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ABSTRACT 

Regnant astronomical theory maintains the likelihood of a black hole at the center of our 

galaxy; an impenetrably dark hub to our Ferris-wheel of suns. Given the centrality of the 

concept of free will to our understanding of ourselves and our world, and the difficulty of 

explicating this concept, our philosophic glue is apparently as enigmatic, and hence worthy 

of investigation, as is our galactic glue. 

In this essay, I examine three fundamental approaches to the problem offree will: 

the metaphysical, pragmatic, and linguistic approach. I characterize these approaches in 

terms of the priority each gives to providing an account of the value, existence and nature 

offree will. After arguing that the persuasiveness of the metaphysical approach relies on 

an equivocation between senses of necessity or freedom, and that the ambiguities inherent 

in the pragmatic approach (with respect to either the appropriateness of moral attitudes or 

the recognition of persons) cannot be resolved from within a pragmatic framework, I claim 

that the linguistic approach is the most promising. Specifically, I develop an indexical, 

conditional analysis of ' can', and argue that we use the term 'free will' (characterized in 

terms of what an agent can will) to express unarticulated sets of conditions that are 

demarcated by conversational implicature. 

In the final section, however, I argue that there can be no single correct approach 

to the problem of free will since, for the same reasons that there is no neutral approach to 

the free will problem, there is no unique set of criteria by which to evaluate the correct 

approach. I conclude that any adequate answer to one of the three questions above--the 

value, existence or nature of free will--is incommensurable with adequate answers to the 
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other two questions; viz., that the free will problem cannot be resolved in a way that is 

both complete and consistent. Nevertheless, I suggest that this conclusion does not entail 

that the concept of free will is incoherent, but rather than there is an intrinsic limit on what 

we can say about what we can do. 
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PREFACE 

G. E. Moore once wrote that it was doubtful whether anything new could be written about 

the problem of free will. Perhaps he was right. In either case, the first question one 

should address when writing about free will is why any more should be written on the 

subject. One way to approach this question, however, is to challenge the presupposition 

that there is no benefit in charting a land in which all the roads are established and well 

traveled. And since what one takes to be beneficial depends on what one takes to be the 

relevant goal, what is at issue is the goal of philosophical inquiry--which is, of course, is a 

matter of considerable debate. 

It is common place for novelists to acknowledge that their subject is mundane; 

what is important is not that the subject is well-handled but that it is handled well. The 

goal of fiction is not to resolve the puzzles of life, but to slide them under the gates of the 

reader's experience; to tease the reader into the spin of another world. The main goal of 

science, on the other hand, is discovery; to find a simpler or more comprehensive theory, 

to expose new phenomena; to hold the world still enough to catalogue its contents. 

Philosophy, with its roots in both science and literature, has inherited the tension between 

these two goals. In line with the arguments I will present in the fourth section, I suggest 
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that these two goals are complimentary but mutually exclusive. Consequently, although I 

will offer a new account offree will in this essay, it will serve primarily a demonstrative 

purpose. My central concern is to help clarify the issues that are clustered under the rubric 

of 'free will', and to indicate some ofthe methodological ramifications suggested by this 

clarification. 

Specifically, I will argue for three conclusions: 1) Questions about the nature, 

value and existence offree will are inextricably parametric; e.g., the question of whether 

we have free will simpliciter is meaningless, 2) The attempt to specify the appropriate 

parameters with respect to such questions is misconceived, and 3) The claim that nothing 

can be gained--given (1) and (2)--by trying to resolve the problem offree will is similarly 

misconceived. 1 

Assumptions and Strategies 

The difficulty of providing satisfactory answers to questions concerning the concept of 

free will suggests that there are multiple issues and problems involved. This would explain 

why it is easier to offer a solution to what one takes to be the problem of free will than to 

give a precise formulation of the problem itself--and if this is indeed the case, it may be 

that we have paid so much attention to the work of those who have chiseled away at the 

monolith of the free will problem that we have come to think of it in terms of the bits and 

pieces that have been chipped off rather than the emerging shape of what remains.2 This 

1 Alfred Tarski claimed that one could approach an antinomy either as an amusing sophistIy, or as an 
essential element of human thought and hence as a basic source of progress--but that the truth probably 
lay somewhere in between. (1969, 66) In this essay, I take the antinomies generated by the problem of 
free will seriously, but, unlike Tarski, I will not view them as symptoms of a disease that stands in need of 
a cure. 
2 Daniel Dennett employs a similar analogy in the introduction of his book Elbow Room: "little progress 
has been made on the free will issue because philosophers, rushing in to deal definitively with what they 
consider to be the important part:; of the free will issue and lavishing somewhat myopic attention on these 
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situation would also help explain why the problem of free will has seemed to many to be a 

simple confusion that any moderately competent philosophical housekeeper could dispose 

of without much trouble, while to others it has remained an enigmatic and unavoidable 

obelisk at the center of human existence. 

