consequence argument and argue that her treatment is not an 

improvement -- from the perspective of the compatibilist 

on Lewis' r~sponse, because Vihvelin's reply also generates 

the result that the incompatibilist takes the consequence 

argument to show, viz., that the free determined agent's 

ability to do otherwise is an ability to cause the past or 

the laws of nature to be different. 

The compatibilist and the incompatibilist agree that 

if a determined agent were to do otherwise, then the past 

or the laws of nature would be different. The question is 

whether or not the ability to do otherwise that is 

necessary for freedom involves, given determinism, a causal 

power over the past or the laws. According to Vihvelin, 

the key to solving the problem is to notice that an 

affirmative answer to this question makes a nested modal 

claim -- a claim about what counterfactuals would be true 

if the free determined agent did otherwise. 13 In order to 

know whether or not, in doing otherwise, an agent causes 
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the past or the laws of nature to be different, we need to 

know what counterfactuals are true not at the actual world, 

but at the closest worlds at which the agent does 

otherwise. Consider the case of Fred, who does not, in 

fact, feed his cat. If Fred is free with respect to the 

action of not feeding his cat, then he can feed the cat, 

and to know whether or not his feeding the cat would cause 

the past or the laws to be different, we need to know what 

counterfactuals are true from the perspective of the 

closest worlds to the actual world at which Fred exercises 

his ability to feed the cat. 

On Lewis' theory of counterfactuals, these closest 

worlds, 'the cat feeding worlds,' share almost all of our 

past history, while differing slightly with respect to the 

recent past and the laws of nature. Horgan 14 calls this 

approach the miraculous analysis of counterfactuals, since, 

on the view, a world in which there is a local divergence 

miracle and almost all of the past is the same as our past 

is closer to the actual world than is a world in which the 

laws of nature are exactly the same as our laws. This is 

because, given that the laws are deterministic, in another 

world in which the laws are the same as our laws, the 

entire past is at least slightly different from the actual 

past. 15 On other theories of counterfactuals, the closest 

worlds (in this case, the 'cat feeding worlds') share our 
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laws of nature, but have a past that differs, at each 

moment of time back to the beginning of history, from the 

actual world's past. 16 Horgan terms this latter approach 

the nonmiraculous analysis of counterfactuals, and calls 

compatibilists who advocate the miraculous analysis 

divergence-miracle compatibilists and those who advocate 

the nonmiraculous analysis altered-past compatibilists. 

Regardless of favored theory of counterfactuals, all 

compatibilists agree that the closest cat feeding worlds are 

worlds in which there is some difference in the past course 

of events from the actual past. The question is, then: is 

the difference in the past caused by Fred's action, if he 

feeds the cat? Vihvelin's answer is, only if the following 

is true: 

(5) If Fred had fed the cat, then (our past history 
would not have obtained and if he had not fed her, our 
past history would have obtained). 17 

If proposition (5) is true, then the freedom of a 

determined agent involves the ability to cause the past to 

be different, according to Vihvelin, and victory must be 

conceded to the incompatibilist. But if proposition (5) is 

false, then the compatibilist is right: the freedom of a 

determined agent involves only a harmless counterfactual 

power with respect to the past. It would be natural to 



think that (5) is indeed true. However, Vihvelin claims 

that the reasoning of one who concludes so is based upon a 

mistaken assumption about counterfactuals. This mistaken 

assumption she calls \\the Symmetry thesis," according to 

which, for any propositions p and q, if (7) is true, then 

(8) is also true: 

(7) (not-p & not-q) & (if p, then it would be the 
case that q) 

(8) if p, then (q and if not-p, it would be the case 
that not-q) . 

One who takes (5) to be true relies on the Symmetry 

thesis, Vihvelin thinks, in that such a person reasons to 

the truth of (5) from the fact that the following two 

pr.opositions are true at the actual world (at which Fred 

does not feed to the cat): (3) If Fred had fed the cat, 

then the past would have been different; and (4) If Fred 

had not fed the cat, then the past would not have been 

different. (The latter of these is trivially true at the 

actual world.) That is, someone who believes in the truth 

of (5) must believe so because he mistakenly thinks that, 

for all p and q, if the truth or falsity of q 
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counterfactually depends on the truth or falsity of p, then 

if p had the opposite truth-value, the truth or falsity of 

q would still counterfactually depend on the truth or 

falsity of p. Vihvelin presents three counterexamples to 
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the Symmetry thesis. And thus, apparently taking herself 

to have undercut the the only reason one could have for 

believing (5) to be true, she concludes that (5) is false. 18 

However, while Vihvelin is certainly right that, if the 

Symmetry thesis were true, then one could correctly reason 

from the fact that (3) and (4) are true at our world to the 

conclusion that (5) is true, it is a mistake to think that 

showing the Symmetry thesis to be false is sufficient for 

showing that (5) is false. For, first, belief in the 

Symmetry thesis need not be one's ground for thinking that 

(5) is true. One might have another, quite different and 

correct line of reasoning in support of (5) -- in which 

case Vihvelin's extended refutation of the Symmetry thesis 

is irrelevant. And second, showing that the Symmetry 

thesis is false does ~ show that (5) is false, since the 

thesis says that for any propositions p and q, if (7) is 

true, then (8) is true as well. The Symmetry thesis might 

well be false, while at the same time it is true that: for 

some propositions p and q, if (7) is true then (8) is true 

as well and the propositions'S does otherwise' and 'the 

past is different from the actual past' are two such 

propositions (for which the "symmetry" does hold). 

To explain: the "Symmetry thesis," as Vihvelin states 

it, is false, since it certainly is not true that for any 

propositions p and q, if (7) is true, then (8) is true as 



well. But here are some examples to show that a version 

of Vihvelin's "symmetry" does hold that is, for some 

instances of p and q, if (7) is true, then (8) is also 

true. 

Case (1): Let p: Mark kicked the door to his cellar. 

52 

Let q: Mark's cellar door is open. In fact, Mark hasn't 

kicked the door, and the door is not open. But it is also 

true that, if Mark had kicked the door, then the door would 

be open. So (7) is true. NOW, this door sticks. Pushing 

it by hand does not open it. No one else ever opens this 

cellar door; Mark lives alone. So it also true that, if 

Mark kicked the door to his cellar, then (the cellar door 

would be open and if Mark had not kicked it, the door would 

not be open). Thus (8) is true. From the perspective of 

the closest possible worlds (to the actual world) in which 

Mark kicked the cellar door, it is true that, if Mark had 

not kicked it, the door would not be open. 

Case (2): Let p: The baby is upset. Let q: The baby 

cries. The baby always cries when upset. And being upset 

is the only thing that makes her cry. In fact, the baby is 

not upset, and she is not crying. It is also true that, if 

the baby were upset, then she would be crying. So (7) is 

true. But (8) is also true. If the baby were upset, then 
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(she would be crying, and if she weren't upset, then she 

wouldn't be crying). Consider the hypothetical situation 

in which the baby is upset and hence crying. Suppose that 

I say to her mother, "Everything's fine; your baby is 

perfectly at peace." Her mother retorts, "If she weren't 

upset, then she wouldn't be crying!" The mother knows that 

(8) is true. 

Case (3): Let p: I am angry about something you did. 

Let q: I told you that I am angry. I am the sort of person 

who doesn't lie about whether or not I am angry -- I don't 

tell you that I am angry about something you did unless I 

really am -- and I always tell you when I am angry at you; 

I find it destructive to hide my emotions. Suppose that it 

is true, in fact, that I am not angry at you, and that I 

have not told you that I am angry. It is also true that, 

if I were angry at you, then I would have told you so. So 

(7) is true. Now you charge me with being angry at you 

without letting you know. (I am sullen, and you conjecture 

that my anger at you is the reason.) I reply: I have not 

told you that I am angry, I am not angry, and if I were 

angry, then I would have told you so. (This is an instance 

of (7).) Further, if I were angry about something you did, 

then (I would have told you so, and if I were not angry, 



then I would not have told you that I was}. So (8) is 

true. 
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The three examples that Vihvelin presents to show that 

the Symmetry thesis is false are not cases of causation. 

In the first of the examples, p: Mary answers my question, 

and q: Mary is not in a coma. In fact, Mary does not 

answer my question, and Mary is in a coma, and if Mary had 

answered, then she would not have been in a coma. So (7) 

is true. But it is false that, if Mary had answered my 

question, then (she would not have been in a coma and if 

she had not answered, then she would have been in a coma). 

This is because, from the perspective of the situation in 

which Mary answers my question, one of the nearest 

counterfactual situations in which she does not answer it 

may be one in which Mary is distracted, or one in which 

Mary does not want to answer, and not one in which she is 

comatose. In Vihvelin's second counterexample, p: Joe 

knows Spanish, q: Joe passes the Spanish test; and in the 

third, p: My car is now going 60 miles per hour, q: The key 

was turned in my car's ignition. 19 On the other hand, the 

examples that I have presented above are cases in which, on 

Vihvelin's own analysis, Mark's kicking the cellar door 

causes it to open, the baby's being upset causes her to 
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to tell you that I am angry. 

Of course symmetry does not hold for ~ propositions 
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why would anyone think that it did? -- and of course, it 

does not hold in the cases that Vihvelin presents. If 

symmetry did hold in these cases, then Vihvelin's own 

analysis of causation would generate the absurd results 

that Mary's answering the question causes her not to be in 

a coma, that Joe's passing the test causes him to know 

Spanish, and that my car's now going 60 miles per hour 

causes the key to have been turned in the ignition. 20 

Vihvelin's aim is to distinguish cases of causal dependence 

from cases of counterfactual dependence by use of the 

counterfactual (8). Her examples are straightforwardly 

cases of counterfactual dependence, which, given her 

thesis, should not satisfy (8). And they do not. 

Regarding the failure of Symmetry, all that Vihvelin 

has shown is that, in not all cases in which (7) is true, 

is (8) true as well. But this does nothing to show that, 

in the case at issue - the case of the free determined 

agent's ability to do otherwise - whereas (7) is true, (8) 

is not also true. Suppose we grant Vihvelin the claim that 

causal dependences are to be distinguished from 

counterfactual dependences in the way that she proposes. 

Does this show that the freedom of a determined agent does 



not involve the ability to cause the past to be different? 

It does not. 
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Vihvelin must take the case of the free determined 

agent who does otherwise to be more like ·the cases of Mary, 

Joe, and the car than it is like the cases of Mark's kick, 

the baby, and my anger. But her brief discussion of two 

instances of presumably free, determined action fails to 

show that this is so. One case discussed is Fred's act of 

feeding the cat; the other involves an agent at a second

story window who, lacking reasons to jump out, does not 

jump (but who would have jumped, had there been a fire, a 

safety net below, and had she believed that there were a 

fire and a safety net) .21 

In both instances, Vihvelin seems to think that it is 

sufficient for showing that the past's being different is 

only counterfactually dependent, and not causally 

dependent, on the free determined agent's doing otherwise, 

to point out that there are other possible worlds besides 

the actual world from the perspective of a closest possible 

world in which the agent does otherwise (a world which she 

calls Yon). But the issue is which possible world is 

closest to Yon: the actual world, or one of the alternate 

worlds Vihvelin describes. In other words, the problem is 

this: from the perspective of Yon -- which is one of the 

closest worlds to the actual world in which the agent does 
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otherwise one of the closest worlds in which, for 

instance, in the window case, the agent does not jump is 

I shall argue that the blank should be filled in with 

'the actual world.' Vihvelin must argue that the blank 

should be filled in with one of the alternate worlds she 

mentions, such as the world in which the agent at the 

window does not jump, yet in which (contrary to actual 

fact) there are a fire and a safety net below and the agent 

believes there to be a fire and a safety net and in which 

the agent's hands are shaking so much that she cannot open 

the window. But Vihvelin does not provide such an 

argument. 

Applied to the case in question, (7) says: 

(7*) (S does not do otherwise, and the past is not 
different) and (if S did otherwise, then the past 
would be different from what it actually is) . 

Both the compatibilist and the incompatibilist agree that, 

in the case of a free determined agent who acts in a 

particular way and does not act otherwise, (7) is true. 

Applied to the case at issue, (8) says: 

(8*) If S did otherwise, then (the past would be 
different and if S did not do otherwise, then the past 
would not be different.) 

If this sort of instance of (7) is true -- which it is 

then is this sort of instance of (8) also true?22 That 
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is: Is (8*) true? Since we know that, under the 

assumption of determinism, if S did otherwise, then the 

past would be at least slightly different, what we need to 

know in order to answer our question is this: from the 

p~rspective of the closest possible worlds at which S does 

otherwise, is it true that (if she hadn't done otherwise, 

then the past would not have been different)? In other 

words, from the perspective of the possible worlds closest 

to the actual world at which S does otherwise, is it true 

that (if S had acted as she actually did act, then the past 

would have been as it actually was)? 

One's initial reaction to this question might 

naturally be agnostic. It is sufficiently difficult to 

evaluate counterfactuals from the perspective of the actual 

world, and how one should properly do so is controversial. 

To require that we ascertain the truth-value of 

counterfactuals from the perspective of worlds other than 

our own is certainly demanding. And not just any of these 

other worlds will do; we must figure out which worlds are 

closest, then evaluate the truth-value of the relevant 

counterfactual from the perspective of those worlds. 

Vihvelin owes us an account of how to evaluate the truth

value of counterfactuals from the perspective of worlds 

other than the actual world. 
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According to Lewis, "a counter factual is non-vacuously 

true if and only if it takes less of a departure from 

actuality to make the consequent true along with the 

antecedent than it does to make the antecedent true without 

the consequent. u23 Perhaps we could extend this account to 

cover the truth of counterfactuals in worlds other than the 

actual one and say that a counterfactual is true in WI just 

in case it takes less of a departure from WI to make the 

consequent true along with the antecedent than it does to 

make the antecedent true without the consequent. 

The counterfactual whose truth-value we need to 

evaluate is this: 

(C): if S had acted as she actually did act, then the 
past would have been as it actually was. 

And we must evaluate the truth-value of this 

counterfactual from the perspective of each of the closest 

worlds at which S does otherwise. 

Let's consider Vihvelin's case of the person standing 

at a second-story window. We are to suppose that the 

person is free with respect to the action of jumping out of 

the window, that she does not in fact jump, and that the 

thesis of determinism is true. Suppose that I am this 

person. In the actual world (call it 'Actual'), I do ~ 

exercise my ability to jump, there is no fire in the 

building, there is no net below me, I do not believe that 



there are a fire and a net, and my hands are not shaking. 

Take one of the closest possible worlds in which I do 

otherwise -- that is, in which 'I exercise my ability to 

jump rather than remaining standing at the window. 

60 

Vihvelin calls this world 'Yon': at Yon, I jump out of the 

window, there is a fire in the building, there is a net 

below me, I believe that there are a fire and a net, and my 

hands do not shake. 

Now Vihvelin sketches another world, a world at which 

I do ~ jump out of the window, at which there are a fire 

in the building and a net below me, at which I believe that 

there are a fire and a net, and at which my hands are 

shaking so badly that I cannot open the window to get out. 

Let's call this world 'Yonder'. Now if Vihvelin is right, 

then Yonder is closer to Yon than Actual is to Yon. 

Initially, this may seem to be right. After all, Yonder 

and Yon share the existence of the fire, the net, and the 

belief that there are a fire and a net, whereas Actual and 

Yon seem only to share the fact that my hands are not 

shaking. 

But in order to assess the closeness of worlds, we 

need to look at the case in more detail. The first thing 

to notice is that, in Yonder, I do not possess the ability 

to jump out the window. In Yonder, my hands are shaking so 

hard that I "cannot open" the window.24 So Actual and Yon 
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share the fact that, in each, I possess the ability to jump 

out of the window, whereas Yonder is dissimilar in this 

important respect. Further, I am a person in good health; 

I have no neurological disorder, and I am strong. 

Moreover, I am extremely calm in emergency situations. I 

have no wish to die in a fire, I very much want to continue 

to live, and I know that I cannot survive on the smoke

filled second floor. Given these facts, it seems clear 

that the world Yonder, at which there ~ a fire and a net 

and I believe that there are a fire and a net, but at which 

I do ~ jump because my hands are shaking too badly, is 

much more distant from the world Yon, at which I jump 

because there are a fire and a net and the appropriate 

belief, than is Actual, at which I do not jump, because 

there is no fire, no net and no appropriate belief. 

Remember that Yon is one of the closest possible worlds (to 

the actual world) at which I jump out of the window. I do 

not take jumping out of the window lightly; it takes the 

existence of a fire, a net and the appropriate belief, in 

order for me to jump. And faced with a fire, in the 

presence of a net below, I remain composed and do what I 

need to do: I jump. Given these facts about the sort of 

person that I am, Yonder is further from Yon than Actual is 

from Yon. 
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In general, we can pick anyone of the closest 

possible worlds in which S does otherwise and call it Wl. 

(Wl is one of the closest possible 'otherwise-act' worlds.) 

On either the miraculous or the non-miraculous analysis of 

counterfactuals, the nearest possible worlds are those 

which require the smallest number of changes to the given 

world to describe; the disagreement between the two 

accounts centers on whether or not a law-breaking 

divergence miracle is a smaller change than a slight 

difference in matters of fact at each moment back to the 

beginning of the universe. Either way that Wl was picked 

out as being one of the closest worlds (according to either 

of these theories), I claim that it ~ make less of a 

departure from Wl to make the consequent of (C) true along 

with the antecedent, than it will to make the antecedent 

true without the consequent. This is because Wl is one of 

the closest worlds to the actual world, and in the actual 

world, the past is not different, but is as it actually 

was. 

How could a possible world be one of the closest 

worlds to our world and yet, from the perspective of that 

other world, our world not be one of the closest worlds to 

it? This is what would be required in order to uphold 

Vihvelin's contention that (5) is false. But how would 

Vihvelin like us to think of the closeness of worlds, on an 
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analogy with friends? In the case of friendship, the 

criteria used to measure "closeness" are subjective and 

variable. To Christine, for instance, the people that 

count as her "closest" friends are those who share burdens, 

who divulge information about their private lives and who 

ask to hear the details of her life; whereas for Jane, the 

friends she takes to be closest are those who are 

considerate enough not to burden her with their problems, 

who are sUfficiently independent not to rely on her for 

listening a·nd advice, and who never pry into the details of 

Jane's own personal life. From Sam's perspective, his 

closest friends are the people with whom he shared high 

school, even though he rarely sees these people, while from 

Jim's perspective, his closest friends are the ones with 

whom he currently works, the people he sees every day. 

There are no objective, fixed criteria for measuring the 

closeness of friends. 

Not so in the case of closeness of worlds. The 

closeness of worlds is an objective matter, determined by 

the sharing of matters of fact and by the sharing of 

natural laws. How, precisely, judgments about world

closeness ought to be made is, indeed, controversial. But 

surely such judgments are not merely, or ought not to be 

merely, relative or sUbjective. Measurements of world

closeness are not like measurements of the closeness of 
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friends. A possible world W2 is closer to WI than is W3 if 

there is, in ~, more overall similarity between w2 and 

WI than there is between WI and W3, where overall 

similarity is determined by the sharing of facts and laws 

of nature. Thus, if a certain possible world is one of the 

closest worlds to our world, then from the perspective of 

that possible world, our world is one of the closest to it. 

And this will be true from the perspective of ~ of the 

closest possible worlds to the actual world in which S does 

otherwise. In other words, world-closeness, it seems to 

me, under the assumption of determinism, is regular or 

symmetric. 

Why does this point apply only to cases of causal 

counterfactuals and not to the other cases, such as the 

cases of Mary, Joe, and the car? Perhaps (8) does not hold 

as well as (7) for Vihvelin's examples because there are 

not any applicable law-like generalizations in those cases. 

If we were to build into Vihvelin's cases law-like 

generalizations -- for instance, my car goes 60 miles per 

hour or it doesn't go at all; i.e., it always goes 60 miles 

per hour when it runs then her claim that symmetry does 

not hold for these cases would become less plausible. 

There ~ ~ any such generalizations in her cases; no 

natural laws about Mary and talking, or Joe and passing, 

are described. But I built such laws into the description 
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of my cases of causation. (For instance, the baby always 

cries when upset, and being upset is the only thing that 

makes her cry.) And it seems to me that the claim to the 

truth of (8) in each of my cases depended for its 

plausibility upon the holding of these law-like 

generalizations. Notice: there ~ such laws governing the 

behavior of free determined agents. In this way, cases of 

free determined agents who do otherwise are more like my 

cases than they are like Vihvelin's cases. When we 

consider the hypothetical 'otherwise-acts' of free 

determined agents, we are considering cases in which 

determinism is assumed to be true. Under this assumption, 

possible worlds vary regularly or symmetrically. 

If world-closeness ~ symmetric, under the assumption 

of determinism, then it ~ true that: 

(8*) If S did otherwise, then (the past would be 
different and if S did not do otherwise, then the past 
would not be different.) 

But this is just to say that, given Vihvelin's 

analysis of causation, in acting otherwise, S would cause 

the past to be different. On Vihvelin's account of 

causation, again, the occurrence of E causally depends on 

the occurrence of C only if it is true that C and E in fact 

occur and: 
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If C had not occurred, then (E would not have occurred 
and if C had occurred, then E would have occurred) . 

Applying this analysis to the case at hand, we get the 

result that the past's change is causally dependent on the 

occurrence of S's 'otherwise-act' only if it is true that: 

(9) If the otherwise-act had not occurred, then (the 
past's difference would not have occurred and if the 
otherwise-act had occurred, then the past's difference 
would have occurred) . 

We should evaluate the truth or falsity of proposition 

(9) from the perspective of the hypothetical situation in 

which the agent ~ do otherwise. Our doing so is 

equivalent to our evaluating the truth-value of (8*) above. 

I have argued that (8*) is true. If it is, then (9) is 

true. Vihvelin agrees that the second conjunct in the 

parentheses of (9) is true, but she argues that the first 

part of (9) i.e., If the otherwise-act had not occurred, 

then the past's difference would not have occurred -- is 

llQL true from the perspective of each of the closest 

possible worlds at which S does otherwise. And this is so, 

she thinks, because the past "might have been" different 

even if the otherwise act had not occurred. 25 

But the question is whether or not -- for each closest 

(to actual) otherwise-act world -- one of the worlds in 

which S acts as she actually does but in which the past is 
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world. I do not think that one such world is closer. And 

Vihvelin does not argue that one is closer. It is not 

sufficient for her to point out that there ~ such 

possible worlds. 