Hume, for example, held that our conception of free will was due the "looseness" 

we perceive when passing from one idea to the next, and that this concept would fade as 

soon as we acknowledge that from an observer's point of view, human beings are subject 

to the same necessity as material objects. Reid, on the other hand, argued that it is only 

the enduring sense of our own causal power that grounds our perception of the causal 

relations between material objects. In short, it may be that the answers we propose to the 

questions engendered by the concept of free will depend on the presuppositions that frame 

the approach we adopt when we attempt to answer those questions. 

My project in this essay, however, is not to settle the dispute between those who 

find the free will problem compelling and those who do not, or to determine the correct 

approach to the issues involved, but rather to ask what it is about the problem of free will 

that allows for such opposed views, as well as what criteria, if any, constrain a satisfying 

resolution to the problem. The difficulty with this project, of course, is to find a way to 

clarify the issues without relying on a particular orientation at the outset. To this end, I 

will take as broad a perspective of the problem of free will as is feasible with the hope of 

reevaluating this perspective in light of the conclusions that are reached. 

Given that the problem of free will has traditionally been of interest to those who 

posit freedom of will as a necessary ground for moral responsibility--and of little interest 

to those who are skeptical about the dependence of moral responsibility on such elusive 

topics. have simply failed to see the shape of the main body of the topic. Out of the opaque marble block 
of the problem emerge an exquisitely rendered face and some highly polished hands and feet--but no room 
has been left for the elbows." (1984,3) 
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ground, as well as to those who· are uncertain as to what it is to have a will at all--it might 

seem prudent to separate the issues; viz., to offer a definition of the will apart from any 

conception of freedom or moral responsibility. I will argue, however, that this cannot be 

done since the questions we ask depend, in part, on the answers we expect to receive. 

Nevertheless, I will assume from the start that there is a distinction to be made between 

acting on the desires and intentions that we have (free action), and having the desires and 

intentions that, in some sense, we want or choose to have (free will).3 I will also assume 

that, as a matter of practice, moral responsibility is connected predominately with free 

action, but that the philosophical interest in this area is focused on the connection between 

moral responsibility and free will. I will not assume, however, that the distinction between 

free action and free will is warranted: The concept of free will may, ultimately, be 

incoherent, or collapse, upon analysis, into freedom of action. 

This essay is divided into four sections. The first three sections are devoted to the 

evaluation ofthr~e fundamental approaches to the problem of free will (outlined on p.16): 

the metaphysical, pragmatic, and linguistic approaches. I argue that there are insuperable 

problems with both the metaphysical and pragmatic approaches, and then develop a 

linguistic account of free will that relies on a conditional analysis of Icanl indexed to 

relevant, conversational context. In the final section, however, I suggest that the same 

considerations that endorse the linguistic approach serve to undermine the conclusion that 

it is the correct orientation to the problem offree will, and that the problem (to the extent 

that there is a single problem) does not, and cannot, have a resolution--at least not the 

kind of resolution that one might expect an analysis oflfree willi to provide. 

3 As Hany Frankfurt put it, "doing what one wants to do ... does capture at least part of what is implicit 
in the idea of an agent who acts freely. It misses entirely, however, the peculiar content of the quite 
ditTerent idea of an agent whose will is free." (1971,12) 
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The Three Approaches 

To start, I will take the problem offree will to be that of providing an answer to three 

general questions: 1) What is free will? 2) Why is free will of value? and 3) Do we have 

free will? Given that the question one takes to be fundamental constrains and guides the 

answers that can be given to the other two questions, a taxonomy of the free will problem 

can be organized according to the central concern of each approach. For example, if we 

grant that we have some idea, however inchoate, of what free will is, then our primary 

concern would likely be to clarifY this definition with the aim of answering the question of 

whether we have freedom of will. I will call this the metaphysical approach. Alternately, 

if we are more certain of the value of free will than we are of how it is to be defined, our 

concern would likely be to specifY the role which ascriptions offree will play in our lives 

with the hope of becoming clear as to what it is, exactly, that we are ascribing to persons 

when we say that they have free will. I will call this the pragmatic approach. In the same 

way, we can frame a third orientation--which I will refer to as the linguistic approach--in 

terms of accepting our ascriptions of free will to agents, whatever may be entailed by 

doing so, and that the central issue is to ascertain the value of such ascriptions. 