Against Vihvelin, I have argued that her "syrrunetry" 

~ hold for cases of otherwise-acts done by free 

determined agents and so, granting her own analysis of 

causation, free determined agents do cause a change in the 

past. Thus, just as Lewis' account gave the result that 

free determined agents have the power to change the past, 

Vihvelin's account gives this result as well. But this 

result, it was agreed from the start by both the 

incompatibilist and the compatibilist, is absurd. Hence, 

the free will thesis and the thesis of determinism cannot 

both be true; they are mutually inconsistent. 

2.4 Backward Causation 

67 

There are two broad ways in which one might respond to 

van Inwagen's consequence argument for incompatibilism. 

First, one might challenge the purported absurdity of the 

conclusion that one can change the past or can cause a law 

of nature to be different. If the conclusion reached by 

the consequence argument is not absurd, then the argument 

fails to show that the two assumptions with which it began 
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-- the free will thesis and determinism -- are 

incompatible. In taking this route, one might argue either 

(i) that it is conceivable that one could cause the laws of 

nature to be different, or (ii) that it is conceivable that 

one could cause the past to be different. The first 

option seems to be ruled out, for, whatever the laws of 

nature are, they are the sorts of things that we cannot 

ourselves break or cause to change. 26 Proponents of the 

conceivability of backwards causation might appear to 

endorse the second option and thus to pose a threat to the 

incompatibilist. If it is conceivable that one could, at a 

present time, have causal power over the past, then the 

consequence argument is blocked. 

But the conceivability of backwards causation is not a 

challenge to the incompatibilist's argument. 27 This is 

because there is a difference between an event or agent 

being ~ cause Q! a past event and an event or agent 

changing the past. A case of an agent's changing the past 

would be a case of an agent presently doing something that 

makes it such that, an event that was in fact a past event 

is now not a past event; but something else is, in its 

place. Proponents of the conceivability of backwards 

causation do not think that anyone can change the past; 

they think rather that a cause of some event can coherently 

be said to be a later event. 28 Paul Horwich, for instance, 
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contends that there are some kinds of evidential situations 

(such as the one in Durnrnett's dancing chief example) that 

are especially conducive to postulating backwards causation 

and, while doing so results in conceptual awkwardness in 

some cases, it is not in general incoherent. Nonetheless, 

he asserts that "changing the past is indeed logically 

impossible. ,,29 The conclusion of the incompatibilist's 

argument -- that a free determined agent has the power to 

change (the laws of nature or) a past event, that is, to 

make the past event be different from what it was, in fact 

is still absurd. 

The second main way of response to the 

incompatibilist's argument is to agree that the conclusion 

of the argument is absurd, but to argue that the conclusion 

does not follow. I have discussed above a prominent way of 

doing this: namely, by arguing that the determined free 

agent has a counterfactual power over the laws or the past, 

but not a causal power over them. I have examined two such 

replies those of Lewis and Vihvelin -- and have 

determined that they do not succeed. I conclude by 

pointing out three problems for the incompatibilist's 

victory at this point. 
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2 .5 Tasks for the Incompatibilist 

The consequence argument gives to the compatibilist 

the problem of explaining why the free determined agent's 

counterfactual power over the past or the laws of nature is 

not sufficient for her having a causa] power over them. 

But at the same time, it presents to the incompatibilist 

the problem of explaining why this counterfactual power ~ 

sufficient for causal power. The compatibilist, as we've 

seen, may respond to van Inwagen's argument by 

distinguishing two senses in which one might be 'able to 

render a proposition false': on the weak reading, a free 

determined agent has a counterfactual power over the past 

or the lawsi on the strong reading, the free determined 

agent has a causal power. The compatibilist replies of 

Lewis and Vihvelin may be blocked, I have tried to show, by 

arguing that their endorsements of counterfactual analyses 

of causation do not allow them to make the required 

distinction. The free determined agent's ability to do 

otherwise meets the conditions of their respective analyses 

of causation. 

But it seems obvious that another compatibilist could 

simply respond to the consequence argument by making the 

same distinction between a weak and a strong reading of van 

Inwagen's phrase 'can render false,' contending that on no 



single reading of this phrase are all of the premises of 

the argument true, while committing himself to a different 

sort of account of causation than the counterfactual 

analysis. Thus it seems that the consequence argument, 

together with the replies I have discussed, indicates that 

the incompatibilist is committed to some sort of 

counterfactual analysis of causation. 3o 
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But this is troubling. There are serious problems for 

the counterfactual analysis. First, there are the problems 

of pre-emption, overdetermination, effects, and 

epiphenomena. 31 Second, and perhaps related, the evaluation 

of the truth-value of counterfactuals is problematic. (We 

need to know more about how to make judgments of similarity 

between possible worlds.) Third, there is the problem that 

the counterfactual analysis does not capture the core of 

the intuitive notion of what it is for one thing to be a 

cause of another: a cause is some agent, event or state of 

affairs that brj ngs about or prodJJces an effect. 32 An 

effect, we think, derives from or has its source in its 

cause. Vihvelin's account gets even further away than 

Lewis' does from capturing the spirit of the notion of a 

cause, in that she requires us not only to evaluate the 

truth-value of counterfactuals in our own world, but also 

the truth-value of counterfactual statements in other 

possible worlds. Since our intuitions about causation seem 
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to be much more straightforward than our intuitions about 

which counterfactuals are true and which are false from the 

standpoint of other possible worlds, the nested 

counterfactual account does not provide an illuminating 

analysis. 

Two problems remain for the incompatibilist's victory. 

One is the problem of explicating the nature of the free 

act. Since the incompatibilist who endorses the free will 

thesis would like to distinguish a free act from a random 

event, she must say more than that it is 

indeterministically caused. According to Anscombe, 

"freedom at least involves the power of acting according to 

an idea. H33 This is a start, but acting in accordance with 

an idea is compatible with acting in accordance with a 

hypnotically-induced idea, or with the idea of a torturer, 

or with an idea generated during a psychotic episode. Thus 

an account of what it is for an idea to be genuinely one's 

own is needed, and hence there is need for a theory of 'the 

self. ' 

Second is the problem of defending the 

incompatibilist's conception of freedom as the right 

conception, or at least as an interesting and important 

conception. This is a two-part task: showing the 

compatibilist's conception of freedom to be impoverished, 

and showing the incompatibilist's conception to be better. 
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The compatibilist and the incompatibilist obviously bring 

different understandings of what is required for acting 

freely to the debate over the free will thesis and 

determinism. The compatibilist is committed to the claim 

that an agent ~ do what he is causally determined not to 

do;34 given the actual past and the actual laws of nature, 

the compatibilist holds that, while the free determined 

agent has at any time only one physically possible 

opportunity for action (x), nonetheless there is some sense 

in which this agent is 'able' to do otherwise than x at 

that time. The incompatibilist finds this sense of 

'ability' incoherent, or at least, unsatisfactory. 

In claiming that a free determined agent is able to choose 

otherwise, the compatibilist might mean roughly that the 

agent has the appropriate processes or faculties for 

performing at least one decision other than the one she in 

fact performs, and that nothing physically or 

psychologically constrains her from exercising those 

faculties. 35 But the incompatibilist argues that, if it is 

physically possible for one to decide only as one in fact 

does, then one is in no interesting sense able to decide 

otherwise -- one cannot exercise one's faculties for doing 

otherwise, since the laws of nature and the past constrain 

one's ability to do so, under the assumption of 

determinism. According to the incompatibilist, the ability 
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to decide otherwise that is necessary for freedom is the 

ability to decide otherwise in exactly the same 

circumstances, given the exact same past and the same laws 

of nature. The challenge for the incompatibilist is to 

show why this is SO.36 
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3 • A COHERENCE THEORY OF AUTONOMY 

3.1 Introduction 

A plausible theory of human freedom must give some 

account of each of two distinct features: (i) the 

availability of alternate possibilities, and (ii) self

determination or autonomy. In this chapter I focus on the 

notion of autonomy. To be autonomous is, generally, to be 

~-goyerned. According to the requirement of autonomy, an 

individual acts freely only if she acts on her own reasons 

-- or according to an idea that counts as genuinely hers 

and not, for instance, in accordance with a chemically

induced idea, or on the reasons or ideas of another person, 

such as a parent, or a dictator, or the person with a gun to 

her head. Hence, in order to understand autonomous action, 

we must know what it is for a reason to count as one's own; 

and thus, we need a working conception of what constitutes 

'the self'. 

This chapter presents a conception of 'the self' in 

part in terms of a particular notion of preference and 

develops a coherentist account of when one's preferences are 

authorized, or sanctioned as one's own. It then proposes a 

coherence theory of autonomous or self-determined action 

and, analogously, of what it is to have a self-determined 

will. The basic idea is that one acts autonomously only 
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when one acts on a preference that coheres with the desires 

and beliefs that one is able to defend as being true beliefs 

and good desires. In acting upon a preference that does not 

cohere with what one takes to be good and true, one acts in 

a way that frustrates, rather than expresses, one's core 

self. The view presented solves certain problems with 

hierarchical accounts of freedom, such as Frankfurt's. 

My understanding of autonomy is motivated primarily by 

two considerations. First is the fact that we, as persons, 

not only have beliefs and desires, but we have the capacity 

to reflect on our desires and beliefs, forming attitudes 

toward them. 1 These higher-order mental states (that is, 

mental states that have as their intentional object another 

mental state) are prominent in practical deliberation, often 

serving to authoritatively resolve conflict at the first

level of belief and desire. Second, while a number of 

important theories of freedom rest on a conception of the 

self which includes higher-order mental states,2 such 

theories, including Harry Frankfurt's influential account,3 

have been recognized to generate a problematic infinite 

regress of higher-order volitions, as I shall explain. 

The idea driving my account is to respond to this 

regress of reasons for desires in the way in which 

epistemological coherentists have responded to the regress 

of reasons for beliefs in the case of knowledge. I suggest 
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that we take a 'self' to be a particular character together 

with the power for fashioning and refashioning that 

character. 4 I develop a particular notion of 'preference' 

and propose to identify a character with a system of 

preferences and acceptances. (I use the term 'acceptance' in 

the technical manner proposed by Keith Lehrer: an acceptance 

is a certain sort of belief, one that is believed with the 

aim of attaining truth and avoiding error.)5 I then give a 

coherentist account of when and why a preference counts as 

really one's own and thus of the sort of preference from 

which one's action must result if one is to act in a way 

that is autonomous. 

3 .2 Frankfurt's Accounts of Freedom and the Self 

By taking into account our higher-order mental states, 

hierarchical accounts of freedom such as Frankfurt's make 

progress over classical compatibilist conceptions of 

freedom. Compatibilis~ accounts of free action, commonly 

beginning with an acceptance of the thesis of determinism, 

define alternative possibilities counterfactually, and 

relative to the agent's will, taking free action to be 

action which is dependent in the right way on a subject's 

will. Self-determination, then, is determination by the 

will. 
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Historically, compatibilist accounts failed to notice 

that a lack of external constraints does not adequately 

characterize free action, since factors internal to a 

subject's will, such as phobias and addictions, can be 

equally as constraining as external impediments. It is 

inadequate to say that an agent 'could-have-done-otherwise' 

just in case he 'would have done otherwise, if he had chosen 

to,' since the conditional might be true, while it is false 

that the agent could have done otherwise. This would occur 

if he were unable to choose otherwise -- if, for instance, 

an obsessive-compulsive disorder prevented him from choosing 

not to scrub his hands rather than to scrub them. In 

response to this problem, contemporary compatibilists 

developed richer accounts of the will, appealing to a 

hierarchy of desires. 6 

'The will,' in Frankfurt's sense, is one's effective 

desire: the desire that leads one to action. One enjoys 

freedom of the will, on Frankfurt's view, when one is free 

to will what one wants to will, in other words, when, with 

respect to any of one's first-order desires, one can make 

that desire one's will (effective desire) by wanting -- at a 

higher level of desire -- for it to be so. In Frankfurt's 

terminology, one enjoys freedom of the will as one secures 

conformity of one's will to one's second-order volitions. 

Freedom of the will is had by the person who can will 
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wanting it to be so, at the second-level. 
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Freedom of action, by contrast, is enjoyed by someone 

who does what he wants, at both the first and the second 

level of desire. The view does not require for acting 

freely that the agent be able to act on a different first

level desire, if he wants, at the second-level, to do so. 

For instance, a 'willing addict' -- someone who cannot do 

otherwise than act on his desire for taking a drug, but who 

approves of his desire to take the drug, by wanting to want 

to take the drug -- acts freely, on Frankfurt's view, though 

he does not enjoy freedom of the will. Even though the 

willing addict could not make any desire othe~ than the 

desire for drug-taking be his will, if had wanted to at the 

second level, the addict ~ freely in taking the drug, 

because the will upon which he acts, Frankfurt says, is his 

own: that is, the will is approved at the second-level. 

Frankfurt, and others offering hierarchical accounts of 

freedom, then, identify ~ ~ with higher-order 

volitions. 

Drawing the distinction between higher- and lower-level 

states does, I believe, capture something important about 

human agents. Thus, hierarchical theories of freedom are 

attractive, in that they rest on a conception of the self 

which includes higher-order mental states. However, such 
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theories face two important objections. 7 First, the 

accounts generate an infinite evaluative regress of 

volitions, a regress of reasons conferring authority on 

first-level desires. 

On Frankfurt's account, the reason I have for acting on 

some first-level desire is that I have a positive evaluation 

of it in the form of a second-order volition. But in order 

to have a reason for this desire to be authoritative in 

guiding my action, I must submit it to scrutiny as well. B 

To do so, I ascend to the third-level, asking myself if I 

desire to desire to desire to do x. The problem is that 

there seems to be no limit to the levels to which I might be 

driven to ascend by self-doubt and particularly by conflict 

at each level. Writes Frankfurt: 

There is no theoretical limit to the length of the 
series of desires of higher and higher orders; nothing 
except common sense and, perhaps, a saving fatigue 
prevents an individual from obsessively refusing to 
identify himself with any of his desires until he forms 
a desire of the next higher order. 9 

Frankfurt thinks that the series can be cut off non-

arbitrarily by an agent's 'decisive commitment' to one of 

his first-level desires. But as Watson and, subsequently, 

Piper point out,lO the termination is arbitrary in the 

absence of any grounds for stopping the ascent to higher-

order desires. Since the hierarchical account posits no 
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grounds, the regress of evaluation stands. Moreover, the 

account of 'internality' re~\1ires the regress: what makes a 

particular will (or effective desire) 'one's own,' on 

Frankfurt's view, is that one has a second-order desire for 

it. But the second-order desire can confer internality only 

if it is internal to the self; what makes the second-order 

desire 'one's own' is that one has a third-order desire for 

it. And what makes the third-order desire count as 'one's 

own' is that one has a fourth-order desire for it; and so 

on. In the absence of a separate account of the internality 

of particular second-order desires, an account of that in 

virtue of which they can confer 'internal status' on certain 

desires of the first-level, the regress of higher-order 

desires remains. 

The second problem for hierarchical accounts is the 

problem of identification. On Frankfurt's view, a person 

identifies himself with a first-level desire when he has a 

second-order volition concerning that desire. The willing 

addict, for instance, in having the second-order volition 

that his desire for taking the drug be effective in action, 

makes, Frankfurt says, that will "his own."ll But in 

supposing that what an agent really wants is determined by 

his second-order volitions, we presuppose that a self is to 

be identified with those second-order volitions and that 

desires contrary to them are external. Why should we think 
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that this is an accurate characterization of the 'real 

self'? 

It is important to point out that second-order 

volitions, on Frankfurt's account, do ~ necessarily 

represent an agent's highest ideals or standards. This is 

the case because, again, Frankfurt poses no basis upon which 

second-order volitions must be formed. Second-order desires 

are just desires about desires, and an agent may offer any 

sort of defense at all in support of them; indeed, she may 

have no defense at all. Frankfurt writes: 

It may not be from the point of view of morality that 
the person evaluates his first-order desires. 
Moreover, a person may be capricious and irresponsible 
in forming his second-order volitions and give no 
serious consideration to what is at stake ... There is no 
essential restriction on the kind of basis, if any, 
upon which [second-order volitions) are formed. 12 

The problem is thus not a Freudian worry about why we 

should think that an agent's true self is constituted by her 

moral standards rather than by her primal impulses and base, 

possibly repressed, desires. The problem is that 

identifying one's most intimate self with one's second-order 

volitions is arbitrary. As Watson points out, higher-order 

desires are just desires, and "nothing about their level 

gives them any special authority with respect to 

externality. If they have that authority they are given it 

by something else."1l There are actually two problems of 
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identification here: (i) An agent or self is to be 

identified with what? What is essential to a self? And 

(ii) What is it for a self to identify with some desire, 

course of action, or belief, deeming it as one's own? In 

the first sense of identification, it is not up to the agent 

to decide what she is identified with; it is an objective 

matter having to do with what is essential to her as a 

person. This is the problem of formulating a conception or 

a theory of the self. In the second sense of 

identification, an agent decides what she herself really 

wants, really believes in, really intends to do. This is a 

personal matter of determining what Piper calls one's 'self

conception.,14 

These problems seem to me gripping. What is it for me 

to identify myself with some desire, belief, or course of 

action? What makes a desire one that is really mine and so 

one which, when I act upon it, I act in a way that is 

autonomous and thus has a chance at being free, taking the 

self-determination condition as necessary, though not 

sufficient, to freedom of action? The accounts of the self 

and of self-determination in terms of "authorized 

preference" that I propose are intended to answer these 

questions in a way that provides a solution to the 

evaluative regress problem. 
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3.3 Preference 

A preference, as I shall use the term, is a very 

particular sort of desire: it is one (i) for a certain 

first-level desire to be effective in action, when or if one 

acts, and (ii) that is formed in the search for what is 

good. A preference, that is, has as its intentional object 

the state of affairs of a certain of one's first-level 

desires being satisfied in action, and it is formed by an 

agent's ~yaluating that first-level desire with respect to 

some standard of goodness. 15 This evaluation need not take 

place at the conscious level. 

Normally we come to desire actions, states of affairs 

and other desires for many different reasons, only one 

among which is the aim of pursuing what is good and avoiding 

what is not good. For instance, Susan may desire to 

shoplift with her friends, but only to avoid giving an 

overly straight-laced impression, and not because 

shoplifting in this instance is part of her pursuit of the 

good. That is, suppose that Susan neither values the 

activity of shoplifting in itself, nor values it as a means 

to achieving some good end. So avoiding giving a straight

laced impression is not a part of the general conception of 

the good that Susan is prepared to defend. It is a passing 

desire, one she is ashamed to have. Susan, however, may 

desire to desire to shoplift with her friends (since having 
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the desire makes it easier to go along with them). But such 

a second-order desire does not count as a preference, if 

Susan does not, in fact, hold shoplifting to be either 

instrumentally or intrinsically good. Call the desire to 

shoplift dl. Then Susan has a preference that dl be 

effective in action (when or if she acts) if and only if she 

has a desire, as the result of her evaluating dl with 

respect to what is good, for the state of affairs of dl 

being effective in action (when or if she acts) . 

The notion of a preference, then, is like Frankfurt's 

notion of a second-order volition, in that it is a desire 

that some first-order desire be effective in leading one all 

the way to action. But it is different from Frankfurt's 

notion of a second-order volition in that, on Frankfurt's 

view, a second-order volition may be form.ed for any sort of 

reason at all. A preference, as I define it, is formed 

because one finds a certain first-level desire to be good, 

either in itself or as a means in a particular instance to 

realizing one's general conception of the good. 

One might ask: in what sense is a preference a 'higher

order' mental state? It should be just as 'higher-order' as 

what Frankfurt's calls a 'second-order volition,' since both 

have the same intentional object. But the intentional 

object of each is the state of affairs of some first-order 

desire being effective in leading one all the way to action. 
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Thus one might argue that preferences, and what Frankfurt 

calls 'second-order volitions,' are not higher-order 

themselves, in the sense of having another desire as their 

content. Preferences, on this view, would just be first

level desires that have been specially processed. On the 

other hand, one might argue that preferences and second

order volitions have desires as part of their content and so 

count as higher-order mental states. 

The issue of whether or not we should call preferences 

themselves 'higher-order' states, however, is not, to me, 

especially crucial. What ~ important is that the notion of 

preference, and so my accounts of the self and of autonomy, 

presuppose the existence of higher-order mental states. 

Preferences are the results of higher-order states, since 

they are, by definition, the output of reflection about 

first-order desires, reflection that occurs as the agent 

evaluates those first-level desires with respect to the 

standard of goodness. 

One might object at the outset to an account of the 

self that presupposes the existence of higher-order mental 

states on the grounds that we do not have such states. But 

the empirical argument to the contrary is, I think, strong. 

We do often have thoughts and desires about our thoughts and 

desires. Here is an instance: I believe q, that the 

probability of an adult developing diabetes given that she 
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is the child of a diabetic is higher than the probability of 

an adult who is not the child of a diabetic developing 

diabetes, and I further believe'of the belief q that it is 

justified. I also wish that belief q was not a belief of 

mine, perhaps because if I did not believe q, I would feel 

more at ease. Whatever my reason for having the desire, the 

point is that I do have it, and the desire is an example of 

a mental state that has as its intentional object another 

mental state. To take another example, an acquaintance, 

Bill, reports that he not only desires to treat others 

kindly, but also desires to desire to treat others kindly. 

He does not just want to treat others kindly, since he might 

desire to do so grudgingly, or out of a selfish aim for 

personal gain. Bill further wants to have the desire to 

treat others kindly, to have a genuine disposition to feel 

satisfaction or pleasure about so treating them. 

In cases of first-level conflict, higher-order states 

are particularly salient. 16 It is commonplace for an agent 

both to desire a particular state of affairs and to desire 

an incompatible state of affairs, and in such a case, to 

form higher-level desires about the conflicting first-level 

desires which help him to decide on a course of action. An 

example is the student who desires to finish a take-home 

examination by morning and who also desires to finish an 

enthralling novel by morning (where his finishing the exam 
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by morning and his finishing the novel by morning are 

mutually exclusive states of affairs). In the face of such 

conflict, the student must ask himself which of his desires 

he wants to be effective in action. Upon reflection, he 

forms the desire to desire finishing the examination and the 

desire not to desire finishing the novel. 

It is not merely the case that the student's first

order desire to finish the examination is stronger and so 

the one according to which he acts, in this case. We can 

plausibly imagine that the student reflects on both of his 

first-level desires and realizes that the desire to finish 

the novel is detrimental to achieving certain goals he has. 

So in spite of the fact that he continues to have the desire 

to finish the novel, the student wishes that he did not feel 

like reading the novel, since his having that first-level 

desire makes the present task of finishing the examination 

more difficult. 

This, then, is one thing that is special about 

ourselves: we are capable of having higher-level mental 

states about our own mental states. My conception of the 

self takes centrally into account these higher-order mental 

states. 
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3.4 The Self and Authorized Preference 

I propose that we take any given self to be a 

particular character together with the power for fashioning 

and refashioning that character, where the character, or 

what I call the character system, of an agent S at a time t 

is the set of the acceptances of S at t and the preferences 

of S at t. The acceptances of an agent aid him in the 

activity of preference-formation by indicating to him what 

sorts of actions and states of affairs are instrumentally 

and intrinsically good. 

Introducing the notion of preference strengthens the 

Frankfurtian account by giving the evaluative standard 

according to which we form desires for certain first-level 

desires to be the ones that lead us all the way to action, 

when or if we act. Frankfurt's view of the self as 

structured by desire is, I think, too narrow, since it fails 

to take into account the central role that reasoning plays 

in our practical deliberations. In deciding what desires we 

want to lead us to action, we do not generally form higher

and higher-order desires in a haphazard, spontaneous manner. 

Rather, we consider what we accept to be the case (regarding 

the situation and regarding what it is good to desire), and 

we take into account the other preferences that we have. 17 

I have suggested that we take one's self to be made up 

of one's character together with one's power for fashioning 
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and refashioning that character. What makes this a 

plausible conception? We do clearly have some faculty for 

determining what becomes a component of our character, what 

remains a component of it, and what gets discarded as no 

longer a component of our character. It is this faculty 

that I refer to as one's power for fashioning and 

refashioning one's own character. We might call this 

faculty our 'Intellect.' The faculty is an evaluative one: 

it is what performs the evaluation of desires and beliefs 

with respect to standards. That one's power to fashion and 

alter one's own character should be taken to be a 

constituent of the self seems uncontroversial. It is I who 

evaluates my first-level desires and beliefs, deciding 

whether or not they are good desires and true beliefs, not 

anyone or anything external to me. But what reason do we 

have for thinking that this account of the character is a 

good one? 

The proposed conception of the character incorporates 

some beliefs, rather than just desires. A person's 

character ought to be structured in part by his convictions, 

and not just by his wants. Further, the elements of the 

character are, on my view, not ~ of the beliefs and 

desires occur to one at some time or another, but rather, 

only those that have been specially processed by one's 

evaluative faculty, that have survived critical scrutiny, to 
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be endorsed. Preferences and acceptances are not opinions 

that one cannot help having or passions that overtake one; 

they are, rather, considered judgments about what is true 

and desires about what sorts of desires to act upon, formed 

with an eye toward the good. 

Taking a self to be all of the desires and beliefs that 

occur in a person's mind, at some time or another, would be 

implausible for several reasons. For one, it would not help 

us to individuate unique agents. Most of us have -- and 

have in common many of -- a broad range of first-level 

beliefs and desires through time. We believe that the grass 

is green and that our parents love us; we want to get enough 

to eat and we don't want to die ... But a character is the 

complex of attributes or features that mark and distinguish 

the individual. States formed in light of our subjective 

conceptions of the True and the Good will exhibit some 

variation. 

Further, a variety of beliefs and desires to do this, 

or to not do that, come and go in us, often in a rather 

fleeting manner. For instance, I believe, at one moment, 

that I am invincible; I desire, at one moment, to scratch my 

chin. But we expect our character to be more continuous 

than this -- if not constant, then at least not in a state 

of perpetual fluctuation. Though radical shifts in 

character do sometimes take place, ~hen such shifts occur 
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constantly, or even quite often, we are inclined to ascribe 

to the being in question not one self, but many selves. 

Moreover, first-level desires, such as my desire to 

explode in a tirade of expletives at my sibling, and beliefs 

that are not acceptances,18 should not count as parts of my 

character because I have not in any way endorsed them. They 

simply arise in me. When I reflectively evaluate beliefs 

and desires, on the other hand, ~ decide either to endorse 

or to condemn them. Once condemned, these desires and 

beliefs might remain as ones that I have. What sense is 

there in saying that they are "ones that I have,H if they 

are not part of my character? The sense is just that, as my 

mental representations, the desires and beliefs are mine in 

the weak sense that they simply belong to my, rather than 

someone else's, mental history. But these attitudes do not 

represent what I accept to be the case or what I really want 

to desire to do. The outputs of my higher-order evaluations 

represent this. These output states are the result of my 

activity, and in this sense, are under my control in a way 

that first-level states are not. The character, it seems, 

should be particularly immune to changes that are not under 

one's own control. 

One might object by saying: certainly first-level 

beliefs and desires are really yours. After all, you, not 

someone else, have a positive attitude toward their 
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contents. Higher-level desires evaluated with respect to 

the standard of goodness may just be what you ~ you 

really wanted, since they seem to you to be noble. But the 

first-level desires you condemn may reflect more deeply who 

you are and show more truly what you sincerely want. 

In response, I am inclined to argue in the following 

way. We talk about believing and desiring things "in spite 

of ourselves." What do we mean? We mean, I suggest, that 

despite what our characters tell us is true and good, we 

sometimes have a positive attitude toward some proposition, 

action or state of affairs. The desires and beliefs that we 

have "in spite of ourselves H are ours, in the sense that 

they are states of us. They have arisen in us somehow, but 

they are not ones that we have endorsed, and they are not 

ones that we are prepared to defend to others against 

challenges. The beliefs and desires of the character are 

ones for which we can give at least some reasons. Since 

acceptances and preferences are formed based on an agent's 

subjective conceptions of what is good and true, one might 

even have an objectively noble impulse "in spite of 

oneself.H This would be an impulse with which one finds 

oneself but which is such that, given one's character 

system, one cannot find supporting reasons for acting on it. 

So far I have defended the claim that an agent's self 

should be taken to be, together with her evaluative faculty, 
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not all of her desires and beliefs, but rather a subset of 

these: those that she acquires and retains in her attempt to 

believe what is true, and to desire what is good; that is, 

her acceptances and preferences. Now I wish to make the 

proposal that we take an agent's true or most central self 

to be a subset of these acceptances and preferences, namely, 

those that cohere together. One's preferences, I suggest, 

are authorized -- or sanctioned as one's own -- when they 

cohere with one's other preferences and acceptances. 

Cohering elements fit together; they hold together 

firmly, displaying consistency and mutual support. I take 

the cohering attitudes to be elements of the core self for a 

number of reasons. First, these elements are particularly 

long-lasting, since they are part of a network of supporting 

states. One's authorized preferences are guides for action 

that will likely remain, that is, since they are well

supported with reasons. Intuitively, this seems right: the 

core of one's character should be especially immune to 

change. 

It is to be admitted that sometimes unwanted first

level desires -- addictive desires, for instance -- are 

painfully long-lasting. But such desires do not exhibit the 

second characteristic, which is that the coherent elements 

of the character are fully defensible against external 

challenges. The core of one's character, it seems, should 
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contain one's deepest attitudes about the world, where 

deeply held attitudes may be taken to be those to which one 

firmly and fervently clings in the face of challenge. Those 

elements that resist challenge, in other words, are more 

central to the self than those that succumb to it. 

I cannot defend my addictive desire to gamble, for 

example, but I can certainly defend my preference that a 

different desire, that for not gambling, be the one that 

leads me to action: I accept that gambling is a destructive 

activity, I accept that my gambling causes hardship for my 

family, I prefer that my desires for providing security and 

happiness to my family be the ones upon which I act. What 

sense would it make to claim that my destructive passion for 

gambling reflects more deeply who I am and thus what I truly 

want, despite my protestations? Consider what I would do 

to try to convince you otherwise. I would list all of the 

propositions that I accept and the desires on which I prefer 

to act that are contrary to the end that would be achieved 

by my acting on my desire to gamble, mounting evidence that 

you are mistaken, indeed cruel, to attempt to identify the 

central me with a desire that I view with such condemnation. 

Third, the authorized elements of one's character 

system are the preferences that one is comfortable owning. 

In other words, when one acts on such a preference, one is 

wholeheartedly behind what one does; one acts without 
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higher-level reservation. The coherent elements "fit with" 

the other items one accepts and prefers, so that, in acting 

upon them, one is not conflicted. To illustrate, suppose 

that John, in the midst of a marital argument, finds himself 

with a desire to get up and walk out of the house. He asks 

himself whether or not he desires that the desire to walk 

out be one on which he acts. What does he do? He considers 

what else he accepts and prefers, that is, he consults the 

information contained in his character system. (This 

process need not be conscious; John's evaluations may be 

incorporated into patterns for governing his conduct that 

have become automatic.) 

Suppose that John is a person who prefers that his 

desire to efficiently settle disagreements with his spouse 

using positive methods of conflict resolution be effective 

in action in each instance in which he desires to flee from 

a marital conflict. This might be the case because of what 

he accepts regarding the positive emotional benefits of 

resolving marital conflicts successfully and the long-term 

divisive consequences of avoiding resolution, because of his 

preference that desires for actions promoting peace and 

intimacy with his spouse be the desires on which he acts, 

and because of his acceptance that leaving is only a 

procrastination tool that promotes frustration in his wife. 

Since these preferences and acceptances are constituents of 
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John's character system, the preference that the desire to 

leave the house be effective in action in this instance is 

not authorized for John. It does not cohere with his 

character system, but is rather in competition with certain 

of his character system's constituents. 

I have offered an account of authorized preference as 

preference that coheres with one's character system. So far 

I have relied on only a rough intuitive notion of coherence. 

Progress has been made in clarifying this notion, however, 

in the theory of knowledge, where the leading coherentist 

accounts are those of Laurence Bonjour and Keith Lehrer. 19 

According to Bonjour, coherence among a system of items is a 

matter of how well the components "agree or dovetail with 

each other, so as to produce an organized, tightly 

structured system ... rather than either a helter-skelter 

collection or a set of conflicting systems. H20 A system of 

beliefs is coherent only if it is logically consistent, and 

in proportion to its degree of probabilistic consistency, on 

Bonjour's view. The coherence of a system is increased 

according to the number and strength of inferential 

connections between the system's components, and is 

decreased to the extent that it is divided into subsystems 

of unconnected beliefs and by the presence of unexplained 

anomalies in the content of the system. 21 On Lehrer's view, 
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coherence with an acceptance system is determined by what it 

is reasonable to accept based on that system. 22 

I propose to define coherence with one's character 

system, on analogy with Lehrer's view, as determined by what 

it is valuable to prefer based on that system. 23 The basic 

idea is that if it is more valuable for me to prefer that 

one of my first-level desires be effective in action than it 

is for me to prefer that a competing first-level desire be 

effective in action, given the elements of my character 

system, then the former preference fits better, or coheres 

better, with that character system. I do not intend to 

claim that this is the only reasonable way to go in 

explicitly characterizing coherence with a character system. 

I am suggesting only that it is one plausible approach. 

3.5 Autonomy 

In this section, I use the structure of Lehrer's 

definitions of coherence with an acceptance system, 

competition among propositions, and the beating and 

neutralizing of competing propositions24 to give definitions 

of the notions of coherence with a character system, 

competition among preferences, and the defeating and 

neutralizing of competing preferences. These definitions 

enable me to give a precise formulation of the account of 

authorized preference. I then present my thesis about what 
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constitutes autonomous, or self-determined, action and what 

counts as a self-determined will. 

In order to make the formulation of the definitions and 

the description of cases slightly less awkward, I shall say 

of an agent 8 that she "has a preference for desire d" or 

that she "prefers that d," using both of these as shorthand 

for the full expression "8 has a preference that desire d be 

the desire that leads her all the way to action, when or if 

she acts." 

Coherence with a character system, then, may be 

formally defined as follows: 

df, coherence: a preference for desire d coheres with 

the character system of 8 at t if and only if, for any 

competing preference for desire g, it is either (i) 

more valuable for 8 to prefer that d than to prefer 

that g on the basis of the character system of 8 at t, 

or (ii) as valuable for 8 to prefer that the 

conjunction of g and a neutralizing desire n as it is 

for 8 to prefer that g alone on the basis of the 

character system of 8 at t. 

In other words, a preference for desire d coheres with 

the character system of 8 at t if and only if every 
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How can a background system yield the result that it is 

more valuable to prefer that d than to prefer that g? It 

can do so by informing an agent about which desires she 

prefers to be effective in action and about what she accepts 

about the world. An agent's set of acceptances about the 

world include acceptances regarding what it is good to 

pursue and acceptances about which methods she might use to 

succeed in satisfying her desires. Where system Y is an 

agent SIS character system, one preference competes with 

another for S just in case the following definition is 

satisfied: 

df, competition: the preference for desire g competes 

with the preference for desire d for S on system Y at t 

if and only if it is less valuable for S to prefer that 

d on the assumption that g is good than on the 

assumption that g is bad on the basis of the system Y 

at t. 

A competing preference may be met by being either 

defeated or neutralized. Defeating and neutralizing are 

formally defined in the following manner: 
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df, defeating: the preference for d defeats the 

preference for g for S on Y at t if and only if the 

preference for g competes with the preference for d for 

S at t, and it is more valuable for S to prefer that d 

than to prefer that g on Y at t. 

df, neutralizing: a desire m neutralizes the preference 

for g as a competitor of the preference for d for S on 

Y at t if and only if the preference for g competes 

with the preference for d for S on Y at t, but the 

preference for the conjunction of g and m does not 

compete with the preference for d for S on Y at t, and 

it is as valuable for S to prefer the conjunction of g 

and m as it is to prefer g alone on Y at t. 

When preferences compete, I consider the elements of my 

character system, to see which of the competitors it is more 

valuable for me to prefer. That is, I check the competitors 

against the coherent system of what I prefer and accept. 

The competitor that gets defeated or neutralized is the one 

that is not authorized, while the one that survives is 

authorized. The account of personal authorization may now 

be precisely defined in either of the following equivalent 

ways: 
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df, personal authorization: S is personally authorized 

at t in preferring that d be effective in action if and 

only if the preference for d coheres with the character 

system of S at t. 

df, personal authorization: S is personally authorized 

at t in preferring that d be effective in action if and 

only if every preference that competes with the 

preference for d for S on the basis of the character 

system of S at t is defeated or neutralized on the 

basis of the character system of S at t. 

To take an example, suppose that I have a preference 

for my desire for nightly maintaining the cleanliness of my 

kitchen to be effective in action. Suppose that one evening 

as I approach the kitchen sink, a desire arises in me to 

pile the dirty dinner dishes on top of the dirty breakfast 

and lunch dishes. (Suppose that I am in an especially lazy 

mood, so that taking the time and energy to clean now seems 

unappealing.) I ask myself whether or not I ought to prefer 

that this new desire be the one that leads me to action. 

Upon consulting my character system, I conclude that the 

preference for this new desire is unauthorized for me. 



106 

I reply to the challenge of this desire: It is more 

valuable for me to prefer that my desire for nightly 

maintaining the cleanliness of my kitchen be effective in 

action than it is for me to prefer that my desire to leave 

the dishes dirty in the sink this evening be effective in 

action. This is the case for the following reasons: I 

prefer that my desire for acting in ways that allow me to 

wake up each morning to a clean kitchen be effective in 

action; I prefer that my desires for actions that create a 

neat environment be effective in action; I accept that 

neatness is good and that sloth is not; I have a preference 

for my desire for breathing fresh-smelling air rather than 

air tainted by the odor of decaying food; I prefer that my 

desire for maintaining the appearance of tidiness for 

unexpected guests be effective in action; I accept that the 

appearance of tidiness in the face of others is good while 

the appearance of disarray is bad. The preference for the 

desire to pile the dirty dinner dishes this evening has not 

been eliminated, but it has been defeated in a way that is 

sufficient for the personal authorization of my preference 

that my desire for nightly maintaining the cleanliness of my 

kitchen be effective in action. 

Suppose that a different sort of challenge is posed. 

Suppose that as I approach the sink, a desire arises in me 

to drop what I am now doing and rush to my best friend's 
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evening-long viola recital. Call this desire v. (Suppose 

that I have just realized that the recital begins in ten 

minutes, that I accept that I have previously promised to 

attend, and that I prefer that my desires for promise

keeping be effective in action.) A preference for desire v 

competes with my preference for my desire for nightly 

maintaining the cleanliness of my kitchen, since the recital 

lasts until my unalterable bedtime. 

Suppose that I now form a desire to take five minutes 

to do the dishes first. This desire neutralizes the 

competing preference for desire v. Consider the following 

claim: It is ~ valuable for me to have the preference for 

[my desire to drop what I am now doing and rush to my 

friend's evening-long viola recital and my desire to take 

five minutes to clean the dishes first] as it is for me to 

have the preference for the former desire alone. In support 

of this claim are the following elements of my character 

system: I have a preference for sacrificing some degree of 

cleanliness rather than missing much of the recital; I have 

a preference for arriving at the recital five minutes late, 

rather than leaving the kitchen in utter disarray; I accept 

that I will probably not miss any of my friend's performance 

by arriving five minutes late; I accept that the kitchen 

will be cleaned adequately tonight even though it is not 

cleaned thoroughly; I prefer that my desire for occasional 



108 

nonroutine behavior be effective in action; I prefer that my 

desire for being both supportive and neat lead me to act, 

when I can be both, rather than just one of the two. 

Call the desire that I take five minutes to clean the 

dishes first desire f. Now whereas the preference for v 

competes with my preference for the desire to nightly 

maintain the cleanliness of my kitchen, on the basis of my 

character system at the given time, the preference for the 

conjunction of v and f does not compete. The competing 

preference for v thus neutralized, the preference for my 

desire for nightly maintaining the cleanliness of my kitchen 

remains authorized. 

Authorization is a matter of responding to challenging 

preferences. Checking personal authorization is the way I 

have of determining if some desire is one that I really have 

and endorse, and so if some action is one that I really want 

to do. A preference is authorized for an agent at a time if 

and only if it is coherent with the character system of that 

agent at the time. I am now in a position to define the 

self-determination condition of freedom of action and of 

freedom of the will. 

One acts in a way that is autonomous when one acts on a 

first-level desire because one has a personally authorized 

preference for that desire to be one's effective desire. 

It is not sufficient to claim that self-determined action is 



109 

action on a desire regarding which one has an authorized 

preference, since such a proposal is compatible with one's 

effective desire being caused not by the authorized 

preference, but by an external force, such as a 

neuroscientist or addiction. In order for an act to be 

self-determined, the having of the authorized preference 

must be causally related to the performance of the act. 

Suppose that I act on a desire d such that I have a 

personally authorized preference that the contrary desire d' 

be the one that leads me to action. Then my action is not 

self-determined. This is the case because the preference 

for the desire upon which I act is not authorized. In cases 

in which one acts on a desire of which one is deeply 

disapproving, it certainly does not seem that one acts in a 

self-determined manner. 

For instance, suppose that Jane Eyre were to remain 

with Mr. Rochester rather than fleeing Thornfield upon 

discovering Mr. Rochester's existing marriage to Bertha 

Mason. Though Jane desires to stay, and loves Mr. 

Rochester, she thinks that remaining with him would condemn 

herself and him to a life of sin; she accepts that she 

absolutely must not remain, for it would be better to flee 

Mr. Rochester forever than to participate in an adulterous 

relationship; Jane prefers to act on her desire to die with 

tranquility and self-respect, rather than to act on her 
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desire to ignore principles and be taken into his arms. The 

preference for the desire to flee is authorized for Jane, 

since it coheres with her character. Thus -- no matter what 

a reader's opinion of what Jane ought to do in this 

situation -- if Jane were to act on the desire to not flee 

(but to instead remain), it seems plausible to say that ~ 

would be frustrated by her action. She would not act 

autonomously, but in a way that enslaved her to passion. 

In acting on a desire for which one has no preference, 

one similarly does not act in a self-determined manner. Why 

is this true? Because the desire upon which an agent acts 

in such a case has not been has not been endorsed or 

sanc~ioned by the agent as one that she takes to be good. 

In acting on a desire for which she has no preference, she 

does not express herself, but only expresses in action some 

desire that has happened to arise in her. 

Thus the self-determination condition of freedom of 

action is met when an agent's behavior expresses her 

personally authorized preferences with regard to that 

behavior. Analogously, the self-determination condition of 

freedom of will is met when one has the will, or effective 

desire, that one has because one has a personally authorized 

preference for that desire to be one's effective desire. 
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3.6 Solutions to the Problems 

I have presented an account of autonomy based on a 

notion of authorized preference. When I act on an 

authorized preference, I act in a way that is autonomous 

because I can give many reasons for my act, reasons that 

support each other in a coherent structure. These are the 

reasons of my self. Hence, in acting on these reasons, I am 

self-governed. In acting autonomously, I act in a way that 

is characteristic of me -- a way that coheres and is not at 

odds with the ways I should behave, given what I prefer and 

accept. I turn, finally, to demonstrating explicitly the 

ways in which the coherentist accounts of authorized 

preference and the central self that I have presented 

provide solutions to the problems that affect hierarchical 

accounts of freedom such as Frankfurt's. 

In response to the evaluative regress of volitions, I 

offer the account of authorized preference. Questions about 

the worth of some first-level desire do not extend 

infinitely up a chain of higher-order desires, on my view. 

(See Appendix A.) Instead, a desire is evaluated relative 

to a particular agent's character system, and a preference 

for that desire to be effective in action has authority if 

and only if it coheres with that system. A preference 

coheres with an agent's character system at t if and only if 
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all of the competing preferences are either defeated or 

neutralized on the basis of that system at t. 

The solutions that I have presented to the problems of 

identification are these. (i) What should be our conception 

of the self? The self, I have argued, should be taken to 

be a particular character together with the power for 

fashioning and refashioning that character. One's 

character, I have proposed, is one's system of acceptances 

and preferences. (ii) What is it for me to identify myself 

with some desire, belief, or course of action? A 

preference that is authorized for me counts as truly mine, 

as one that I really want to have, since it coheres with the 

other things that I prefer and accept. Thus to identify 

myself with some desire is to have an authorized preference 

for that particular desire to be the one that leads me all 

the way to action, when or if I act. To identify myself 

with some belief is to have an acceptance regarding the 

content of the belief that is coherent with my character 

system. And to identify myself with some course of action 

is to act as I do because of an authorized preference. 

1 Harry Frankfurt suggests that having a specific sort of 
higher-order mental state, second-order volitions, is 
essential to being a person. Harry Frankfurt, "Freedom of 
the Will and the Concept of a Person," Journal of 
Philosophy, 68 (1971): 5-20. 
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4. TOWARD A LIBERTARIAN THEORY OF FREEDOM 

The theory of autonomy defended in the previous chapter 

may be taken as one particular instance of what Susan Wolf 

calls the "Real Self View" of freedom and responsibility. 