Such a parsing is, of course, extremely simplified. There is a good deal of overlap 

between these approaches, and some of the accounts of free will that I will consider do 

not fit neatly into any of these three categories. Nevertheless, this structure does help to 

emphasize the presumptions that underlie the otherwise bewildering plethora of arguments 

and intuitions that are prevalent in discussions of free will. In light of these considerations, 

I propose the following taxonomy as a rough guideline for the accounts of free will that I 

will examine in this essay. 
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Possible Approaches To The Problem Of Free Will 

I 
I- Metaphysical 

I ~ Logical necessity 

I I I 
I I I- Incompatible 

I I L Compatible 

I I 
I L Causal necessity 

I ~ Incompatible 

I I ~ Determinism 

I I L Libertarianism 

I I 
I L Compatible 

I I 
I I- 'Two World' View 

I I 
I L Hierarchical View 

I 
I- Pragmatic 

I ~ Normative 

I L Moral Practices 

I 
L Linguistic 

~ Expressive 

I 
L Conditional Analysis Fig. 1 
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SECTION ONE 

The Metaphysical Approach 
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The Stone Worker 

Michael stared at the latch that was halfway up the door to his father's studio, listening. 

His father had just begun to work. He stepped forward, holding his weight back so that 

his bare feet landed soundlessly on the tile floor, then stretched up toward the latch. With 

the tip of his forefinger, he pushed the latch up and let it swing free. The hook whispered 

as it swung through the arc scratched pale in the wooden doorjamb. He hesitated, 

listening again for the sporadic tap of his father's work, then eased the door open. 

It was cool in the room, and a grey light spread in from the dusty bay windows. 

Michael stared at his father's back, watching for any sign that he had heard the door open, 

then stepped in and closed the door behind him. He could feel his heart beating. The 

room smelled of coffee and stone-dust; the smell of his father's hands. He walked up as 

close as he dared to the area where his father was working, then crouched down in the 

shadow of a marble slab. 

For a moment, Michael's father stood motionless, his eyes half-closed, then he laid 

his tools down and pressed his fingers against the gouges he had made in the block of 

stone before him. As his hand slipped from the stone, the sleeve of his shirt pulled back, 

exposing a band of dark brown skin on his forearm that had not yet been lightened by 



dust. He nodded, as if to agree with his fingers, then picked up his chisel and hammer. 

He placed the chisel against the stone and swung his hammer hard against the head. 
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Michael jerked at the ring of steel, and shoved his hands into the warmth between 

his arms and pant legs. On the marred tile near his father's feet, a fragment of marble 

tumbled to rest. Michael rocked forward, eager for a closer look at what his father had 

made. The marble chip, its rough edge breaking the light into shadow and stone, was 

finally small enough to hold, small enough to be something important, something real: the 

wing of a plane, the tip of a broken sword, a distant mountain or sky-scraper in a 

miniature world. He imagined snatching the fragment when his father was not looking and 

hiding it in his pocket. But that would be wrong. The stone went to other people for 

money, and money went for food; the fragments were not something that were his to 

keep. 

Michael remained in the shadows throughout the morning, ignoring the stiffness in 

his legs and the cold title under his feet. He had never seen anything as captivating as the 

chips of stone that were scattered about his father's work boots like angels at the feet of 

God, their faces mirroring a universe of worlds. 

Just before noon, Michael's father put down his tools abruptly then reached for the 

broom. A few moments later the chips had been swept together and dumped into the 

wooden barrel in the corner. With a short cough, Michael's father put the broom back in 

the corner, turned off the lamp, brushed the dust from his shirt and pants, then walked out 

through the front door. 