According to the Real Self View, an agent is free and 

responsible in performing an act if and only if the desire 

that resulted in that act is properly attributable to her 

"real self," whatever that might be (for instance, her 

character -- where this is given some particular 

interpretation -- or her valuational system). Explanations 

for an agent's having just the real self she does need not 

be sought or examined. Rather, the attributability of the 

act to the agent's real self is a necessary and sufficient 

condition for the agent's being free in and responsible for 

performing the act, since, roughly, an act caused by the 

self is under the agent's control. 

An agent's act being attributable to her real self is 

compatible with the truth of determinism. Likewise, a 

person's act could meet the conditions of the account of 

self-determination presented in the previous chapter, while 

at the same time determinism is true. It might be both 

that, at every moment there is one physically possible 

future and that, an agent acts as she does because of an 
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In Freedom Within Reason, Wolf argues that the Real 

Self View is mistaken. Also incorrect, she contends, is the 

traditional incompatibilist view of free will and 

responsibility, which Wolf calls the "Autonomy View," but 

which I prefer to call simply the incompatiblist view (since 

"autonomy," as I use the word, simply means self-governance, 

without addressing the problem of the metaphysical ultimacy 

of that governance). According to (what Wolf calls) the 

Autonomy View, an agent is free and responsible for an act 

if and only if she was not necessitated to perform that act; 

in other words, if and only if she could have done otherwise 

at the time she performed the act. 

Wolf argues that a third view is superior to these two 

(compatibilist and incompatibilist) alternatives. The 

problem of free will is not fundamentally a metaphysical 

problem, she thinks, but is, rather, a primarily normative 

one. According to the "Reason View" of freedom and 

responsibility, one is free and responsible in performing an 

act at a time if and only if one had, at that time, the 

ability to act in accordance with The True and The Good, 

which, on Wolf's view, amounts to "the ability to do the 

right thing for the right reasons."l The Reason View 

generates an "asymmetry thesis," according to which, when 
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one does the right thing for the right reasons, one need not 

have had the ability to do otherwise at the time in order to 

be praiseworthy; yet, when one does the wrong thing, one is 

blameworthy only if one did have, at the time of the act's 

performance, the ability to do otherwise. 

Our intuitions support the asymmetry thesis, Wolf 

claims: when one's friend buys one a gift and claims that 

she "couldn't resist," we do not take her to be offering an 

excuse or hold her to be any less praiseworthy for buying 

the gift. Yet, central to our concern when assessing the 

blameworthiness of bad-acting agents is an assessment of 

whether or not the agent was ~ to have done the right 

thing. If so, then the agent is blameworthy, but if not, 

then she is excused. 

Thus Wolf argues that her Reason View defeats the two 

alternative views. The Reason View is superior to the Real 

Self View, since the Reason View better accords with our 

intuitions about the blameworthiness of bad-acting agents. 

Such agents must have the ability to do otherwise, while the 

Real Self View does not require this. And the Reason View 

is superior to the Autonomy View because the Reason View 

better accords with our intuitions about agents who perform 

good acts. Such agents are free in performing, and are 

responsible for, their good acts, regardless of whether or 

not they could have done otherwise. 
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The discussion in Wolf's book is rich and insightful; 

the style is lively and direct; and she refreshingly offers 

an alternative to the traditional compatibilist and 

incompatibilist approaches to freedom and responsibility. 

Yet that alternative is, unfortunately, unsatisfying. I 

agree with Wolf's assessment of the Real Self View. Thus 

while I endorse the account developed in the previous 

chapter as an accurate account of autonomy or self

determination, I do not endorse it as an adequate account of 

free acts for which agents are legitimately held 

responsible. Self-determination, I believe, is necessary, 

but not sufficient, for freedom and responsibility. So the 

Real Self View -- which takes the fact that an act is 

attributable to an agent's real self to be a necessary and 

sufficient condition for an agent's being free and 

responsible in performing the act -- is incorrect. 

But the Reason View is not right either. As I shall 

argue, "the ability to do the right thing for the right 

reasons" is neither necessary nor sufficient for 

responsibility. This leaves us with the third alternative: 

the incompatibilist Autonomy View. Freedom and 

responsibility require genuine options, not just for cases 

of bad actions, but for cases of good actions as well. 
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Hence, the tasks for the remainder of this chapter will 

be these: 

(1) to argue against Wolf's Reason View; 

(2) to explain what is wrong with the Real Self View, 

that is, why attributability to an agent's real self is 

insufficient for freedom and responsibility; and 

(3) to develop and defend a plausible incompatibilist 

theory of freedom. 

The account of freedom I endorse will draw upon the 

conception of autonomy that I have already presented. In 

order for an agent to be free in, and responsible for, 

performing an act, it must result from her character. But 

the agent fails to be free and responsible in acting from 

character if she could not have had a different character; 

in other words, if instead of it being ultimately up to her 

what sort of person she is, her character is determined by 

the past (including heredity, her childhood environment, and 

so on), together with the laws of nature. 

The term 'libertarian' is applied to the 

incompatibilist who affirms the existence of human freedom. 

As the conception of autonomy I rely upon in developing an 

incompatibilist theory of freedom is coherentist, and as I 

affirm that we sometimes act and will freely, the theory is 

a Coherentist Libertarian View of freedom. I will turn in 

the next and final chapter to considering reasons for 
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thinking that we do, in fact, sometimes meet the conditions 

of the account. 

4.1 What Is Wrong with the Reason View 

Wolf claims that one is free and responsible in 

performing an act at a time if and only if one had, at that 

time, the ability to act in accordance with The True and The 

Good. However, "the ability to do the right thing for the 

right reasons" is neither necessary nor sufficient for 

responsibility. The following are counterexamples. 

(I) Suppose that Anne invites her neighbors over for 

dinner in an attempt to lessen their grief over the death of 

the neighbors' son. Anne herself has lost a child, so she 

wishes to comfort the grief of others, knowing the depth of 

the pain herself. Thus I think we'd agree that Anne does 

the right thing -- helping the neighbors -- for the right 

reasons -- she understands their pain and wants to help 

alleviate it. But now suppose that Anne is a former member 

of a cult. One of this cult's tactics for growth was to 

inculcate in its members the desire to befriend and help 

their neighbors when those neighbors have need of 

assistance; the ultimate purpose of its members' 

benificence, from the point of view of the cult's leaders, 

is for the members' neighbors to later be converted. But 

the members of the cult themselves have no knowledge either 
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of the source of their desires to help neighbors, or of the 

purpose toward which their acting on those desires is 

ultimately to be put by others. 

Now suppose that, as a result of past group hypnosis, 

the desire to befriend and aid her neighbors still exists in 

Anne. The hypnosis has been so successful that Anne could 

not, in the instance in which she invited her grieving 

neighbors over for dinner, help but invite them. The 

implanted desire, that is, compelled her to invite them. 

Thus, Anne could not do otherwise. Hence, it hardly seems 

that Anne acts freely and is praiseworthy for entertaining 

her neighbors. Thus, the ability to act in accordance with 

the True and the Good is not sufficient for freedom and 

responsibility. 

It may be objected that, in the case sketched above, 

Anne does not really do the right thing for the right 

reasons. That is, while it should be agreed that Anne does 

the right thing in reaching out to her grieving neighbors, 

it may be objected that she doesn't really do so for the 

right reasons. Anne befriends her neighbors because she has 

been conditioned to do so, according to the objection, and 

not because she freely decides that it is the right thing to 

do. However, if the analysis of 'doing x for the right 

reasons' requires the possibility that the agent who does x 

be motivated by right reasons and the possibility that the 



124 

agent be otherwise motivated, then the Reason View requires 

the absence of necessitation and collapses into the Autonomy 

View. 

The objection assumes that Anne did not invite the 

neighbors for the right reasons because she could not have 

done otherwise than invite the neighbors. But the Reason 

View is committed to the irrelevance of the ability to do 

otherwise in the case of good-acting agents. The Reason 

View requires only that an agent be capable of being moved 

by Reason, or by the right reasons, at the time she acts. 

It dismisses inquiry into ~ the agent is so moved, when 

she is, as irrelevant to assessments of freedom. But why 

should we praise a person for acting on her ability to do 

what is right if she is incapable of doing what is wrong 

and, moreover, if she fails to have the ability to do what 

is right, at the time, as a result of her own actions? If 

the ability to do the right thing for the right reasons 

builds in the ability to do otherwise, then the Reason View 

does not offer a distinct alternative to the Autonomy View. 

In support of the claim that Anne's understanding of 

the neighbors' pain and her desire to help alleviate it are 

the reasons for her action, consider that these are the 

reasons Anne herself would give if asked why she did what 

she did and that these are the reasons that an observer 

would cite as explanations of her action. The fact that 
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there is a further causal explanation of Anne's having these 

reasons does not make them any less her reasons, nor does it 

make them any less right reasons. To heighten the point of 

the example, suppose now that what I have been calling "a 

cult" is actually the World Justice Committee, whose sole 

aim is to foster belief in the fundamental human rights of 

all people, without discrimination to race, gender, sexual 

orientation, national origin, or religious affiliation. The 

Committee's means for combatting racism, sexism, and other 

unjust attitudes is to work at the neighborhood level, by 

inducing desires in people to befriend their neighbors, 

desires which are so strong they cannot be resisted; in this 

way, the message of fundamental human rights for all will 

best be spread. 

What this example shows, I think, is that being 

compelled to do the right thing for right reasons is just as 

objectionable, from the standpoint of freedom, as being 

compelled by anything else. The ability to do the right 

thing for the right reasons is not sufficient for freedom 

and responsibility. 

(II) It is not necessary either. Suppose that Dan has 

suffered sexual harassment in the workplace. Dan has the 

ability to do the right thing -- report the superior who has 

been harassing him -- and he has, as well, the ability to 

refrain, to remain silent. But Dan does not have the 
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ability to do the right thing for the right reasons, i.e., 

in order to defend his right to a harassment-free work 

environment, to see justice served, and to protect possible 

future victims. Rather, Dan is a hardened and cruel person. 

He is also bored. He reports his superior, but he does so 

in order to receive attention, to receive monetary 

compensation for selling his story to the press -- since 

Dan's superior is a prominent member of the community and 

because he is consumed with hate for other people and with 

jealousy at his superior's accomplishments. Dan's reason 

for reporting the harassment is to ruin the career of his 

superior and to achieve attention and financial gain for 

himself. 

Given his upbringing and the sorts of choices Dan has 

made in the past, his character is now such that he is 

incapable of doing the right thing for the right reasons. 

Nonetheless, he is capable of doing the right thing for his 

own reasons, and he is capable of doing otherwise, that is, 

of not reporting the harassment. Dan reports the 

harassment, though not for right reasons. And surely is 

free and responsible in reporting the crime, since he could 

have done otherwise and was self-determined in his act: he 

did what he wanted to do, with full integration of his 

desires. Hence the Reason View is incorrect: the ability to 
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do the right thing for the right reasons is not necessary 

for freedom and responsibility. 

It might be objected to the above case that, given 

Wolf's commitment to normative pluralism,2 there is room in 

the Reason View for counting Dan's reasons of desire for 

personal financial gain, desire for attention, hate for 

others and jealousy of his superior as right reasons. 

However, the more broadly or pluralistically the nature of 

The Good is construed, the closer the Reason View becomes to 

the Real Self View. If the Reason View requires only the 

ability to act according to one's own reasons, then the 

Reason View collapses into the Real Self View and does not 

offer a distinct alternative to it. 

We are left with competition between two sorts of 

theories of freedom and responsibility: the compatibilist 

Real Self View, and the incompatibilist view which Wolf 

calls the Autonomy View. Freedom remains a metaphysical 

problem. 

4.2 What Is Wrong with the Real Self View 

On the Real Self View, a free act is one that results 

from an agent's real self, and all and only such acts are 

the ones for which an agent is responsible. This view 

accounts for many of our intuitions about the correct 

attributions of responsibility. An action proceeding from 
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an agent's real self, done because he really wants to do it, 

is under the agent's control. The act thus seems to be an 

appropriate candidate for being deeply attributable to him, 

and the agent seems to be an appropriate candidate for 

praise or blame with regard to the act. 

The problem with the Real Self View, however, is that 

attributability to a real self is not sufficient for 

responsibility. We can easily think of cases of individuals 

who have characters or real selves, but who do not seem to 

be appropriately held responsible for the actions which 

result from them. 

Consider, for instance, the person who was hypnotized 

in the past, at age ten, to be dutiful and self-sacrificing. 

Presently, at age thirty, he values kindness and obedience 

and routinely serves others. He has preferences and beliefs 

that are characteristic of him; and he acts and makes 

decisions in accordance with them. But his character is not 

ultimately of his own making; instead, it was formed in 

large part via the influence of past hypnotic manipulation. 

Though he acts kindly and obediently on purpose, he does not 

deserve the praise and reward that we would normally think 

attaches to good acts. Those acts proceed from his 

character, but he could have no other character than the one 

he has. The person who seems to deserve praise for the 

man's act of, for instance, saving a drowning child's life, 
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is the hypnotist, and not the man himself. Via his control 

over the sort of person the man is, the hypnotist works as a 

sort of puppeteer in controlling the man's acts. 

Consider also the case of a person whose medication for 

the residual pain of a limb amputation causes a side-effect 

of depression. Her evaluations of situations, desires, and 

other people are often negative, and the propositions she 

accepts are self-defeating and hopeless. Though her 

sometimes hurtful actions result from her negative 

character, we are inclined not to wholly blame her for them, 

since her having the sort of character she does is not her 

fault: it is not of her own creation. To the extent that we 

believe that her character is determined by the drug, at any 

rate, we are inclined to excuse her from the consequences 

that would normally follow her bad acts. 

In each of these instances, the agents are in control 

of what they do, but their control is only mediate, not 

ultimate. Though their behavior results from their 

characters, the content of their characters results from 

some external force, and the external force manipulates who 

they are, in a way that they are powerless to choose or 

resist. The control they have over their actions is 

therefore superficial. 

Unnervingly, it may be that all of us are like this. 

We prefer that certain foods be cooked in particular ways 
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because our parents fixed them that way when we were 

children; we are inclined to pursue or avoid various 

athletic endeavors because of our genetically determined 

physiological features and talents. If we think of 

ourselves as beings whose preferences and beliefs are 

determined by heredity and environment, then the control we 

have over who we are appears minimal or non-existent; and 

the control we have over our behavior consequently appears, 

like the depressive's and that of the victim of post

hypnotic suggestion, superficial. Responsibility seems to 

require that one's action be determined by one's self, and 

that one's self not be determined by anything external to 

it. 

In the previous chapter I explored the notion of 

autonomy and proposed a particular account. However, acting 

autonomously is not sufficient for freedom of action, and 

willing autonomously is not sufficient for freedom of the 

will. To see that the independence of the autonomous agent 

is not sufficient for freedom, we need only to raise the 

question, What of the issue of metaphysical independence? 

Suppose that a person confronts a situation in which he 

has some options: for instance, to take a job in Freeport, 

or to accept a job in Portland. Upon reflecting on the 

situation, taking into consideration various propositions he 

accepts about the comparative benefits and drawbacks of each 
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job and location, and various preferences about the sort of 

company in which he wants to work, preferences regarding the 

length of his drive to work, the happiness of his spouse and 

of himself, and so on, he forms a preference for the 

situation which coheres with his character. Suppose that he 

then acts upon the desire that he does because of his 

authorized or cohering preference for that desire to be 

effective in action. He then meets the conditions of the 

account of autonomy and acts autonomously. 

But suppose that, as this agent reasoned about the 

situation, weighing various factors, consulting others, 

considering what he accepts and prefers, he was causally 

necessitated to reason in just the way he did. His 

deliberative or evaluative faculty was the source of the 

preference he formed, but, in fact, he was causally 

determined by factors such as his genetic makeup, 

environment, past experiences, physiological constitution, 

and the laws of nature, to evaluate hypothetical and actual 

desires for action in just the way in which he did evaluate 

them. In fact, though the elements of his character system 

(his acceptances and preferences) are his in that they 

cohere and were formed as a result of reflecting on what he 

takes to be true and good, they are not, we might say, 

ultimately his, since the past, the current conditions, and 
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the laws of nature conspire to make him accept and prefer 

just what he does. 

If a particular agent's reflections on lower-level 

desires were causally determined to proceed as they did, 

then that agent could not have formed any preferences other 

than the ones he did form, in fact. This is because causal 

necessitation implies a unique, determinate outcome, an 

outcome that could not have been otherwise. In such a case, 

the agent could accept and prefer no other. 

The objection to taking the account of autonomy as 

sufficient for freedom is that the availability of alternate 

possibilities are not required by that account. It is too 

weak as an account of free action or free choice, since the 

account does not require the existence of options. Causal 

necessitation of an agent's preferences by forces external 

to him implies that it is not ultimately up to that agent 

what to prefer, and hence it is not ultimately up to him 

what he does. The agent's preferences could not have been 

otherwise, and the action determined by those preferences is 

not free. Hence in acting autonomously, one does not 

necessarily act freely, and in willing autonomously, one 

does not necessarily will freely. Autonomy is necessary, 

but not sufficient, for freedom. Also required for freedom 

is the availability of alternative possibilities. 
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4.3 The Need for an Incompatibilist Theory 

Ordinary reflection, for a vast majority of cases, 

leads one to the conclusion that there are a non-unitary 

number of alternative options open to one. As I sit at my 

desk, I believe that I can pick up a nearby binder clip or 

leave it still; that I can get up, or intentionally knock 

over my clock, or move a book to the right or the left or 

the back of the desk. I believe that I'll do only one of 

these things if I do any of them, at the next moment, but I 

believe that at the present moment, I am free to do ~ of 

them. In other words, it is within my power at the present 

moment to actualize anyone of several possible futures, or, 

at least, so it is natural and common to believe. 

Introspection reveals a decision-making process that 

operates on the assumption of multiple options. In deciding 

whether to order lamb chops or fish for dinner, I take it 

for granted that I am free to order either one. 

When we make decisions about what preferences to form, 

or about what courses of action to pursue, it often seems to 

us that we are at liberty to choose in one way or another; 

that is, it seems to us that we can choose in one particular 

way and that we can choose in the other way -- which way we 

decide is up to us. Each alternative decision is apparently 

within our power to make. 
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But the appearance of options does not make them so. 

According to the libertarian, we possess freedom of the will 

only if this appearance is also fact: only if, in addition 

to it seeming to us that we sometimes have genuine options, 

we really do sometimes have genuine options. A person has 

genuine options at a moment when more than one alternative 

decision or action is then open to her. Carl Ginet has 

worked on the notion of having an option "open to one." He 

offers the following analysis. Alternatives are 'open to a 

person' when which of them she takes is entirely up to her 

choice at that moment. 3 In other words, alternative 

decisions or actions are open to a person when, given the 

past and the laws of natur8, she is aQla to make or do 

either at will. Van Inwagen writes that this concept of the 

power or ability of an agent to act "is as clear as any 

philosophically interesting concept is likely to be. In 

fact, I doubt very much whether there are any simpler or 

better understood concepts in terms of which this concept 

might be explained."4 

To ascribe an ability to do, as well as an ability to 

do otherwise, to an agent is to say that he is in such a 

position that he can make actual one particular physically 

possible future, and he can make actual at least one other 

physically possible future. What is it to 'make actual a 

particular future'? It is to cause it to be the case that 
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particular events which are, at one moment, physically 

possible events, actually occur, at a later moment. To 

understand this, we should focus on particular events which 

are, at the present moment, physically possible events. 

Call this series of events X. To 'make actual a particular 

future X' is to cause the events comprising X to occur. How 

does an agent do this? By causing the initial event in the 

series X to occur, event el. The initial event in this case 

is an act of will, or a chQice (to prefer that a desire d be 

effective in action, or to do y) . 

The state of affairs of a person's having more than one 

option open to her at a moment is incompatible with the 

truth of the thesis of determinism. According to the thesis 

of determinism, again, given the actual past and the actual 

laws of nature, there is, at any instant t, exactly one 

physically possible future. 5 Alternatively, on determinism: 

For any given time, a complete description of the state of 

the world at that time, together with a complete statement 

of the laws of nature, entails every truth as to what 

happens at every time. 6 

The successful incompatibilist argument, to recall, is 

roughly as follows. If determinism is true, then given an 

act x that was performed by an agent S at a time t, S could 

have done otherwise than x at t (that is, S had, at t, at 

least two genuine options for acting) only if either the 
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past or the laws of nature were different. (The 

compatibilist and the incompatibilist agree on the truth of 

this premise.) Suppose that S performed x freely. Then S 

could have done otherwise than x at t. Then S could have 

done something such that, if he did it, either the past or 

the laws of nature would have been (would have had to have 

been) different. But i£ this is so, then S has at t the 

ability to change either the past or the laws of nature. 

But that is absurd: no one can ever change the past or 

change the laws of nature. So either determinism is false, 

or the free will thesis is false; the two theses are 

mutually incompatible. 

The incompatibilist's understanding of freedom is 

fairly staightforwardly at odds with the thesis of 

determinism. If every event is causally necessitated to be 

what it is, given the past and the laws of nature, and if 

every decision is an event (which it is), then in the case 

of any particular decision, the subjective sense of having 

options is an illusion -- the ability at a time to decide in 

one way and to decide in another way is only apparent. For, 

if the thesis of determinism is true, then given the facts 

about the history of the world, including facts about a 

particular agent's birth, genetic makeup, life experiences, 

present circumstances, and neurophysiological constitution, 

and given the laws of nature, any decision that an agent 
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makes at a particular moment is causally necessitated to be 

what it is it is in at least some important sense the 

only decision that the agent could have made at the time. 

And given the past and the laws of nature, any action that a 

person performed was causally necessitated -- it was in at 

least some important sense the only action that she could 

have performed at the time. 

According to the libertarian, it is just this sense of 

the inability to do or to decide otherwise that is relevant 

to assessments of freedom. The compatibilist is committed 

to the claim that an agent ~ do what he is causally 

determined not to do;? given the actual past and the actual 

laws of nature, the compatibilist holds that, while the free 

determined agent has at any time only one physically 

possible opportunity for action (x), nonetheless there is 

some sense in which this agent is 'able' to do otherwise 

than x at that time. But this sense of 'ability' is 

incoherent, or at least, unsatisfactory. 

In claiming that a free determined agent is able to do 

otherwise, the compatibilist might mean roughly that the 

agent has the appropriate processes or faculties for 

performing at least one act other than the one she in fact 

performs, and that nothing physically or psychologically 

constrains her from exercising those faculties. 8 However, 

if it is physically possible for one to act or to choose 
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~ as one does, then one is in no interesting sense able 

to do or to choose otherwise -- one cannot exercise one's 

faculties for doing otherwise, since the laws of nature and 

the past constrain one's ability to do so, under the 

assumption of determinism. 