Michael pushed his legs straight. He stepped awkwardly over to the barrel and 

peered inside. It would take more than a year, he thought, to fill it. With his forefinger, 

he drew a line in the dust on the top band of the barrel, the admiration he felt for his father 

sliding like a shiver down his spine, then turned and walked back toward the door he had 
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come lD. After he had pulled the door closed behind him, he tried to replace the latch, but 

could not. His father would call his name soon, wanting to know where he was. It was 

time for lunch. He looked once more at the latch that hung down in the middle of the 

scratched are, then turned and ran around toward the front of the house. 
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Logical Necessity 
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If we begin with the task of clarifying our definition of free will, a natural place to start is 

to assert that our will is free just in case we are not compelled to have the will we have. 

As we take ourselves to act freely if we are not compelled to act as we do, it is reasonable 

to assume that our will is free when we are not compelled to have the will we have. This 

absence of compulsion is often characterized in terms of options: For an action to be free, 

it must be the case that we can act in some other way; for our will to be free, it must be 

the case that we can will in some other way. This characterization is supported by our 

common view of deliberation. When there are at least two options available to us, and it 

is up to us which option to take, the option we choose is, presumably, the result of our 

deliberation. So, if we can will to do X or -'X, our will is (at least minimally) free. 

Given that our moral judgments reflect our assessment of the freedom of will of 

the agent in question, this lack of compulsion also explains why we resent the man who 

does not retrieve our hat from the river because he did not want to get his hand wet, but 

do not resent the man who does not retrieve our hat because he has a paralyzing fear of 

water. In the first case the man, ex hypothesi, could have willed to retrieve the hat, but in 

the second case the man's fear of water compelled him to will not to retrieve the hat (or at 



least prevented him from willing to retr~' it). Hence it is plausible to suggest that free 

will can be defined in terms of opposition to compulsion, where compulsion is to be 

understood as a lack of options. 
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This general orientation to the problem of free will is included in what I have called 

the metaphysical approach. This approach grants that we have some understanding of 

what it means to have free will--for example, we might claim that our will is free if we are 

not compelled to have the will we do, or if we have an option with respect to what we will 

and hence can will otherwise--and that what is needed is to clarify this understanding with 

an eye toward answering the question of whether we have such freedom. The task of 

clarification on this approach can then be divided into two concerns: defining free will in 

opposition to logical necessity (fatalism), and defining free will in opposition to causal 

necessity (determinism). 

As I mentioned earlier, my aim in the following discussion is not to resolve the 

question of whether we have free will vis a vis considerations oflogical and causal 

necessity, but to suggest that there is a common structure to the arguments that purport to 

provide an answer to this question, and that this structure precludes any answer that may 

result from being definitive. (1 will exploit this structure in the final section to suggest a 

reformulation of the problem of free will.) Roughly put, the common structural feature of 

these arguments can be represented as a reductio in which the most plausible assumption 

to reject is dependent on the approach (and concomitant presumptions) one adopts toward 

resolving the contradiction. 

The Sea-battle Argument 

Aristotle develops an argument in De Interpretatione that leads to the initial conclusion 

that whatever happens, happens of necessity. The argument can be summarized as 
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follows: Either there will be, or there will not be, a sea-battle tomorrow; if it is true that 

there will be a sea-battle tomorrow, then it cannot be the case that a sea-battle will not 

occur; if it is false that there will be a sea-battle tomorrow, then it cannot be the case that 

there will not be a sea-battle tomorrow; hence whatever happens at sea tomorrow will 

happen of necessity; therefore (since this argument can be generalized) whatever happens, 

happens of necessity. 

Aristotle then argues that since this conclusion entails that there would be no need 

for us to deliberate about future contingent events (i.e., those events which do not have a 

present sufficient cause), something must be wrong with the argument--for, according to 

Aristotle, to suppose that our deliberations are in vain is absurd. Thus we can take the 

sea-battle argument as a way to support fatalism.l Although it is not clear on exegetical 

grounds exactly what Aristotle takes to be wrong with the sea-battle argument, it is clear 

that he offers one (or perhaps both) of two solutions to the puzzle. 

The First Solution 

The first solution Aristotle considers is to deny the basic inference from the premise that it 

is necessary that a sea-battle will or will not occur to the conclusion that one or the other 

of those events will occur necessarily. Here Aristotle is simply pointing out the modal 

fallacy of inferring OS or O-'S from O(S or -'S).2 Yet although this solution clarifies a 

possible mistake in the scope of the modal operator, it does not, on its own, justify the 

conclusion that the sea-battle argument is invalid. 

1 Fatalism is commonly distinguished from determinism in that the former but not the latter asserts that 
the agent's deliberations, desires and intentions are irrelevant to the outcome. If, however, we are also 
fated to make the decisions we do, and to have the desires and intentions that we have, then this 
distinction is vitiated. 
2 For the sake of expositional clarity, I will ignore, at times, the distinction between use and mention 
throughout this essay. 
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If we blur the distinction between propositions and events for the moment, we can 

take Aristotle's sea-battle argument to be: 

1) 
2) 
3) 

Necessarily, either S is true or not-S is true. 
If S is true, then S must occur. 
If S is not true, then it is impossible for S to occur. 

Either S must occur, or it is impossible for S to occur. 

We can the formalize this argument as: 

1) 
2) 
3) 

O(S v -'S) 
S:::> OS 
-'S :::> O-'S 

OS v O-'S 

Given this formulation, however, we would simply conclude that both premises 2 and 3 

commit the fallacy ofinferring the necessity ofS (or -'S) from S (or -'S). Therefore, if the 

sea-battle argument is to be convincing, it must rely on the distinction between taking'S' 

to stand for the proposition that a sea-battle will occur and, alternately, taking'S' as the 

event itself. Once this clarification is made, the appeal to the scope of the necessity 

operator becomes less convincing. 

For example, if we take 'Sp' to stand for the proposition 'There will be a sea-battle 

tomorrow', and 'Se' to stand for the event itself, the argument can be stated as follows: 

1) 
2) 
3) 

Necessarily, either Sp is true or not-Sp is true 
If Sp is true, then Se must occur 
If Sp is not true, then it is impossible for Se to occur 

Either Se must occur, or it is impossible for Se to occur. 



We can then formalize the argument as: 

1) 
2) 
3) 

O(Sp v-'Sp) 
Sp::J OSe 
-'Sp::J O-'Se 

Given this formulation, it is clear that we need to know more about the relation between 

propositions and events, as well as the type of necessity involved in this relation, before 

we are justified in rejecting the second and third premises. 
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On the first formulation of the sea-battIe argument (in which the proposition/event 

distinction is not maintained), it is natural to assume that since the necessity in the first 

premise is logical, the necessity involved in the second and third premises is also logical. 

In this case, it is indeed fallacious to infer from the occurrence of an event that it is 

logically necessary that the event occur. Similarly, it does not follow from the truth of a 

contingent proposition that its truth is a logical necessity. Given the second formulation of 

the problem however, the second and third premises admit of two possible readings. If, to 

use possible world semantics, we take the domain of the necessity operator to include all 

logically possible worlds, then the second and third premises are both false: it does not 

follow from the fact that Sp (or ,Sp) is true in this world that Se (or ,Se) will occur in all 

logically possible worlds. But if we take the domain of the necessity operator in these two 

premises to include only those worlds in which Sp (or ,Sp) is true, then it does follow 

that in all of those worlds--Le., the worlds in which it is true that a sea-battIe will (or will 

not) occur tomorrow--that Se will (or will not) occur, and hence that Se (or ,Se) is 

necessary in this restricted sense. What we need to assess, therefore, is whether it is only 

this second reading that gives the argument its intuitive force. For if so, the argument is 



far less informative that it first appears. 

To help clarify the type of necessity involved, let the subscript 'I' indicate logical 

necessity--true in all logically possible worlds--and the subscript IS' (or '-,s') indicate that 

the domain of the necessity operator is limited to those worlds in which Sp is true (or in 

which -,Sp is true). The premises of the sea-battle argument can then be expressed as: 

1) It is necessaryl that either Sp is true or not-Sp is true. 
2) If Sp is true, then Se must necessarilys occur. 
3) If Sp is not true, then Se must necessarily-,s, not occur. 
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Given these three premises, however, it is not clear how we are to express the conclusion. 

There are two possibilities. The first possibility is to give the conclusion the weaker of the 

two readings. 

Either Se will necessarilys occur, or Se will necessarily-,s not occur. 