4.3.1 The conditional analysis of ability 

The compatibilist makes the following move. The 

'ability to do otherwise,' she argues, following G.E. Moore, 

may be analyzed conditionally: an agent 'could have done 

otherwise' just in case he 'would have done otherwise, if he 

had chosen to' (or willed to, or preferred to). On the 

conditional interpretation, the ability to do otherwise is 

consistent with the truth of determinism. 

This approach to analyzing ability focuses our 

attention on what it is we care about when we think about 

options: the dependence of our actions on our desires, or 

our choice. I am not free to leap tall buildings in a 

single bound: even if I desired to, I wouldn't. The 

incompatibilist wants to say, if I desired to, I wouldn't, 

because I can't; the proponent of the conditional analysis 

wants to say, if I desired to, I wouldn't, ~~, I can't. 

According to the compatibilist proposing the conditional 

analysis as an account of meaning, this is just what we mean 



when we assert than I cannot leap tall buildings: I 

wouldn't, even if I desired or chose to. 
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But we shouldn't bother ourselves with this sort of 

unavailable option -- why concern ourselves with bounds that 

are physiologically imposed? There is no point in a man's 

fixating on his lack of ability to bear a child, or in our 

focusing our attention on our lack of freedom to jump up and 

soar like the eagles. Instead, we should be concerned with 

actions that are within our power, with ones that we are 

~ to perform. Those just are, urge proponents of the 

conditional analysis, the actions we would take if we wanted 

or decided to. An obstacle to doing what one wants that is 

worth caring about is an obstacle which falsifies that claim 

that I would do it if I wanted to. We are able to do just 

those things that are dependent on our will (desire or 

choice), and the blocking of those things ought to concern 

those interested in liberation. 

However, the conditional analysis, at least to my mind, 

has been defeated by the problems that have been raised for 

it. Roderick Chisholm has argued that the proposed 

conditional, 'would have done otherwise, if he had chosen 

to,' might be true at the same time as it is false that the 

agent could have done otherwise. This would be the case if 

the agent was unable to have chosen otherwise (though she 

would have chosen otherwise if she could have): if, for 
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instance, an obsessive-compulsive disorder prevented her 

from choosing not to scrub the floor rather than to scrub 

it. 

Furthermore, J. L. Austin has argued that the proposed 

conditional might be false at the same time as it is true 

that one could have done otherwise: 

Consider the case where I miss a very short putt and 
kick myself because I could have holed it. It is not 
that I should have holed it if I had tried; I did try, 
and missed. It is not that I should have holed it if 
conditions had been different; that might of course be 
so, but I am talking about conditions as they precisely 
were, and asserting that I could have holed it. There 
is the rub. 9 

Austin's point is that the assertion that a person could 

have done otherwise does not mean that the person would have 

done otherwise if some condition or other had been 

different. At least sometimes, the assertion means that she 

could have done otherwise given conditions precisely as they 

were. 

Freedom, then, requires the categorical, not 

conditional, ability to do and to choose otherwise. The 

ability to choose otherwise that is necessary for freedom is 

the ability to choose otherwise in exactly the same 

circumstances, given the exact same past and the same laws 

of nature. The truth of determinism renders agents unable 

at all times to choose among genuine options, since if 
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determinism is true, the past and the laws of nature 

constrain the range of ways in which one can actually 

decide, by leaving open only Qlle physically possible future. 

Thus, the truth of the thesis of determinism renders agents 

unfree. 

4.3.2 The incompatibilist's central problem 

In chapter two, I defended van Inwagen's version of the 

argument for incompatibilism against recent compatibilist 

challenges .. My aim in the present chapter is thus not to 

prove that incompatibilism is correct, as I take that to be 

already shown. My aim, instead, is to investigate the 

nature of a free act. 

A requirement for freedom is that determinism be false. 

If we ever act and choose freely, then it must be the case 

that, given the past and the laws, at some moment t (or at 

some moments ti, t2, t3, ... ), there is more than one 

physically possible future. 

But to assert this does not yet locate agents at the 

crucial junctures. The denial of determinism does not 

itself give us an interpretation of the alternate 

possibilities condition of freedom, since the thesis of 

indeterminism does not say anything directly about agents. 

In order to present a clear conception of freedom, the 

incompatibilist needs to explain in what ways determinism 
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must be false, to say when and where the indeterminism is 

located that allows for agents' production of free actions 

and free choices. The mere truth of indeterminism does not 

ensure that we can act and choose freely. Indeed, freedom 

and indeterminism appear to be in tension, just as freedom 

and determinism are. 

This is the problem that I now want to address. Having 

given some reasons for my commitment to incompatibilism, I 

want to look at the question of how the thesis of 

indeterminism (the denial of determinism) helps, without 

hurting, the cause of freedom. The compatibilist and the 

incompatibilist bring different understandings of the nature 

of freedom to the debate over whether or not the existence 

of human freedom is compatible with the truth of the thesis 

of determinism. My focus here will be on the question of 

what the incompatibilist's understanding of freedom ought to 

be. How can an incompatibilist theory of freedom be made 

intelligible? 

I will not be arguing, in the remainder of this 

chapter, that we have freedom, that is, that we sometimes 

choose and act freely. In the subsequent chapter, I try to 

give some reasons for thinking that this is so. In other 

words, I think that only one of -- the thesis of 

determinism, and the thesis that we have free will -- can be 

true, and that it is the free will thesis that is true. So 
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determinism, I think, must be false. Instead, I want to 

address the conceptual problem of what it would be like to 

choose and act freely. Many of us think of ourselves as 

free actors and choosers. Hence I aim, with my account of 

freedom, to clarify a portion of our self-concept. 

The libertarian theory of freedom has been famously 

charged with being ~obscure," ~incoherent," and, on some 

versions, guilty of ~panicky metaphysics."lD According to 

Schopenhauer, the libertarian makes every free action ~an 

inexplicable miracle, an effect without a cause."ll 

I do not claim to be able to answer all concerns about 

the libertarian theory, but I hope, in what follows, to go 

some way toward developing a reasonable libertarian account. 

The account is, hopefully, intuitively attractive and 

sensical, not (completely) obscure. Even the compatibilist 

should be interested in having a clear libertarian account 

of freedom to assess. 

4.4 Varieties of Libertarianism 

I'll begin with what I think the libertarian should ~ 

say about the issue of the location of the indeterminism 

required for freedom. And that is, the indeterminism should 

not be held to be between an agent's choice and her act: 

between the agent's choice to perform a particular 

preference for acting, or her choice to act in a certain 
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way, and the resulting action. Suppose that the 

indeterminism required for freedom were between the choice 

and the act. This might be the" case in either of two ways. 

Both resulting views, however, are implausible. 

4.4.1 Free actions as uncaused actions 

The most implausible view is the following. 

T1: an agent is free with respect to a 

particular action only if that action is 

event-causally undetermined in the sense that 

the action is uncaused. 

This position is unsatisfactory because a totally 

uncaused event is an event that derives from nothing, that 

has its source in nothing. An event that comes from nothing 

is mysterious, shocking, and random. Free actions should 

not, on anyone's view, be so totally inexplicable as to be 

mysterious and shocking. For free actions are done by 

agents for their own reasons (from the requirement of 

autonomy), and they make sense in light of what we know 

about those reasons. Free acts do not randomly appear from 

nowhere. 

4.4.2 Free acts as acts caused but not 

determined by choice 

There is a second way in which there might be 



145 

indeterminism between an agent's choice and her act. An 

agent's action might be event-causally undetermined by her 

choice nQt in virtue of the act's being totally uncaused, 

but in virtue of the act's being caused, but not determined, 

by the choice. The resulting libertarian view has more 

plausibility than the first view, but is still, I think, 

unsatisfactory. The second view is the following. 

T2: an agent is free with respect to a 

particular action only if that action is 

event-causally undetermined in the sense that 

the action is indeterministically caused by 

the agent's choice or decision. 

The problem with the second view is that, an act 

which mayor may not follow the decision of an agent to 

perform it seems to be insufficiently under the control of 

the agent to count as being a free act of hers. The act 

seems accidental. Imagine: you make a decision, but must 

wait to see whether the act upon which you've decided will 

or will not occur. This hardly seems to be a free act of 

yours. If this were what constituted free action, it is 

hard to see why anyone would want the ability to act freely, 

where the ability to act freely would be the ability to make 

decisions, without being able to be certain whether or not 

what one has decided to do, will actually occur. 
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An action that happens to follow the agent's decision 

to perform it, but which did not ~ to follow, and does 

not regularly follow, such a decision, strikes one not as a 

free act, but as a chance occurrence. The positing of 

indeterminism between the choice and the act does not help 

the cause of freedom. 

4.4.3 Free acts as acts determined by free 

choice 

The way to fix this problem is to firm up the relation 

between the free agent's choice and her act. The 

libertarian ought to require that the agent's choice 

deterministically cause her action. But this leaves us with 

the problem of where, and in what ways, determinism must be 

false, in order for us to ever act and choose freely. Where 

must the requisite indeterminism be located? 

The correct answer, I think, is this. 

T3: an action is free only if it 

deterministically results from an agent's 

event-causally undetermined choice. 

Uniting plausible libertarian conceptions of freedom, 

then, is commitment to the claim that a free acts result 

from a free choice, where a choice is free only if it is 

event-causally undetermined. The central problem for the 
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libertarian theory is to explain how an event-causally 

undetermined choice can be free and not random. A free 

choice ought to be one that is intelligible rather than 

random or arbitrary, though it is event-causally 

undetermined. 

But an event-causally undetermined choice, some have 

thought, is uncaused and so is a matter of pure chance. To 

hold that some human decisions are event-causally 

undetermined, the critic charges, is to make those decisions 

random and unintelligible; and arbitrary, unintelligible 

decisions certainly are not freely performed by an agent. 

For instance, according to one compatibilist, 

in proportion as an act of volition starts of itself 
without cause it is exactly, so far as the freedom of 
the individual is concerned, as if it had been thrown 
into his mind from without -- 'suggested to him by a 
freakish demon. '12 

Libertarians address this problem in different ways. I 

would like to examine two sorts of libertarian theory 

consistent with T3, each of which has more plausibility than 

either of the views T1 and T2. We are in search of an 

explanation of event-causally undetermined choice. 

A choice might be event-causally undetermined in either 

of two ways. First, it might be not caused by an event at 

all: this would be the case if either the choice were 

totally uncaused, or if the choice were caused by an agent 
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rather than by an event. We'll i~nediately rule out the 

view that the free choice is totally uncaused, for, as the 

critic states, this makes the choice random. One of the 

more plausible sorts of libertarian view, then, appeals to 

agent-causation: 

T3A: an action is free only if it 

deterministically results from a choice 

caused by the agent. 

The second way in which a choice could be event

causally undetermined is by being caused by a deliberative 

event or events in an indeterministic way. The choice may 

be caused by a prior consideration of the agent's -- a 

deliberative event involving the agent -- but not determined 

or necessitated by that event. Thus the second sort of more 

plausible libertarian view is as follows. 

T3B: an action is free only if it 

deterministically results from a choice that 

is caused but not determined by some prior 

deliberative event of which the agent is the 

subject. 

4.5 Event-Causation Views 

To say that an action is free only if it is 

deterministically caused by an event-causally undetermined 
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choice is to say that the agent could have, at the time, 

decided in a number of ways. His choice to act in a 

particular manner was not necessitated: there were a range 

of options for choice which were in the agent's power at the 

time to make. During the decision process, we experience 

thoughts, desires, insights, preferences, and the like. The 

libertarian might hold that an agent's choice is free only 

if it is caused but not determined by the agent's 

deliberations, by the occurrence to him of any particular 

thoughts. 

An agent is free with respect to a particular action, 

on this view, only if that action is event-causally 

undetermined at a time t prior to the agent's choice, in the 

sense that the agent can, at t, choose among a range of 

options for acting, where the particular choice she makes 

(i) is undetermined and (ii) deterministically causes the 

chosen action. 

T3B has the merit of not making whether or not a free 

act follows an agent's decision to perform it a matter of 

chance. It focuses our attention on the nature of the 

agent's decision to act in a certain way. (These decisions 

need not be conscious.) The view does not claim that free 

choices are uncaused, but that they are undetermined: they 

could have been otherwise. 
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Not all causation is determination, as Anscombe has 

pointed out. 13 Most of us assume that, if an effect occurs 

in one case and similar effect does not occur in an 

apparently similar case, then there must be some relevant 

further difference. But Anscombe argues that it is wrong to 

associate the notion of 'cause' with necessity or 

determination for two reasons. 

First, we can recognize and speak of causes in 

instances where we do not know of any relevant exceptionless 

generalizations or necessities (if there even are any). For 

instance, given contact with someone contaminated with a 

disease, it does not follow of necessity, or invariably, 

that one contracts or develops the disease. Perhaps there 

is an elaborate set of conditions that could be specified, 

under which one does invariably get the disease. But the 

question of whether there is such a set of conditions does 

not have to be settled before we can know what we mean by 

speaking of the contact as ~ cause of my getting the 

disease, in the case in which I get it. So in this case we 

legitimately use the word 'cause' when we do not know of a 

necessity. 

There are other cases like this. A child's falling and 

scraping his knee causes him to cry. But he did not have to 

cry, and he does not always cry upon falling; at any rate, 

we do not need to know or assume that either of these is 
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cause of the child's crying. 
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Second, Anscombe insists that the core, cornmon feature 

of all causality consists in the derivativeness of an effect 

from its causes. But the laws of nature do not give us the 

information, or show us, that the effect derives from, or 

has its source in, the cause. If A comes from B, then this 

does not imply that every A-like thing comes from some B

like thing, or that A had to corne from B. This may be true, 

but if it is, it is an additional fact. So causation is not 

identical to necessitation. 

There are, then, necessitating causes and non

necessitating causes. A necessitating cause C, of a given 

kind of effect E, is one such that, it is not possible (on 

the occasion) that C should occur and should not cause E, 

given that there is nothing that prevents E from occurring. 

A non-necessitating cause is one that can fail to produce 

its effect, even without the intervention of anything to 

frustrate it. Anscombe's example of a non-necessitating 

cause is a collection of radioactive material that activates 

a Geiger counter, which is connected to a bomb. Via the 

Geiger counter, the material causes the bomb to explode. It 

was not determined, but merely happened, that the radio

active material emitted particles in such a way as to 

activate the Geiger counter enough to set off the bomb. 
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For an event to have a non-necessitating cause is not 

necessarily for it to violate a law of nature. And the 

truth of this assertion does not require some laws of nature 

to be indeterministic. For laws of nature to be 

deterministic is for them, together with the description of 

the situation, to entail unique results. It may be that 

some laws of nature are indeterministic. But, 

alternatively, it may be true that all laws of nature are 

deterministic, while it is also the case that ~ every 

event is covered by or falls under a law. Since the laws 

of nature may not cover every event that happens, the laws' 

being deterministic does not tell us whether or not the 

thesis of determinism is true. According to determinism, 

all physical effects are necessitated by their causes. 

The indeterminism involved in free agency is held by 

the libertarian advocating theory T3B to be located between 

the factors that influence an agent's decision and the 

decision itself. The choice and the action resulting from 

the decision are free only if prior considerations influence 

but do not necessitate the decision. 

Freedom requires more than this, however, since 

autonomy is necessary, in addition to options. According to 

the libertarian, the free agent is, at some moments, in such 

a position that she can autonomously act in one way, and she 
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can autonomously act in at least one other way: which way 

she acts is up to her (event-causally undetermined) choice. 

Coupling the account of autonomy presented in the 

previous chapter with T3B generates the following result. 

An agent is free with respect to what action to take just in 

case, at the moment prior to the decision to act, the agent 

can act on a particular desire for acting because of an 

authorized preference for that desire to be effective in 

action and she can act on a different desire because of an 

authorized preference for that desire to be effective in 

action, where her decision to form a particular preference 

regarding the situation is caused but not determined by her 

deliberations. 

On this version of T3B, then: An agent S is free at t 

with respect to an act x if and only if S is able at t to 

perform act x autonomously and is able to perform at least 

one other act autonomously, such that which preference (for 

a certain desire to lead her to action) she forms is 

causally dependent on her: the decision to form a particular 

preference is (or will be) caused but not determined by SIS 

deliberations. 

The event in question -- the formation of a 

preference for a particular desire to be effective in action 

-- is caused but not determined by events involving the 

individual's evaluative faculty or intellect. What is 
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involved is indeterministic but probabilistic causation -

the deliberations do not determine that a particular choice 

will be made, but they make it more probable. Prior to some 

agent's deliberations, suppose that options for deciding, 1, 

2, and 3, are equally likely to happen. But the 

deliberations make the probability of decision 2 occurring 

higher, and the probability of 1 and 3 lower. Given the 

deliberations, perhaps 2 has an 80% chance of happening, and 

1 and 3 each have a 10% chance. 

The compatibilist cannot require strictly sufficient 

conditions for an event in order for that event to be non

random. To do so is question-begging, for what the 

libertarian affirms is precisely that there is a third 

option between determined and random. 

The third option, according to T3B, is that the 

decision is explicable by reference to the factors that 

caused the decision to be what it was. Why did S decide in 

that way? Because of reasons x,y,z, and so on. Why did 

those reasons lead him to decide as he did? The determinist 

would answer, because of a deterministic causal law linking 

such reasons to such a decision. But the proponent of T3B 

answers: because the agent wanted there to be such a causal 

link, because he had a certain character or reason 

structure. These causal statements report necessary but not 

strictly sufficient conditions for the decision. Without 
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the deliberations, the choice would not have occurred. In 

order to be explicable, the decision need not be 

necessitated. But in order to be free, the decision must 

not be necessitated. 

An agent's preferences and acceptances are formed as 

the result of the agent's reflecting on actual or 

hypothetical first-level beliefs and desires and evaluating 

them with respect to her conception of the true and the 

good. When the agent acts on her authorized or cohering 

preferences, she acts autonomously. Further, according to 

the version of T3B that adopts this approach to autonomy, 

when the agent's reflections on and evaluations of first

level states are not deterministically caused to proceed as 

they do by the occurrence of any particular considerations, 

but instead when her choice of what preferences for action 

to form is indeterministically caused by such events, then, 

when such preferences determine her will or effective 

desire, the agent enjoys freedom of will; and, when such 

preferences determine her action, she acts freely. 

Certainly there are a number of factors that influence 

individual decisions. These include the media, friendly 

advice, the attitudes of one's colleagues, the wishes of 

one's parents, subconscious needs and desires, dreams, the 

political climate, concern for the environment, the 

interests of one's children or siblings, regard for what is 
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true and right, and so on. What we desire when focusing on 

freedom is that none of these factors determine or 

necessitate our decisions. We welcome the influence of any 

such factors if we are reasonable, it seems to me, but what 

we abhor, when concentrating on the value of freedom, is the 

determination of our choice by any of these influences. We 

want our choices to be up to us, not necessitated by forces 

external to us. Freedom is opposed to constraint, and 

having to choose to act in any particular way -- no matter 

how appealing that way may be, or how objectively right it 

is, or how much one's mother approves of it -- is 

constraining. 

So the view T3B has intuitive plausibility. This sort 

of libertarian theory has the benefit of not positing 

mysterious agents in the form of unmoved movers. T3B is a 

naturalistic libertarian view appealing only to event

causation. There are no entities posited that we must 

believe in when we think of ourselves as having libertarian 

freedom, except for the entity of our own intellect or 

evaluative faculty. 

However, though this naturalistic libertarian view has 

the benefit of having no "mysterious agent" problem, it does 

have a fatal difficulty: it has no satisfactory answer to 

the problem of control. We considered earlier the view (T2) 

that an agent is free with respect to a particular action 
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only if that action is event-causally undetermined, in the 

sense that the action is indeterministically caused by the 

agent's choice. But the reason for rejecting this view is 

that, to make the link between an agent's decision to act 

and the act itself not necessary but only probabilistic is 

to make the act, it seems, accidental, not in the agent's 

control. 

A problem for the present view is that it seems to 

suffer from a similar weakness. Just as indeterminism 

between the agent's choice and her action seemed to leave 

the action out of the agent's control, so indeterminism 

between the factors that influence the agent's choice and 

her choice itself seem to leave that choice out of the 

agent's control. 

An agent has particular considerations prior to making 

a choice, particular reasons for deciding in one way and 

reasons for deciding in a different way. Given the 

influences upon the agent, including these considerations, 

we are asked by the proponent of T3B to imagine that which 

decision will follow these deliberations is undetermined. 

Given the deliberations, any particular decision mayor may 

not follow. 

But doesn't this make the decision that does, in fact, 

Occur appear to be mysterious and random? A decision that 

mayor may not follow upon the particular considerations 
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that strike an agent during the deliberation process seems 

to be a decision that is not under the agent's authority or 

power. If there is some random element between the 

considerations p+ior to the decision and the decision itself 

(so that the decision has no strictly sufficient 

conditions), then the decision appears to be uncontrolled by 

the agent. This problem is sufficiently troublesome to 

defeat the T3B approach. 

Most agent-causation views have an easy answer to the 

problem of control: decisions are under the agent's direct 

control, because the agent causally determines them. 

4.6 Agent-Causation Views 

Agent-causation theories of freedom are de'fended by, 

among others, Thomas Reid,l4 C.A. Campbell,ls Roderick 

Chisholm,l6 and Richard Taylor.l7 I will briefly exposit 

each of these views and point out that they all could be 

improved by having a more filled-in conception of the agent. 

I will then turn, finally, to articulating the coherentist 

libertarian theory that I wish to defend. 

Reid points out that the free/unfree distinction 

applies only to actions preceded by an agent willing that 

she do them. ls He takes "the will" to be our faculty of 

willing actions or of determining what to do. In 

determining what one does, one exercises one's "active 
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power," which is the ability of the mind to produce a 

certain effect. An act is free on Reid's view if and only 

if the agent was the (undetermined) cause of the act of 

willing that caused the act, such that the agent could have 

willed not to do it just as much as he could have willed to 

do it. According to Reid, no external cause produced the 

act of will that resulted in a free act; ~ agent caused 

the act of will. (See Appendix B.) For a person to be the 

agent-cause of an act of will is for a person to exert his 

power to bring about that act of will. 

A problem for Reid's view is that, according to him, 

every event has an agent-cause. But an act of will is an 

event. As the agent-cause of the act of will, the agent 

must have exerted its power to bring it about. However, the 

exertion of power is an event requiring an agent-cause. 

Thus it seems that an agent must cause an infinite number of 

exertions, in order to produce any act of will. But this is 

absurd. Reid's solution is to claim that the exertion of 

power is not a change that the agent undergoes, and so does 

not qualify as an event. Hence it does not require an agent 

cause. 

Chisholm also defends an agent-causation view. He 

begins with the following dilemma: the ascription of 

responsibility is incompatible with a deterministic view of 

action; but the ascription of responsibility is also 
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incompatible with an indeterministic view of action. The 

latter is the case, Chisholm thinks, since an undetermined 

event is not caused at all and hence is "fortuitous or 

capricious."19 This comment reveals reliance upon a 

controversial view of causation, a necessitarian view, as do 

Taylor's remarks in the following passage: 

In the case of an action that is free, it must not only 
be such that it is caused by the agent who performs it, 
but also such that no antecedent conditions were 
sufficient for his performing just that action. In the 
case of an action that is both free and rational, it 
must be such that the agent who performed it did so for 
some reason, but this reason cannot have been the cause 
of it .20 

Admitting that reasons might be indeterministic causes 

allows us to hold that the state of affairs of an agent's 

causing a particular act may have a cause; to say so is not 

necessarily to imply that the act is unfree. In their 

accounts of free action, Chisholm and Taylor both appeal to 

the notion of an act's being caused by the agent himself. 

Causation by an agent Chisholm calls immanent (as opposed to 

transeunt event or state of affairs) causation. Tracing 

event causation back to the agent, he says, we'll reach an 

ultimate brain event that was caused or made to happen by 

the agent, and not by other events. The agent cannot change 

or do anything to cause the act, because then an event would 

have caused the act (namely, the event of the agent's 
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willing to do it, or his change), and not the agent himself. 

This leads Chisholm to conclude that every agent must be an 

"unmoved mover." 

Campbell also starts with a concern for responsibility. 

According to Campbell,21 it is indisputable that the kind of 

freedom at issue in the free will problem is the freedom 

which is commonly recognized to be required for moral 

responsibility.22 Hence the proper methodology for 

characterizing freedom is to critically compare those acts 

for which, upon reflection, we find moral praise or blame of 

actors to be appropriate, with those acts for which we 

consider judgments of praise or blame to be improper. 

The first piece of data found by taking this approach, 

Campbell thinks, is that our moral judgments upon others are 

regarded as proper and significant only if the acts for 

which we judge them are thought to be the expression of 

inner acts of choice. The acts of a robot are not 

considered to be morally responsible acts;23 neither are the 

acts of a person under the control of another via a post

hypnotic suggestion. Moreover, in morally judging others, 

we "make allowance" for external determinants of a self's 

choices, such as an exceptionally bad environment or 

hereditary endowment; we acknowledge diminished 

responsibility for acts resulting from choices so 

determined. Apparently, then, we try to praise or blame a 
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person only for acts of which we regard her to be wholly the 

author. Hence in order for an act to be free in the sense 

required for moral responsibility, it is not sufficient that 

the actor wills or chooses to perform the act; the act must 

be one of which the agent is the sole author. 

The second piece of data is that it is very difficult 

for us to see how a person can be properly held to be 

responsible for an act which he cannot help performing, even 

if it is his own nature or character which necessitates the 

act.24 Campbell acknowledges that we sometimes praise or 

blame a person for acts such that, given his present 

character, he could not have done otherwise; but in such 

cases, he thinks, we are not praising or blaming the person 

strictly for what he does now, but for the past free acts 

which got him into such a state that he now can do no other 

than he does. An example of this sort of case is an addict 

who now cannot help taking a particular drug, but who is in 

such a state because of his past free actions (his repeated 

choices to take the drug when he could have refrained) . 

Hence, on Campbell's view, there are two conditions 

that are necessary and jointly sufficient for an agent's 

having free will with respect to an act: (i) the ability to 

do otherwise -- it must be the case that nothing 

necessitates the act, even the person's nature and (ii) 

sole authorship: the act must be caused solely by the self 
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(where external determinants of the self lessen freedom and 

hence responsibility) . 

Since on Campbell's view, nothing necessitates the free 

act, including the person's nature or self, the free act is 

indeterministically caused by the agent. But such an act 

mayor may not occur following the agent's decision to 

perform it. Hence, the act is not under the agent's 

authority or control. Campbell makes this problem for his 

view all the worse by remarking that "to 'account for' a 

'free' act is a contradiction is terms. A free will is ex 

hypothesi the sort of thing of which the request for an 

explanation is absurd. H25 However, it is difficult to see 

how an act can be intelligible rather than random, as the 

libertarian position requires, without having an 

explanation. 

The accounts of Campbell, Reid, Chisholm, and Taylor 

leave unanswered the question of what specifically the agent 

is. The absence of a detailed answer to that question 

contributes, I think, to the conviction of critics of agent

causation views that such views are "mysterious. H How can 

an event-undetermined choice be under the control of an 

agent rather than random? Agent-causation theorists answer 

this question: by being caused by the agent. But, one wants 

to know, how can an agent stand in a causal relationship 

with an occurrence? Further, how can she do so without 
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undergoing any change? The agent cannot change or do 

anything to cause the act of will or choice, because then an 

event would have caused the choice, and not the agent 

herself. Is the idea that an immaterial substance stands in 

a causal relationship with an event, and, if so, how can 

this idea be understood? 

It is admittedly difficult to understand what it is for 

an agent to cause events without undergoing any change. The 

concept of agent-causation, however, is not merely an 

arbitrary posit in the face of a vexing question. Some, 

such as Reid, take agent-causation to be the primary, most 

obvious form of causation, lost sight of, and only supposed 

to be mysterious, since Hume biased the philosophical world 

toward event-causation. 

It is clear that we do have a notion of people doing 

things. What it is for S to do X involves, at least, SIS 

causing X to occur. And when we take the first-person 

perspective, it is perfectly clear what is meant by saying 

that I cause the pen to move across the desk by flicking it, 

that I cause myself to get dizzy by holding my breath, and 

that I cause my eyes to widen. We have experience of 

causing events directly. 

The libertarian theory that appeals to agent-causation 

is not totally incomprehensible or incoherent. This is 

particularly true for a theist. For God is an agent who 
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directly causes events, without undergoing any change. As 

the eternal First Cause creator of the universe, God has 

what Reid and Locke refer to as an "active power." God, the 

primary agent, does things, without changing. Perhaps one 

of the ways in which we are created in His image is that we 

have this ability, too. For someone who believes that 

persons are created by God in His image, at any rate, it is 

not implausible to believe that we, like God, have an 

"active power" - the ability to be the undetermined cause 

of events - though our ability is limited in scope and 

strength, while God's is unlimited and perfect. 

The problem of understanding agent-causation is less 

difficult from a theistic perspective than it is from a 

naturalistic one. A person's assessment of the merit or 

plausibility of a certain claim depends upon what else she 

accepts. To the theist, acceptance of (i) there being 

instances of an unchanging, eternal God's action in the 

world; along with acceptance of (ii) our being created in 

His likeness; and acceptance of (iii) the reliability of the 

introspective evidence that we sometimes do things without 

being causally determined to do them: these together make 

the proposition that we do in fact have the power to be 

agent-causes appear to be a plausible and justified 

proposition. 
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Moreover, the libertarian view appealing to agent

causation captures how we -- theist and non-theist alike 

conceive of ourselves when we think of ourselves as free 

agents: alternative choices seem to be available or open to 

us at an instant, without the need for conditions to be 

different; which decision we make is up to our power to 

determine. The account also captures what we want when we 

value freedom: we do not want our decisions to form 

particular preferences to be determined by anything external 

to ourselves. People desire to have a range of options open 

to them and to be able to choose, in a way that is non

necessitated by external factors, which of these options 

they take. We want to be able to choose according to our 

own reasons and not according to the reasons of someone 

else. 

My theory of freedom supposes that agents cause 

decisions. It gives content to this claim by proposing a 

theory of the agent. An appeal to agent-causation is not an 

appeal to bare particular causation, since an agent has as 

an essential feature, on my view as on Reid's, an active 

power: the faculty for being the undetermined cause of 

choices. Agents cause free choices according to some 

reasons; otherwise, the choices would be arbitrary and lack 

rationality. An individual's reasons can causally influence 

his causing the decision, if they preserve freedom, but they 
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cannot causally determine the state of affairs of the 

agent's causing the decision. So the agent-causation view 

has the same need for non-determining causes as the event

causation libertarian view. The coherence account of 

freedom incorporates this observation. 

4 . 7 The Coherentist Libertarian Theory of 

Freedom 

Earlier in this chapter, I set aside the details of my 

understanding of autonomy in order to focus on the 

inadequacy of taking self-determination to be sufficient for 

freedom and responsibility and to motivate the need for an 

incompatibilist theory of freedom. I would like, now, to 

return to the coherence approach based upon Keith Lehrer's 

coherence theory of knowledge, in order to work out how we 

might use the structure of that theory to construct a 

coherence theory of freedom. 

To reiterate, I characterized authorization as a matter 

of responding to challenging preferences. Checking personal 

authorization is the way one has of determining if some 

desire is one that one genuinely has and endorses, and so if 

some action is one that one really wants to do. A 

preference is authorized for an agent at a time if and only 

if it is coherent with the character system of that agent at 

the time. 
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There are two centrally important elements to any 

character system. A being who lacks these two components, I 

think, will not be able to act in a way that is self

determined, because she will not have the coherent system of 

acceptances and preferences that constitutes a character 

system. The two required components are these. First, an 

individual must have an acceptance that she has the ability 

to determine the elements of her character system -- that 

she is an agent with a power for deciding what she prefers 

and accepts. To not have this acceptance is to have a kind 

of victim mentality which, it seems to me, precludes 

autonomy. And second, an agent must have the preference 

that she, rather than anyone or anything else, determine 

which desire she acts on. These two elements must be part 

of a character system for the following reasons. 

A competitor for anything I accept is the skeptical 

objection that I am unable to be the ultimate source of what 

I accept and prefer, in other words, that I have no faculty 

for deciding and determining what to accept and prefer, so 

that anything that it seems to me that I accept or prefer, I 

do not really accept or prefer at all. That is, any 

acceptance statement of the form 'I accept that p' competes 

with the acceptance that I do not really accept any 

proposition, more specifically, that I do not accept that p. 

The competing proposition -- that I have no faculty for 
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determining what to accept, in other words, that it is not 

ultimately up to me what propositions I assent to -- must be 

beaten or neutralized on the basis of my background system 

in order for anything that I accept (or prefer) to be 

authorized, since authorized acceptance (or preference) is 

acceptance (or preference) for which skeptical objections 

can be met. Thus in order to have a coherent character 

system, I must accept that I am capable of determining what 

I accept and prefer. 

One might object as follows: might not an individual's 

preferences and acceptances cling or fit together 

sufficiently for counting as a character system, even if 

they cannot collectively fend off the objection that one is 

not the ultimate determinant of what acceptances and 

preferences one has? Suppose that I am simply agnostic 

regarding the question of whether or not human agents have 

the power to be the ultimate source of their decisions. I 

accept various propositions and prefer to act in certain 

ways. Further, these propositions (statements about what I 

prefer and accept) may well fit together. 

What difference does it make if I do not hold a 

position either way on the issue of the ultimacy of my 

control over my character? I may think that the evidence is 

rather good that heredity and environment together determine 

what a person finds worthy of trust and of value. Yet, I 
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may be open to the idea that genes and environmental 

influence leave room for an undetermined power of the agent 

to be the source of her decisions about what to prefer and 

accept, and that they leave room for these decisions to 

determine her action. I take no stand either way, as it 

seems difficult to say what the truth is about this matter. 

Is it really true, then, that I cannot have a 

character? Such a proposal would imply that all 

compatibilists lack a character, and that anyone 

uninterested and uninformed about the issue of free will and 

so lacking an acceptance of his own ultimate agency fails to 

have a character, and that those informed but agnostic about 

the question lack a character. One might want to extol the 

virtues of libertarians, but expositing a philosophical 

theory which has as a consequence that all of their 

opponents lack character is certainly not the most 

respectable way of doing so! 

However, the reasoning in support of requiring the 

specified acceptance is this. If I do not accept (either by 

remaining agnostic or by accepting the contrary) that it is 

up to me what to prefer and accept, then I can ha2a 

preferences and acceptances, but there will not be any 

element in my character system that allows me to beat such 

competitors as "You accept that God exists just because your 

parents do" and \\You prefer to vote Republican simply 
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because of your privileged upbringing" and ~You chose to go 

to graduate school in philosophy only because your genetic 

constitution passed on from generations of academics and 

family pressure in the direction of a career in philosophy 

gave you no other option." 

Your replying to these objections ~No, I accept that 

God exists of my own accord," or ~No, I was the source of my 

decision to pursue a career in philosophy" do not make 

sense, if either you accept that determinism is true or you 

are agnostic about your having an active power. For if 

determinism is true, then the past and the laws of nature 

are jointly sufficient for one particular future at any 

moment. Thus any decision is causally necessitated by 

factors prior to it which are out of the agent's control. 

An objection of this sort can be raised against everyone of 

your preferences and acceptances. 

Hence you must accept that you have as a stable feature 

of yourself an active power, in order to have a reply to 

such objections to what you prefer and accept. And you must 

have a reply to such objections in order for the elements at 

which the objections are aimed to have any internal support, 

and so to have any claim to respect as elements of you. So 

autonomy and freedom are dependent on self-respect, where I 

take self-respect to include the acceptance of one's own 

power to be the ultimate source of one's decisions. 
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I have argued for the centrality of one particular 

acceptance for the attainment of autonomy. There is also a 

centrally important preference. In the case of preference, 

a competing preference for anything I prefer is the 

preference for my desire to let someone or something else 

determine, in the instance, which desire leads me to action. 

For instance, I might prefer that my priest always make up 

my mind, or that a coin flip decide a dilemma for me, or 

that the traffic congestion, if I'm on my way to the movie 

theater, effectively determine which movie I see. 

Call my desire to let someone or something else decide 

which desire I act on, desire b. Suppose that I have a 

desire a, to go to the concert tonight. Now the preference 

for desire b to be effective in action competes with the 

preference for desire a to be effective in action. This is 

the case because it is less valuable for me to prefer that a 

on the assumption that b is good than on the assumption that 

b is bad on the basis of my character system. That is, it 

is less valuable for me to prefer that my desire to go to 

the concert be effective in action, or to prefer that any 

one of my desires be effective rather than any other, for 

that matter, on the assumption that it is good to desire 

that someone or something other than myself decide what I do 

in any instance. 



173 

This seems intuitively clear. In support of the 

contention, notice that if I really think that it is good to 

desire the state of affairs of my not deciding what I do in 

any instance, then I should desire to not decide what I do 

in any instance, and I should not decide what to do in any 

instance. But the state of affairs of my forming a 

preference in some instance for any desire to be the one 

that leads me to action is inconsistent with the the state 

of affairs of my not deciding in any instance what I do. 

Thus the preference for my desire to let someone or 

something else determine, in each instance, what I do must 

be beaten or neutralized on the basis of my character system 

in order for any preference to cohere. Thus I must prefer 

that, in at least some instances, I determine which desire I 

act on. 

I have developed an account of authorized preference 

according to which preference that coheres with one's 

character system is authorized. I have also described two 

elements which, it seems to me, must be present in order for 

one to have a coherent character system. Recall the account 

of autonomy developed in the previous chapter. 

In acting on a desire for which one has no preference, 

one does not act in a self-determined manner. This is true 

because the desire upon which an individual acts in such a 

case has not been has not been endorsed or sanctioned by him 
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as one that he takes to be good. In acting on a desire for 

which he has no preference, he does not express himself, but 

only expresses in action some desire that has happened to 

arise in him. 

In acting on a desire regarding which one has a 

contrary preference, one similarly does not act 

autonomously. Consider a person who desires to bet his life 

savings on a horse race, but who takes this desire to be 

ridiculous, in fact wicked. In light of his second-level 

reflections, he attempts to, but cannot, change his first

level desire. He does not act autonomously, then, in 

betting his life savings on the race. 

To reiterate, one acts in a way that is self-determined 

when one acts on a particular desire because one has a 

personally authorized preference for that desire to be 

effective in action. And one's will is self-determined when 

one has that will because of a personally authorized 

preference for it. 

The objection to this account of self-determination, 

described in section 4.2 above, regards the source of one's 

character system. Could it not be true that in the case of 

an agent who is personally authorized in preferring what he 

does, his character system could turn out to be externally 

caused, so that he fails to possess self-determination and 

hence fails to act and to will freely? What an agent really 
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wants, in other words, may not actually be wholly up to him, 

but may be the result of conditioning, genetics, or divine 

grace or curse. When an agent's character is determined by 

such external forces, rather than by any real power on the 

agent's part to fashion and refashion that character, the 

objector continues, we have no reason to conclude either 

that the desire for which the agent has a personally 

authorized preference is ultimately a self-determined desire 

or that the action performed as a result of that desire is 

really a self-determined action. 

If the thesis of determinism is true, then there is 

really no room in the world for the 'power' of the agent to 

be the undetermined cause of her character and her actions. 

What the objector is getting at, I think, is simply that the 

thesis of indeterminism might be true, and if it is, then it 

seems that we need a stronger interpretation of self

determination than the one I have given so far. The account 

of self-determination is compatible with an agent's 

character system being, in truth, externally determined, 

though it may seem, introspectively, to an agent that her 

power alone determines what she prefers, accepts, and does. 

Autonomy is insufficient for freedom. Working from the 

account of autonomy, I shall present a coherentist 

conception of freedom. I first define the notion of 

undefeated authorization. An act that one performs as a 
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result of a preference with undefeated authorization (as 

opposed to mere personal authorization) will be strongly 

self-determined in a way that is sufficient for that act's 

being free. 

Recall that Lehrer defines the set of acceptance 

systems M resulting from the various changes required by the 

informed skeptic as the 'ultrasystem' of S at t. 26 Now 

consider the notion of an 'ultracharacter system,' which is 

composed of the ultrasystem M together with the preference 

system of S at t. Then undefeated authorization is defined 

as follows: 

df, undefeated authorization: S is authorized in 

preferring that d in a way which is undefeated if and 

only if S is authorized in preferring that d at t on 

the basis of every system that is a member of the 

ultracharacter system of S at t. 

Where: N defeats the personal authorization of S 

for preferring that d if and only if S is personally 

authorized in preferring that d, but S is not 

authorized in preferring that d on system N, where N is 

a member of the ultracharacter system of S. 
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Preferences whose authorization is only personal cohere 

with one's preferences and acceptances, though it may be 

that it is not only one's power that ultimately determines 

which preferences and acceptances are constituents of one's 

character system and which are not. But if an individual's 

power is the ultimate cause of his character system and 

hence of his actions -- if he is the undetermined 

determinant of which acceptances and preferences for 

effective desires he has -- as he accepts and prefers to be 

the case, then what he prefers will cohere with his 

ultracharacter system to yield undefeated authorization. 

(See Appendix C.) Preferences whose authorization is 

undefeated are truly authored by oneself and oneself alone. 

Thus when one acts on a preference whose authorization is 

undefeated, one acts in a way that is 'truly self

determined,' in a way that is sufficiently self-determined 

to count as being free. 

One's conception of oneself as an agent possessing a 

certain kind of power, the power to form and reform one's 

character, and one's preference for the desire to be the 

undetermined determinant of one's own actions, I argued, are 

elements of any coherent character system. And it is the 

correctness of this conception, I suggest, which allows one 

to will and to act in ways that are free. 
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An agent enjoys freedom Qf action in performing an act 

at a particular time, on the coherentist account, if and 

only if it is true that the agent performs that act because 

she has a preference for the desire resulting in the act, a 

preference whose authorization is undefeated. An agent 

enjoys freedom Q! ~ ~ in having the will (effective 

desire) that she has at a particular time if and only if it 

is true that the agent has the will that she does because 

she has an undefeated authorized preference for that will to 

be her will.. 
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5. FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY 

The defense of the argumen~ for incompatibi1ism in 

chapter two initially motivated the need for an 

incompatibilist theory of freedom. The explanation of what 

is wrong with the conditional analysis of ability, as well as 

with the compatibilist Real Self and Reason Views of freedom, 

in chapter four, pointed up the importance of having an 

alternative, incompatibilist account of freedom to assess. 

In stages, in chapter three and in the latter part of chapter 

four, I have presented such an account: the coherentist 

libertarian theory of freedom. 

In this final chapter, I wish to examine challenges to 

this theory. I hope to have already gone some way toward 

diffusing the force of the classic objections to 

libertarianism of mysterious agency and lack of control. 

Though the coherentist libertarian account does appeal to the 

active power of agents to be the undetermined determinants of 

what sorts of people they become, the activity of the power 

is not legitimately alleged to be mysterious simply because 

it is not governed by deterministic natural laws. There are 

reasons for the active power's operating as it does, and 

these reasons can be conceived of as causes, though non

necessitating ones. 
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To claim that persons retain the power to fashion and 

refashion their characters, without being necessitated by 

anything to do so in one way rather than another, is not to 

assert something incomprehensible or utterly opaque. We know 

from the inside what it is like to deliberate among competing 

values or desires and to exercise our power to decide to form 

one particular preference rather than another, such that we 

are not necessitated by external factors to decide as we do. 

It is commonplace to operate on the assumption that we have 

such a power, and there are various considerations that 

justify this assumption on our part. I will turn to these 

considerations shortly. 

The account I have presented does not make free action 

wholly mysterious: it does not place agents entirely outside 

the causal nexus, and it does not require for the existence 

of freedom the falsity of the principle of universal 

causation (that every event has a cause). Further, the 

decisions from which free actions result are not random or 

arbitrary; they are directly under the agent's control in 

being determined by and only by the agent's active power. 

Moreover, free actions are explicable in terms of the 

individual's character. 

The reader might find this treatment of the mysterious 

agent problem unsatisfying, however. Hence I will address 

the problem a bit further in the following section. I will 
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take up, as well, the objection that I call the lack of 

rationality objection. I will turn, then, to addressing the 

question of whether or not the conditions of the account that 

I've proposed are excessively stringent. Since 

responsibility seems to require that the conditions of the 

account be met, as I have argued in chapter four, the account 

is not so stringent that we never satisfy it, if we are ever 

morally responsible for our actions. But we ~ sometimes 

morally responsible for our actions. This line of reasoning 

provides an argument for thinking that we do sometimes meet 

the conditions of the proposed account and thus that we do 

sometimes act and will freely. 

Van Inwagen thinks that the argument from responsibility 

is the ~ good argument for the existence of free will. 1 

This may be so; but, nonetheless, I will consider, in 

closing, other reasons for thinking that the free will thesis 

is true. 