Expressed in this way, the conclusion preserves the validity of the argument, but severely 

diminishes its informational content (for it is no surprise that Se will occur in all the worlds 

in which it occurs). The second possibility is to give the conclusion the stronger reading. 

Either Se will necessarilYI occur, or Se will necessarilYI not occur. 

Although this conclusion preserves the importance of the conclusion, it undermines the 

validity of the argument. To see this, we can formalize the weak reading as 

1) Dl(Sp v"'Sp) 
2) Sp:::> DsSe 
3) "'Sp :::> D..,s "'Se 

.. DsSe v D"'s"'Se 
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and the strong reading as: 

1) DI(Sp v ""'Sp) 
2) Sp => DsSe 
3) ""'Sp => D""'s""'Se 

.. DISe v DI""'Se 

Given these two formulations, it is tempting to conclude that the intuitive force of the sea

battle argument relies on an equivocation between the two readings presented above; viz., 

that the argument is valid only on the weak reading, and that the conclusion is informative 

only on the strong reading. However, before we are warranted in rejecting the argument 

on the basis of this equivocation, some explanation is due as to why the argument should 

seem both valid and informative if it is not, or, in other words, why it should be so natural 

to give the premises ofthe argument one reading and the conclusion another. I take it that 

such an explanation must rely partly on an account of the invalidity of the inference from 

the truth of a proposition about a future event to the necessity (however construed) of that 

event occurring, and partly on considerations of implicit linguistic rules3--both of which 

focus primarily on the second and third premises of the argument. 

The Second and Third Premises 

It is clear that we are not to interpret the conditionals involved in the second and third 

premises in terms of causal sufficiency for two reasons. First, if the truth of S is taken to 

be a sufficient cause for the occurrence of S, then, by Aristotle's own definition, the event 

is not a future contingent event. 4 In addition, what makes the sea-battle argument both 

3 I will address this second part more fully in the third section of this essay. 
4 I am assuming that we are to interpret Aristotle's use of 'cause' in this context as efficient causation. It 
may be, however, that there is some ambiguity as to the type of cause involved in the argument as well. 



28 

intriguing and unsettling is that it appears to show that causally contingent events are 

logically necessitated. Second, it is difficult to see how the truth of a proposition could 

cause an event to occur since truths are, presumably, not the kind of things that enter into 

causal relationships.s Moreover, even if we grant that there is, in some sense, a causal 

relationship involved, the most plausible construal of this relationship is that the future 

occurrence of the sea-battle 'causes' the proposition that the battle will occur to be true-

and if so, then it seems that the second and third premises get this relationship backward.6 

In addition, since it is far from clear what it means to say that Se causes Sp to be true, 

such a relationship, without considerable explication, would bear little argumentative 

weight. Yet if we are not to interpret the conditionals causally, how are we to interpret 

them? 

To illustrate this concern, consider the following inference: 'If John has tobacco 

tar in his lungs then he is, necessarily, a smoker'. What does the addition of , necessarily' in 

the consequent tell us? Presumably it functions to emphasize the fact that there is no way 

that John could have tobacco tar in his lungs unless he is a smoker; or, more generally, 

that only smokers (i.e., those who have smoked for some time) have tobacco tar in their 

lungs. But should we interpret the conditional as a causal conditional? Since it is natural 

S It is also worth noting that although we speak of a claim about the past as being true, we regard claims 
about the future as coming true. We generally pronounce statements about future events as being true 
only when we assume that there is a sufficient causal basis for the occurrence of the event-such as the 
claim, made after tallying the election results, that it is true that the Republican candidate will become 
president. Furthermore, as Gilbert Ryle noted (1954, 20), we are more likely to regard predictions as 
being right or wrong rather than true or false. This asymmeUy suggests that to say 'If it is true now that 
the battle will be fought tomorrow, then the battle must be fought tomorrow' may be merely an inaccurate 
way of saying 'If tomorrow it will become true that the battle is fought, then the battIe will be fought 
tomorrow'. This possibility aligns with the second solution offered by Aristotle; viz., that future 
contingents do not yet have a truth value. 
6 The puzzle here is in some ways similar to Newcomb's paradox. If we assume that the truth of a 
prediction is dependent on the occurrence of the predicted event, then to claim that the occurrence (or 
non-occurence) of the predicted event could change the truth of the prediction concerning it appears to 
embrace backward causation. 
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to assume on the basis of this inference that being a smoker causes tobacco tar to 

accumulate in one's lungs, it seems that we should. Yet we do not want to conclude from 

this that John is caused to be a smoker by having tobacco tar in his lungs. So although a 

causal relation is the most plausible ground of the conditional--viz., only smoking causes 

one to have tar in one's lungs--it seems the conditional itself simply picks out a lawful 

correlation: in every nomologically possible world in which John has tar in his lungs, he is 

a smoker. 