5.1 The Mysterious Agent Problem 

In charging the libertarian theory I have defended with 

illegitimately appealing to mysterious agency, the critic may 

not be claiming that anything undetermined is mysterious (and 

so, the activity of an agent's power, in being not governed 

by deterministic natural laws, is mysterious). Instead, he 

may be concerned with the problem of verification. I have 
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appealed, in characterizing free action and free will, to a 

feature of persons which has been alternately described as 

an agent's active power or as her evaluative faculty for 

forming preferences and acceptances in light of her 

conception of the true and the good. But the critic's 

concern may be that this feature of persons is not 

empirically observable and, in this sense, is mysterious. 

This charge strikes me as putting in danger of being 

dismissed as "mysterious" any posited ability or faculty of 

persons. It is true that powers of persons are not material 

substances and so are not observable by an ordinary external 

bystander in the same sense in which material things are. 

But how do we become aware of the existence of any ability? 

By, it seems to me, observing its exercise, or its effects. 

We cannot normally tell just by looking at a person at any 

time that he has the ability to cross his eyes or to solve 

complex mathematical problems. But we can observe him in the 

process of exercising the ability and, from this evidence, 

justifiedly infer the ability's existence. 

Similarly, though it is true that we cannot directly 

observe another's active power from the external standpoint, 

we can, from that standpoint, observe his exercise of the 

power as he fashions and refashions his character; in other 

words, as he deliberates among alternatives and decides upon 

forming one preference or acceptance rather than another. We 
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evidence of the observation of its exercise. 
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It may be that faculties ~ directly empirically 

observable insofar as they are encoded in the brain, in which 

case we need only to get a good look at the brain to directly 

see them. But even if this is not so, and even in the 

absence of this privileged scientific viewpoint, we can 

observe in another the existence of her active power by 

observing its exercise in the decision process. We can and do 

witness others considering various factors and making up 

their minds, settling on a decision. Others report verbally 

about their deliberations and their decisions; their facial 

expressions change as they deliberate; they hesitate, stop 

what they are doing, and so on. 

But the active power is not just the ability to 

determine one's character; it is further the ability to do so 

without being determined by anything to decide as one does. 

Perhaps the objection from mysterious agency is that it is a 

particularly unobservable or unverifiable position to assert 

that we have the ability to decide in a way that is 

undetermined or non-necessitated by anything. How could we 

ever know whether or not this is the case? 

At this point it seems to me legitimate to point again 

to the internal evidence: we often introspectively observe 

ourselves (or directly experience) choosing without being 
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necessitated to choose in any particular manner. We may, of 

course, be wrong -- our evidence of what it feels like to 

make decisions about what sorts of people to be may be 

deceiving. But in the absence of any good reasons for 

thinking so, and in the presence of reasons for thinking that 

our internal observations of the process are accJlrate (e.g., 

the argument for incompatibilism and the other considerations 

to follow in this chapter), it is legitimate to account for 

this evidence by positing an active power. The active power 

is not to be conceived as an immaterial substance, but as an 

ability. 

Rather than centering his objection from mysterious 

agency on the claim that the active power is not empirically 

observable, the critic may alternatively allege that the 

appeal to agent-causation in characterizing the sort of 

decision from which a free act results does not make that 

decision more intelligible, in the sense of explaining its 

basis in reasons. There are reasons for an agent's causing 

the decision that he does. But positing an active power of 

the agent as the undetermined determinant of that decision 

does not make the decision more intelligible than it would be 

on the incompatibilist account of freedom (of sort T3B) that 

posits nondeterministic causation between reasons and the 

decision, without appealing to agent-causation. The active 

power of the agent is mysterious in the sense that it plays 
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no further explanatory role, according to this objection, 

since there is nothing about the active power -- no 

characteristic of it -- that explains its choosing as it did. 

But an account of freedom of sort T3A, which appeals to 

agent-causation, does improve upon the account of sort T3B, 

which does not. In response to the question, Why did the 

occurrence of considerations rl, r2, and r3 raise the 

probabilities of decisions dl, d2, and d3 occurring to .51, 

.90, and .75, respectively?, the T3B account has no answer. 

The reply, 'because rl, r2, and r3 are good reasons for the 

decisions dl, d2, and d3, respectively, and r2 is the best' 

can be given no substance without reference to a perspective 

from which the reasons are judged to be positively relevant 

to the particular decisions and a ~Dint of view from which 

the reasons are estimated to be good or worthwhile, with r2 

judged to be the best. 

This point of view is built into the T3A account: the 

agent's active power is the source of the evaluation of 

reasons and the subsequent production of decisions. The 

agent herself provides an explanation for why, given the 

reasons, one decision rather than another occurred. And my 

particular account of freedom improves on other theories of 

sort T3A by filling in an account of the agent with an 

account of the character. In response to the question of why 

the agent produced one decision rather than another, the 
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coherentist libertarian account allows us to reply: because 

she is an agent of this particular sort -- that is, because 

she prefers x, and accepts y, and prefers z, and so on. 

The active power or evaluative faculty of the agent 

makes decisions about what preferences to form in light of 

the contents of her character system. She is not 

necessitated to make any particular decision by her 

character, if she has a genuine active power. This is what 

allows her to change. Nonetheless, the agent herself (her 

active power together with her character) provides an 

explanation for the decision, making that decision more 

intelligible than it would be on the account of sort T3B. 

5.2 The Lack of Rationality Objection 

The critic may yet object as follows. A decision to 

form a particular preference should be reasonable or rational 

for the agent rather than arbitrary, in order for the act 

resulting from that decision to be free. But the problem is 

that if the agent's deliberative process comes up with the 

answer that A is the best choice, all things considered, then 

it seems that she ought to be necessitated to choose A. To 

require for freedom that her choice remain undetermined by 

the reasons seems to require an odd ability: the ability to 

decide against the best reasons. Writes Robert Kane: 
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What I cannot understand is how I could have reasonably 
chosen to do otherwise, how I could have reasonably 
chosen B, given exactly the same prior deliberation that 
led me to choose A, the same information deployed, the 
same consequences considered, the same assessments made, 
and so on. 2 

Once A has been judged to be the right decision, a 

choice of B would appear to be irrational. To require for 

freedom that an agent be able to choose otherwise in the 

categorical sense after she has considered the reasons --

that she be able to choose A and that she be able to choose 

B, given the laws of nature and all of the facts about her 

and her past, including the deliberations of her evaluative 

faculty -- seems to require for freedom the ability to act 

irrationally. In cases in which the deliberative faculty 

-reveals one best answer, the proposed account of freedom, the 

critic charges, requires something non-desirable: the ability 

to choose what is ~ the most rational alternative. To-want 

the ability to act and will freely as I have characterized 

it, complains Susan Wolf, is: 

not only to want the ability to make choices even when 
there is no basis for choice, but to want the ability to 
make choices on no basis even when there is a basis. 
But the latter ability would seem to be an ability no 
one could ever have reason to want to exercise. 3 

This leads Wolf to conclude that the determination of one's 

choice by Reason does not compromise the freedom of that 

choice. 
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However, the charge of lack of rationality does not 

apply to the coherentist libertarian account, as the 

indeterminism required for freedom on that account is prior 

~ the activity of the agent's power or evaluative faculty. 

It must be (for freedom) that nothing determines the active 

power to evaluate desires as it does and hence to form any 

particular preference. But once the power has done its work, 

a particular preference is determined. 

On the proposed account, an act is free if and only if 

it deterministically results from a preference with 

undefeated authorization. A preference has undefeated 

authorization just in case it coheres with the agent's 

character system and the elements of that character system 

were deterministically produced by the agent's undetermined 

active power. Prior to the power's activity, there is 

indeterminism: neither the agent's character nor the 

objective Right nor any other external factor determines that 

the active power shall decide to produce one particular 

preference rather than another. Prior to the working of the 

active power, the agent can make choice A and can make choice 

B. Both choice A and choice B could, at that point, be 

rational for the agent. 

The objection might be construed as a request for an 

explanation of how either of two alternate decisions the 

agent could potentially make could be rational for that 
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agent, if made. The answer, then, is that whichever one ia 

made is rationally explicable by reference to the agent's 

active power. Suppose she decided to form preference P. Why 

did she do so? Because she evaluated potential desires for 

acting in the way she did, with reference to her character. 

Why did she evaluate that way? Because it was up to her to 

do so. Suppose she decided to form preference Q. Why? The 

same explanation is available, with reference to her reasons. 

The choices at issue regard what sort of person to 

become. Free acts result from a character that is of one's 

own making, where a character is of one's own making when its 

elements have been determined by one's undetermined active 

power. In deciding what sort of person to be, we do not want 

to be determined by anything, even the Right or the Good. 

Freedom is opposed to constraint, and having to choose in any 

particular way, no matter how Rational or objectively right 

that way may be, is constraining. The decisions from which 

free acts result are those in which the agent decides on 

bases, but no basis is determining of what she'll decide. 

Either decision the active power produces will be rational 

for the agent, given the process through which her evaluative 

faculty has gone. 
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5.3 Is the Account Excessively Stringent? 

The conditions of the proposed account of freedom are 

somewhat complex. Is the account, then, excessively 

stringent? I think it is not; in this section, however, I 

will address this worry. 

Freedom of the sort I have depicted is required for 

responsibility. Responsibility, that is, requires: (i) the 

ability to be the ultimate (undetermined) determinant of the 

motivations or ends of one's behavior, in other words, to be 

the source of one's character; and (ii) autonomous action, 

action upon the reasons of one's character. I argued for 

this claim in section 4.2. I want, nevertheless, to 

reconsider this argument in light of some objections. I will 

subsequently argue that, since we are sometimes responsible 

for our actions, we must sometimes meet the conditions of the 

account of freedom. This is one argument justifying the 

belief that we sometimes act and will freely. 

It is sometimes alleged that the ordinary intuition is 

that people are responsible for what they do when they could 

have done otherwise, regardless of whether or not they 

desired at any level to do what they did, and especially when 

they desired to do it at the first-level, even if not at the 

second. For instance, gamblers and stealers whose characters 

do not support their gambling and stealing activity are often 

taken to be responsible for their action. Remorseful 
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gamblers and stealers, in other words -- people who desire to 

gamble or steal but who have authorized preferences to do 

otherwise than gamble or steal -.- are legitimately blamed for 

their gambling and stealing, according to this position. 

They are not properly excused just because they "really 

didn't want" to do what they did. 

But cannot this ordinary intuition be explained by the 

fact that we usually take people who claim that they "really 

didn't want" to do what they did to be lying to get out of 

the consequences of their behavior? If we trusted in the 

sincerity of their reports about their motivational 

structure, would we excuse them? I think we would, or at 

least that we ought to. It is not the case that I am 

inclined to excuse persons such as remorseful gamblers and 

stealers only because I think that the first-level desires 

upon which they acted were irresistible. We ought to excuse 

persons who could have done otherwise, but who dislike at the 

second-level what they do, when their second-order 

preferences cohere with their characters. 

Suppose that I intentionally but non-autonomously lie. 

If autonomy is required for freedom, as I have claimed, then 

the lie is not a free act of mine. But this seems 

counterintuitive. Sometimes when I lie, I am able to tell 

the truth. Doesn't this fact alone show that my lying is a 

free action? And aren't I responsible for lying when I could 
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have told the truth? If my lying does not count as a free 

act on my theory, but it seems intuitively right to most 

people that I am responsible for lying, and I claim that 

freedom is necessary for responsibility, then either my 

theory of freedom gives the wrong result, or normal 

intuitions about responsibility are wrong, or freedom is not 

required for responsibility. 

But freedom ~ required for responsibility, and my 

account of freedom is, I think, correct. So, the intentional 

but non-autonomous lie under consideration is, on my view, 

not a free act; and initial ordinary judgments that I am 

responsible for the act of lying are mistaken. One needs 

only to spell out the case to elicit the proper judgment, it 

seems to me. My non-autonomous lie is unsupported by the 

elements of my character system. I abhor lies on any 

occasion, for any reason; I accept that lying is a supreme 

evil and the honesty is of utmost worth; I judge 

acquaintances who lie to be wholly untrustworthy and not 

persons to emulate; I prefer that I be the sort of person who 

acts on my desire to tell the truth in each instance. In 

light of the kind of person that I am, my lie is 

inexplicable. I have, for no apparent reason, acted upon an 

alien desire. I can offer no explanation, and I ask you to 

forgive and pity me; I really didn't want to lie, and I 

regret that I did. In this case, it seems plausible that I 
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am not deeply blameworthy for the lie. The act is not 

attributable to my real self, and so my real self is -- I am 

not at fault. 

Imagine that you have a sister, Anna, who is terrified 

to report an acquaintance rape and thus has a desire to 

remain silent. Suppose that she thinks, however, that it 

would be better to report the crime than to keep silent. 

Anna accepts that prosecuting the offender will most likely 

protect potential future victims, and she prefers to be the 

sort of person who confronts injustice rather than allowing 

herself to be trapped in silence by fear. The preference for 

the desire to report the crime is authorized for her, since 

it coheres with her character system. Thus if Anna acts on 

the desire to not report the crime (but to instead remain 

silent), it seems plausible to say that she is frustrated by 

her action. She does not act autonomously, but in a way that 

makes her a slave to fear. Remaining silent, as a non

autonomous act, is not something for which we would blame 

your sister. It may be a bad thing that the crime is not 

reported; but your sister is not deserving of condemnation or 

blame for remaining silent, as her remaining silent is not 

expressive of her self. She is basically a good person, who 

is trapped in this instance by fear. 

It is not as easy to escape responsibility as the 

account of autonomy might suggest. It is relatively easy to 
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meet the conditions of the account of autonomy, as the 

evaluations required for the formation of preferences need 

not take place at the conscious level. Further, a person 

cannot just ~ that he didn't really want to do what he did 

and thereby escape praise or blame. There will be a fact of 

the matter about the state of his motivations, about his 

character's constitution at the time of the act's 

performance, and about the true causal etiology of the act. 

Telling when the conditions of the account of freedom are and 

are not met'may admittedly be difficult. But having a 

decision procedure for determining when the conditions are 

met is a separate matter from the issue of whether or not the 

account is correct. 

Autonomy is necessary for freedom; but it is not 

sufficient. The attributability of an act to an individual's 

real self is necessary but not sufficient for his being 

responsible for that act, since the agent may have the real 

self he does simply because of heredity or mental illness or 

post-hypnotic suggestion, and not because of any selection on 

his part. Victims of hypnosis and other manipulation by 

superhuman, human, or chemical agents may have contributory 

control over their behavior, but not independent control. As 

I argued in section 4.2, the superficiality of that 

contributory control makes it insufficient for grounding 

responsibility. The victim of severe childhood abuse may 
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have a distrustful and bitter character and act in ways that 

express that character. Insofar as his character is 

determined by the past abuse, we excuse the victim's 

destructive behavior as the necessary and unfortunate outcome 

of his victimization. 

Hence responsibility requires incompatibilist freedom of 

the sort I have described. I turn to examining some classic 

examples that are often taken to show that determinism and 

responsibility are compatible. 

5.4 Frankfurt's Counterexamples to the Principle 

of Alternate Possibilities 

The principle of alternate possibilities states that a 

person is morally responsible for what he has done only if he 

could have done otherwise. In "Alternate possibilities and 

Moral Responsibility," Harry Frankfurt argues that this 

principle is false. The counterexamples to the principle 

that Frankfurt presents are a series of variations of the 

case of Jones, who cannot do otherwise than perform the 

action he performs. The most convincing of the cases is one 

involving Jones4 and another man, Black. Black wants Jones4 

to perform a certain action and will go to considerable 

lengths to ensure that Jones4 does what Black wants. Suppose 

that Black has set up a device for manipulating the processes 

of Jones4's brain and nervous system in a direct way, so that 



198 

Black can determine that Jones4 chooses to act and that he 

does act in one particular way and not in any other. 

Black does not want to bother to intrude upon Jones4 

unnecessarily, so he waits until Jones is about to make up 

his mind, and he does nothing unless it is clear to him that 

Jones4 is going to decide in a way contrary to what Black 

wants him to do. If Jones4 is about to decide to do 

something else, then Black will use his device to make Jones 

decide to do, and do, what Black wants him to do. No matter 

what Jones4's initial preferences and inclinations are, 

Black's way will prevail. 

Suppose that, as it actually happens, Jones4 does decide 

on his own to perform, and does perform, just the act that 

Black wanted him to perform. So Black did not have to resort 

to using his device, in order to get his way. Jones4 had no 

alternative but to do what Black wanted him to do; whether he 

did it of his own accord or as a result of Black's 

intervention, he would have performed the same action. But 

if, as is supposed in the case, Jones4 does it on his own, 

then he seems to be morally responsible for doing it. His 

responsibility is not affected by Black's lurking in the 

background ready to interfere, since that interference never 

comes into play. Writes Frankfurt: 

It would be quite unreasonable to excuse Jones for his 
action, or to withhold the praise to which it would 
normally entitle him, on the basis of the fact that he 
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could not have done otherwise. This fact played no role 
in leading him to act as he did ... Indeed, everything 
happened just as it would have happened without Black's 
presence in the situation and without his readiness to 
intrude into it. 4 

I think that Frankfurt ~ successful in showing that the 

principle of alternate possibilities is false. The 

counterexamples to the principle, however, do nQt show that 

our being deeply responsible for some of our actions is 

compatible with the thesis of determinism. The principle of 

alternate possibilities may be false while at the same time 

determinism and responsibility are incompatible. 

We assume in making the judgement that the agent is 

responsible in Frankfurt-type examples that he made the 

decision spontaneously. But this is not so, if determinism 

is true. If determinism is true, then the particular 

decision that occurred was necessitated by the past and the 

laws -- they were sufficient for the decision's occurrence. 

The person with the device in his brain who chooses X 

(but is prevented by the device from choosing Y) ~ choose 

X, if determinism is true. Determinism is an 'invisible 

controller,' and so we neglect it when making intuitive 

judgments about the person's responsibility for choosing X. 

The device does not force Jones to choose X. It just 

prevents him from choosing Y. But the truth of determinism 

entails that the past and the laws force Jones to choose X. 

So the case does not test our intuitions about the 
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compatibility or incompatibility of responsibility and 

determination or necessitation. It is the 'pushing' or 

compelling feature of determination that is the primary 

bother as far as freedom and responsibility are concerned. 

Hence I agree that Frankfurt's cases show that the 

principle of alternate possibilities is false. Black does 

not bring it about that Jones does Xi Jones brings it about, 

so Jones is responsible. But if determinism is true, then 

the laws and the past bring it about that Jones does X -- the 

laws and the past together explain why he did it. 

Determinism is a coercive force that impels the person to 

decide as he does. Frankfurt himself says that his cases do 

not undermine the "very plausible proposition that moral 

responsibility is excluded by coercion. "5 

Frankfurt's examples leave intact the position that 

freedom and responsibility are incompatible with determinism. 

It is neglected from the story in each case that the agents' 

decisions are, if determinism is true, the only ones they 

could have made at the time, given their psychological 

composition and the past and the laws of nature. Further, if 

determinism is true, then the agents have the psychological 

compositions they do ~ because of any genuine choices that 

they made in the past. When such features are explicitly 

added to the examples, intuition accords, I believe, with the 

libertarian idea that there must be some indeterminism in the 
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causal history of an agent's behavior, in order for the agent 

to be held responsible for that behavior. 

5.5 The Incompatibi~ity of Determinism and 

Responsibi~ity 

The motivation for developing and defending a 

libertarian account of freedom in this work was the thought 

that it is only if persons have the ability to sometimes will 

and act freely on a libertarian construal that they are the 

sorts of beings who can legitimately deserve praise and blame 

for (some of) their behavior. I do not believe that, in 

order for an agent S to be responsible for performing act A 

at a time t, S must have been able to do otherwise than A at 

t, since S may be unable to do otherwise than A at t because 

Qf S's free decision at t-1 committing her to do A. We want 

free actions to deterministically follow agents' decisions to 

perform them, in order for the acts to be controlled rather 

than haphazard. Though S may be unable at t to do otherwise 

than A, she is responsible for performing A at t if (and only 

if) she is genuinely self-determined with respect to A (i.e., 

she performs A for her own reasons and those reasons are 

genuinely her own, in that they are determined by her active 

power) . 

The claim that an agent may be responsible for 

performing an act at a time even though she could ~ have 



202 

done otherwise than that act at that time does not undermine 

the thesis that freedom in the libertarian sense is required 

in order for us to be the sorts of beings who are 

legitimately held responsible, the sorts of beings toward 

whom it is appropriate to sometimes take the attitudes not 

only of pity and amusement, but also of condemnation and 

respect. For if every act of ours is the only physically 

possible act we can perform at the time, and if every 

decision of ours is the only one that it is physically 

possible for us to make at the time, then deep praise and 

blame are inappropriate for us. If we never have genuine 

choices, then we are not responsible for being the sorts of 

people that we are (having the characters that we do), and we 

are not responsible for the acts that follow from our 

characters. I have argued for this conclusion above, with 

the use of examples. The following is a further argument for 

the position that determinism and responsibility are 

incompatible. 

If events involving agents are only links in completely 

deterministic causal chains, then holding agents deeply 

responsible for their choices and actions does not make 

sense. This is because picking out one event rather than 

another in a chain of deterministic causes and effects, and 

taking that event as the one deserving of responsibility for 

the event in question, is arbitrary. Each event in a 
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deterministic causal chain leading to event x is a cause of 

x. But which event is properly held "responsible" for x? 

Surely not the most proximate cause, since, in the case where 

x is an action, the most proximate cause of x is the movement 

of some group of muscles. Muscles are not deeply responsible 

for actions and neither are mental events; agents are. 

The reason we take agents to be deeply responsible for 

their choices and the actions resulting from them is because 

we think that there is some indeterminism involved in the 

production of choices, and what makes the difference in 

whether or not a causal chains proceeds one way or another 

from some point in time is .an agent. So "agent-causation" is 

posited to describe the sort of causation that occurs when a 

decision to act in one way rather than another is not 

necessitated by prior causes, but is determined by a person. 

5.6 First Argument for Free Will: Responsibility 

I have argued in support of the claim that libertarian 

freedom is required for moral responsibility. The free will 

thesis is the thesis that we sometimes act and will freely. 

One argument in favor of the free will thesis, hence, is as 

follows. Moral responsibility entails the existence of 

freedom. We are sometimes morally responsible for our 

actions. Therefore, we sometimes act and will freely. 
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Can we doubt the reality of moral responsibility? 

Surely some people have; van Inwagen cites psychopaths as a 

possible example of persons of this sort.6 Psychopaths at 

least apparently reject the idea that they are morally 

responsible agents. Others who claim to reject the thesis 

that persons are sometimes morally responsible for their 

actions belie their true position, as both van Inwagen and 

Reid point out, when they react with indignation to a 

personal affront, with gratitude to a kind gesture, and with 

resentment, blame, pride, guilt, and shame to the actions of 

themselves and other persons. 

To regard a person as the appropriate object of these 

sorts of attitudes (including contempt, respect, pride, 

shame, and resentment) is to accord that person the status of 

being a responsible being. It is a pervasive and deep 

feature of human life in our society that we react to the 

actions of ourselves and each other in these personal ways. 

Normal human beings in our culture develop with maturity into 

persons who regard themselves and others as responsible 

beings. Our natural reactions to ourselves and others and 

our firmly-rooted belief in the existence of moral 

responsibility serve as evidence for the thesis that we are 

sometimes morally responsible for our actions. 

It is hard to think of a more persuasive way to argue 

for this thesis than to point to the fact that we all either 
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believe, or act as if we believe, that it is true. Asserts 

van Inwagen:"in my view, the proposition that often we are 

morally responsible for what we·have done is something we all 

know to be true."7 And according to Reid: 

That man is a moral and accountable being, capable of 
acting right and wrong, and answerable for his conduct 
to him who made him ... are principles proclaimed by every 
man's conscience; principles upon which the systems of 
morality and natural religion, as well as the system of 
revelation, are grounded, and which have been generally 
acknowledged by those who hold contrary opinions on the 
subject of human liberty. I shall therefore take them 
for granted. 8 

Since freedom is required for responsibility, our being 

responsible beings gives us a very good reason for thinking 

that we have free will. But there are other considerations 

in favor of the free will thesis. I will consider these in 

the remaining sections. 

5.7 Second Argument: Personal Relationships 

A second argument in favor of the conclusion that we 

have free will, I suggest, is the following. Taking part in 

personal relationships requires the making and keeping of 

genuine commitments. But making and keeping genuine 

commitments requires free will. We take part in personal 

relationships. Therefore, we have free will. 

Personal relationships require at least these elements: 

shared time and experiences; the communication of thoughts, 
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needs, desires, emotions; and, most significantly, mutual 

commitments (for instance, the commitment to not lie to each 

other, and the commitment that, if you write to me, I will 

write back). The first two necessary conditions of 

relationships could be met by creatures whose behavior is 

fully determined. But the third, it seems to me, could not. 

I will try to support this claim. 

Notice first that two people who meet the first 

condition but not the other two do not have a personal 

relationship. I might share time and an experience with 

another, in that the two of us stand in a long grocery store 

line next to one another. Suppose further that we begin to 

talk about something: the length of the line, or the headline 

on a nearby magazine, or the weather, or politics. In 

meeting both of the first two conditions, we come closer to 

having a relationship than if we had not spoken at all. But 

in the absence of some commitment to each other such as 

the commitment to meet at the store next week, or to meet for 

lunch, or to call each other after exchanging phone numbers 

-- we do not have the status of being in the relationship of 

friendship. We do not even count as acquaintances, without 

some commitment to whatever makes our contact recur in some 

predictable and regular way. 

For instance, we speak of our classmates as our 

acquaintances: we see our classmates regularly, share time 
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and experiences, sometimes communicate with them (at least 

indirectly, through our comments in class), and we share the 

commitment to attend the class. In small groups, such as 

graduate seminars, we are committed to each other directly to 

attend; we share responsibility for the quality and success 

of the class and implicitly promise to the other members of 

the class that we will attend and be prepared to participate. 

In such small groups, in which there are direct commitments 

to each other, we are more likely to speak of our classmates 

as acquaintances than we are to call fellow classmates in a 

large lecture hall acquaintances, since the latter is a 

situation in which we do not feel that we have made 

commitments directly to each other (to attend) . 

A doctor-patient relationship likewise involves 

commitments: for instance, the commitment of the patient to 

honor the doctor's expertise and to follow her advice by 

taking the prescribed medication; and that of the doctor to 

give good medical care and to respect the patient's autonomy. 

The marriage relationship is adequately characterized, as 

well, not only by shared time and communication, but also by 

the necessary condition of commitments to each other. The 

complete lack of anyone of these ingredients rules out there 

being a relationship between the persons in question. There 

are complications for this analysis, of course. For 

instance, the required amount of time and amount of 
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communication might need to be quantified. For, two lovers 

out of contact for a year as one works in a remote jungle who 

remain committed to each other and to their eventual reunion 

ought to count as having a personal relationship. 

One might object to this characterization of 

relationships by claiming that some relationships hold in 

virtue of some feature even when none of the proposed 

conditions are met. For instance, the parent-child 

relationship holds in virtue of biology, and continues to 

hold even when the parent and child do not share time, 

communicate, or make commitments to each other. I am 

interested, however, in what it is to have the vital and 

growing entity of a personal relationship. I am not here 

concerned the 'relations' had by objects or persons having 

certain qualities with respect to each other: for instance, 

as we say that two persons in line stand in the relation of 

'next to' or the relation of one being 'in front of' the 

other, or as we might say that a fire truck stands in the 

relation of exemplification to the form of Redness. 

An estranged parent and child stand in the parent-child 

relation in virtue of their sharing genetic properties and, 

in the case of a biological mother and child, in virtue of 

one's having given birth to the other. But they have no 

personal relationship if the three conditions above are not 

met. Witness the fact that estranged parents and children 
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who have rejected commitments to each other and who do not 

communicate or share time often say of each other, "She's not 

my daughter," or "He's not my father," or "We have no 

relationship." 

To return to the suggestion: free will allows us to be 

participants in personal relationships, as it allows us to 

make and keep commitments to others. The making and holding 

of commitments assumes the existence of free will. This is 

the crucial point for which I want to argue. To commit to 

another to do something is to pledge oneself to do that thing 

in the future. The only sort of being for whom this sort of 

activity makes sense is a being whose behavior is ultimately 

up to him. But if determinism is true, then for no person is 

it the case that his behavior is ultimately up to him. The 

practice of making commitments is coherent only if 

determinism is not true. For when we promise to do 

something, to write back upon receiving another's letter, for 

instance, we do not say, "I might or might not write back, 

depending on what I am causally determined to do at that 

later time." Instead, we assume that we will be able to 

decide to do either -- write back or not respond -- and we 

commit to choosing to do one, rather than another, of the 

alternatives. 

One might object that commitments do make sense if 

determinism is true. It is useful for us, as agents with 
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interests, to attempt to coordinate with each other for the 

future, because then we can make plans. 9 We make commitments, 

according to this line of reasoning, to aid ourselves and 

each other with planning. We can sensically make commitments 

if determinism is true, even if we believe that determinism 

is true. Because even if there is only one physically 

possible future, we don't know what it is. So when we make 

commitments, we are trying to make it happen that a 

particular future comes about. We are trying to get 

ourselves to do what we have committed or promised to do. We 

are creating, in the act of committing, a cause of our doing 

it: the promise. 

But to commit to do something is to agree or obligate 

oneself to do it in the future. One cannot sensically 

obligate or pledge oneself to do something when one is unsure 

about whether or not one will be able to do it, as is the 

case for a person who accepts the thesis of determinism 

(since the truth of that thesis implies that it is not up to 

one to decide, but it is, rather, up to the past and the laws 

of nature to determine). Likewise, one cannot sensically 

obligate or pledge oneself to do something when one knows 

that one will not be able to do it (because one has knowledge 

of conditions which determine one's doing otherwise). A 

person can only commit to do something that she thinks she is 

likely to be able to do; and the actions that we think we are 
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likely to be able to do are those that are up to our choice. 

To promise to do something that one knows one will not be 

able to do is to lie, because one has not set any genuine 

goals for oneself; and in promising, one claims to another 

person to have set those goals for oneself. Reid agrees with 

this position: "When I plight my faith in any promise or 

contract, I must believe that I shall have power to perform 

what I promise. Without this persuasion, a promise would be 

downright fraud. 1110 

When a person makes a commitment, he claims that another 

person can count on him to do at a future time what he says 

at the present time he will do at that future time -- the 

other can then plan around his doing what he promises to do. 

The person who promises assumes that he is ultimately in 

control of what he will do. For a determinist to make a 

comm"itment, then, is for him to do something conceptually 

incoherent, since the act of making a commitment assumes the 

existence of an active power as the source of what one does. 

A requirement for entering into genuine commitments is 

the possession of libertarian free will. Since commitments 

are a necessary ingredient in personal relationships, free 

will is a necessary condition for taking part in personal 

relationships. But we evidently do take part in personal 

relationships. Therefore, we have free will. 
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An objection to the above argument for our having free 

will from our taking part in personal relationships is as 

follows. Non-human animals -- lions, ants, bees, birds, and 

wolves, for instance -- form groups; they enter into social 

ties. Does this suggest that they have free will? 

Members of most or all non-human species are not 

sufficiently complex to meet the conditions of the account of 

freedom that I have given. In order to satisfy that account, 

they would need reflective abilities, conceptions of the 

good, the ability to form thoughts and desires about their 

thoughts and desires and to form preferences in light of 

their conceptions of the good; further, they would have to be 

able to act in particular ways because they have authorized 

preferences and be able to be the undetermined determinant of 

those preferences. 

So ants, lions, and members of most or all other non

human species most likely do not count as being able to act 

and will freely. So they should not be able to meet the 

conditions of the account of commitments. The problem is 

that many members of non-human species at least seem to have 

relationships involving commitments, though not free will. 

So either my argument shows that many non-human animals have 

free will from the fact that they have relationships (a wrong 

result), or the claim that free will is required for 

relationships appears to be undermined. 
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It is true that members of non-human species may be 

subject to duties that we impose upon them: for instance, my 

cat is not supposed to bite people, and she is supposed to 

stay off of the dining table. Also, members of non-human 

species may cooperate and have (what we might describe as) 

obligations to each other: for instance, some lions in a 

pride have the duty of protecting the young, others have the 

duty of securing food for the group. 

However, from the fact that members of other species 

follow a principle of division of labor, it does not follow 

that they have personal relationships involving genuine 

commitments. Making commitments to do particular things 

requires having a conception of oneself as an agent who ~ 

things. Lacking conceptions of themselves as agents, members 

of some (perhaps most or all) species other than our own lack 

the ability to make commitments. We can describe the lions 

and my cat as in some sense being aware that they are 

obligated to behave in the ways described. But they cannot 

perform the act of making themselves subject to these 

obligations: they cannot volunteer. It is because we think 

of ourselves as beings whose behavior is under our control, 

up to us, that we can make commitments to control our 

behavior in particular ways. Non-human animals such as ants 

and lions, then, form social ties, but do not qualify as 

having personal relationships. 
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Commitments to act are not always explicitly made; they 

are sometimes unstated and taken for granted. So the 

uniquely 'personal' ingredient in the commitments I have in 

mind is not explicit arrangement. It is, though, willful 

arrangement: implicit or explicit consent. We make o,urselves 

subject to commitments and in so doing make ourselves subject 

to the praise that results from keeping them and the blame 

that results from breaking them. 

In order to be able to keep commitments, one has to be 

able to reject and not act on some first-level desires. For 

instance, in order to keep one's commitment to one's boss to 

be at work on time each day, one has to be able to reject 

one's desire to stay in bed in the morning; keeping one's 

commitment to be faithful to one's friend requires not acting 

on the desire to gossip about her behind her back. To keep 

commitments, one has to be able to act in character. And in 

order for a person's keeping his commitment to another to be 

deserving of respect and gratitude by the other (the friend, 

boss or spouse), it has to be the case that he is the 

ultimate source of his character, such that it is his doing 

what sort of person he is. Free will is required for 

commitments, and commitments are a necessary component of 

personal relationships. 

I have relied upon a premise also relied upon by Reid, 

in arguing that we have free will: namely, that if 
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determinism is true, then our will is not within our power; 

but if our will is not within our power, then we cannot make 

commitments. Writes Reid: 

If we act upon the system of necessity, there must be 
another condition implied in all deliberation, in every 
resolution, and in every promise; and that is, if we 
shall be willing. But the will not being in our power, 
we cannot engage for it. If ... we act upon the system of 
necessity, there can be no deliberation or resolution, 
nor any obligation in a promise. A man might as well 
deliberate, resolve, and promise, upon the actions of 
other men as upon his own. 11 

But we can and do make commitments, and we take part in 

personal relationships which require them. I find this line 

of reasoning compelling. Hence the argument is this: We 

enter into personal relationships. Personal relationships 

require commitments. Commitments require free will. Thus we 

have free will. 

5.8 Third Argument: Dignity 

A third argument in favor of the conclusion that we 

sometimes act and will freely is as follows. Freedom is 

necessary for dignity. I understand dignity to be our sense 

of being worthwhile or especially valuable. Part of what 

makes us worthwhile and especially valuable is our ability to 

be the authors of our selves and our behavior, without being 

determined by anything to decide and act as we do. This 

ability, our active power, enables us to introduce value into 
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the world, rather than being mere conduits of value that is 

already there. Our active power gives us independent and not 

merely contributory control over our behavior, and such 

control is necessary for having a grounded sense of 

satisfaction with and ownership of one's behavior. This 

sense of satisfaction and ownership engenders dignity. 

Our having free will is necessary to our dignity not 

only because it allows us to act in accordance with our 

standards, but also because it allows us to be the ultimate 

source of what we value and accept. The fact that we are not 

the necessary products of our heredity and environment gives 

us a special status in the world. We are able to make 

choices among options for what sort of preferences and 

convictions to form, according to our own lights. Our being 

the ultimate authors of our characters and our action is 

necessary to our dignity. 

When we act according to our standards, our self-esteem 

and sense of dignity are increased. If we never act freely, 

then we do not ever have reason to be proud or ashamed of 

what we have done. If we do not ever have reason to be proud 

of what we've done, then we do not rightfully have a sense of 

dignity. Determined beings might have a false sense of 

dignity, but it would be only that, a false sense, since 

freedom is required for responsibility and hence for being 

the appropriate object of such attitudes as pride and 
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respect. Dignity can attach only to the sort of being who 

can genuinely face hardship without being necessitated to 

respond in any particular way. "It results from struggle 

bravely faced and correctly dealt with, of our own accord. In 

order to have dignity, we have to be able to do the right 

thing (and sometimes do the wrong) of our own free will. The 

first premise of the argument is that freedom is required for 

dignity. 

Second, we evidently have dignity. The dignified nature 

of our existence is at least part of what makes it 

intrinsically pleasurable. Our dignity shows itself in a 

regard for our health, in respect for our tastes and talents, 

respect for others persons, and peace of mind. It is a 

natural and common conviction among persons that they 

themselves and other human beings have dignity. This belief 

is attested to by the indignant way in which we respond to 

poor treatment. When treated badly, we have a natural 

reaction of rebellion and outrage. Even our physiological 

systems are sensitive to disrespectful treatment: when 

assaulted or insulted, for instance, our faces flush, 

adrenalin runs, and we get a tight feeling in the stomach. 

Dignity requires incompatibilist freedom, and we have 

dignity. Therefore, we have incompatibilist freedom. I have 

considered three arguments for the truth of the free will 

thesis. I turn, finally, to a speculative section of the 
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chapter which takes an alternative approach to the question: 

Why believe that we have free will? In the following 

section, I explore the possibility and usefulness of taking 

an evolutionary perspective toward the problem of free will. 

5.9 An Alternative Approach: the Evolutionary 

Perspective 

One way of investigating the question of why to believe 

that we have free will is to make use of a suggestion of 

Robert Nozick's: to wit, that the presence of an explanation 

of how it could be that we came to have free will would make 

it more plausible for us to think that we do. In particular, 

Nozick suggests, if we could describe what special advantage 

might be had by creatures who have free will -- if we could 

understand its adaptive value, or why, once it came to be, it 

would be selected for -- then our having free will would be 

explained. Thus our belief that we have free will would be 

intellectually grounded. As Nozick states, if we could 

understand the adaptive value of free will, "then it would be 

placed within the network of scientific theory. ,,12 

Nozick says that he himself has not yet formulated a 

plausible answer to the question of the special evolutionary 

advantage of having free will. I want to think about this 

question: Why might creatures with free will be selected for 
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in the evolutionary process? What about free agents makes 

them especially able to survive and reproduce? 

One possible answer is the following. Perhaps having 

free will allows creatures to be unpredictable, making them 

less susceptible to the capture and harm of predators than 

they would be if their behavior were fully determined. The 

behavior of free creatures might fall into patterns, but 

these patterns will not be fixed and necessary; free 

creatures can, and sometimes will, deviate from them. 

However, does causal determination entail 

predictability? If we were determined agents, our behavior 

would be unpredictable to most people and animals, since in 

order to know what exactly we were determined to do at any 

instant, one would have to have knowledge of the entire state 

of the world at the prior moment, in addition to knowledge of 

the relevant laws of nature. But arguably, no one has such 

knowledge. If determinism is true, then though a person's 

behavior is in principle predictable, it is not predictable 

in practice, since a predator would have to know too much to 

be able to accomplish the prediction. 

The in-principle-predictability of determined agents 

does not hurt them in the race to survive and reproduce, 

since predators are not sufficiently knowledgeable. And the 

in-principle-unpredictability of agents with incompatibilist 

free will does not seem to give them any special evolutionary 
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advantage. A further problem for the suggestion under 

consideration is that agents who act freely in the sense I 

have defended, act in ways that express their characters. So 

their behavior is predictable relative to their characters. 

Since autonomy is required for freedom, free acts are not 

wild and out of character acts. They are acts that one would 

expect to be performed by a person with her particular 

acceptances and preferences. The first suggestion, then, is 

implausible. 

A secoDd and more promising suggestion is this. 

Creatures with free will have the ability to be undetermined 

in their decision-making; the element (however small) of 

randor~ess in this process facilitates progress by generating 

new decisions and behaviors. Random genetic mutation as a 

force driving evolutionary progress is parallel to 

probabilistic free decision, which has a random element, as 

an agent's causing a particular decision probabilistically 

rather than deterministically follows upon reasons. 

Conditioned beings exhibit behavior that avoids hunger, pain, 

and death, necessarily, and they continue an established way 

of solving a problem, stagnating. A free being, by contrast, 

is able to choose and experiment, when faced with more than 

one suitable option. The behavior of free beings is 

controlled by them, leaving room for the evaluative faculty 

to make (perhaps fortuitous) mistakes and innovations. 
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Having incompatibilist free will allows agents to be 

adventurers, to make discoveries, as the free agent can come 

up with better and worse ways of doing things. Perhaps this 

special adaptability gives creatures with free will a 

competitive edge in the evolutionary selection process. 

Innovation and originality are enabled by free will as beings 

with the ability to act freely, when faced continually with 

the same circumstances, experiment, try other patterns of 

behavior. The innovations are not completely random, as they 

are selected by a self; they are thus perhaps more productive 

than randomly generated novelties. 

The considerations I have sketched in this section are 

neither completely developed nor wholly satisfactory for 

grounding the belief in free will. But they perhaps warrant 

further examination at a later time. A related line of 

inquiry also warrants examination. Taking up Nozick's 

suggestion, but adopting a theistic rather than naturalistic 

evolutionary perspective, would allow us to consider the 

advantages of having free will not just in terms of the end 

of survival and reproduction, but in terms, as well, of the 

quality of life while it is lived. 

One might begin from the perspective that this world and 

the creatures in it were designed and created by God. A 

perfectly good and loving God might create us in such a way 

that we can act and will freely, in order that we can have 
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certain moral, theological and psychological advantages which 

we could not have if we did not have free will. Describing 

those advantages might provide reasons, for the theist at 

least, for thinking that we do, in fact, have free will. 

Of course this is a complicated line of reasoning, owing 

to the problem that our having libertarian freedom introduces 

evil into the world;13 hence the value of our having free will 

would have to outweigh, it seems, the tremendous amount of 

evil that our free will creates. Despite this problem, this 

approach to thinking about the question of why to believe 

that we have free will seems to me to be worthy of pursuit 

elsewhere. 

5.10 Summary of the Argument of the Dissertation 

I have defended the view that persons act freely only if 

the thesis of determinism is false. In the second chapter, I 

argued that two recent challenges to a powerful version of 

the argument for incompatibilism fail, given the authors' 

adherence to counterfactual analyses of causation. 

Given the tension between determinism and freedom, on 

the one hand, and the tension between randomness and freedom, 

on the other, how is free action possible? I have presented 

and defended an indeterministic theory of freedom designed to 

answer this question. A crucial point upon which I have 

insisted is that we are in need of a plausible conception of 



the agent or self, in order to understand free agency. I 

presented a theory of the self and an account of self

determined or autonomous action in chapter three. That 

account relied crucially upon coherence among one's 

preferences and acceptances. 
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No amount of psychic harmony, however, is sufficient for 

making one free. 

act autonomously. 

To act according to one's own reasons is to 

But one has the metaphysical status of 

being free with respect to an action only if one has the 

power to be undetermined in making the decision to form a 

preference for the desire to act in that way. Thus in 

addition to an account of autonomy, I delineated in chapter 

four an account of what it is for an act to be under one's 

ultimate control. An act is under one's ultimate control 

when the decision resulting in the act is determined by one's 

undetermined active power. 

In this final chapter, I have defended the proposed 

theory of freedom against objections and have argued that 

there are the various considerations that justify our 

assumption that we have an active power. Our having the 

power to be the undetermined source of our characters and the 

ability to act in accordance with our characters is required 

for our being morally responsible for our acts, for our 

having dignity, and for our taking part in personal 

relationships. Since we evidently are often morally 
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responsible for our actions, and since we evidently have 

dignity and personal relationships, we have libertarian 

freedom. 

Our belief in free will is justified, then, by the 

unacceptable consequence of not believing it. If we were to 

deny that we have free will, moral praise and blame would be 

left as unsupported, illegitimate practices; our sense of 

dignity would be undermined; and the nature of our 

relationships with others would be thrown into question. I 

conclude that we are not, in fact, merely the playthings of 

external forces, but are valuable agents with the ability to 

ultimately determine our behavior and our selves. 14 
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APPENDIX A: 

ILLUSTRATION OF THE COHERENCE ACCOUNT OF AUTONOMY 

(contrasted with the Hierarchical Account) 
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APPENDIX B: 

THE LIBERTARIAN FOCUS VERSUS THE COMPATIBILIST FOCUS 
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According to libertarians such as Reid, the 
free/unfree distinction is concerned with this 
relation. 

According to compatibilists such as Hobbes, the 
free/unfree distinction is concerned with this 
relation. 



228 

APPENDIX C: 

ILLOSTRATION OF THE COHERENTIST LIBERTARIAN THEORY 
OF FREEDOM 
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