This interpretation, however, presents a dilemma. Although to interpret the claim 

that John must be a smoker in terms oflogical possibility is too strong--since there is no 

logical contradiction in assuming that in some possible world the lungs of smokers are free 

of tobacco tar--it seems too weak to restrict the interpretation to a simple correlation.' It 

is not just that the worlds in which John has tar in his lungs (and where the laws of nature 

hold) are worlds in which John is a smoker. After all, it is also the case that in every 

nomologically possible world in which John has tobacco tar in his lungs, John breathes, 

tobacco bums, and so on. There is more to the inference than this. Part of the problem in 

saying just how much more is involved is, of course, the difficulty of specifying what we 

mean by causation. But I take it that it is clear that the relationship we what to capture in 

this inference is the relationship of an effect to its cause (however this relationship is to be 

analyzed). It is in this sense that the conditional is a causal conditional; not in the sense 

that the antecedent causes the consequent. So when we read 'If John has tobacco tar in 

his lungs then he is, necessarily, a smoker', we naturally assume that only smoking causes 

tobacco tar to be deposited in the lungs ofthe smoker (for this assumption is both 

, Although I will argue later (on the basis of conversational cooperation) for the claim that we typically 
interpret statements in a way that is neither too strong nor too weak (i.e., such that informational content 
is as high as possible without undermining the plausibility of the statement), I will simply assume for now 
that this is true. 
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plausible and more informative than a simple correlation). It is this assumption that leads 

us to infer that it is not the tar in John's lungs that causes him to smoke (for this would be 

to confuse cause and effect).8 

The question of how we are to interpret the inferences in the second and third 

premises ofthe sea-battle argument presents a similar situation. The appeal to logical 

necessity in the first premise indicates that we are to interpret the second and third 

premises in terms oflogical necessity; viz., that it is logically necessary for the sea-battle 

to occur (or not to occur) if the proposition that it will occur (or not occur) is true. As in 

the discussion above, however, it is not just that there is a logical correlation between Sp 

and Se. Rather, a stronger relationship is implied (though perhaps only implied). But 

what kind of relationship is this? 

Ifwe assume, in line with the example above, that this implied relationship is 

similar to the relationship between an effect and its cause--i.e., that it is because the battle 

will (or will not) occur tomorrow that the proposition concerning the occurrence (or non

occurence) of the battle is true now--then the second and third premises merely indicate 

that in every world in which the sea-battle will (or will not) occur, the proposition that it 

will (or will not) occur is 'caused' to be true. If so, then to assume that the truth of Sp 

'causes' the occurrence of Se would be as erroneous as assuming that the tar in John's 

lungs causes him to smoke. Given this interpretation--which reflects the restricted sense 

of necessity discussed above (see p.25)--the sea-battle argument is vulnerable to the same 

objection of equivocation with respect to necessity as is the following argument: 

1) Necessarily, John either has tobacco tar in his lungs or he does not. 

8 Flexibility in the interpretation of basic connectives, though seldom explicit, is, I take it, fairly common. 
For instance, if I say, 'I drank bicarbonate of soda and was sick', it is natural to assume that the conjuncts 
are related as cause to effect, for it is quite a different matter to say 'I was sick and drank bicarbonate of 
soda'. 
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Ifhe has tobacco tar in his lungs, then he must be a smoker. 2) 
3) Ifhe does not have tobacco tar in his lungs, then he must not be a smoker. 

Whether John is a smoker or not a smoker, he is so of necessity. 

In other words, just as we can take 'he must be a smoker' to mean either 'he has no choice 

but to be a smoker' or 'we have no choice, given that he has tobacco tar in his lungs, but to 

conclude that he is a smoker' (where an independent reading of the conclusion encourages 

the former, and an independent reading of the premise encourages the latter), we can take 

'the sea-battle must occur' to mean either 'it is impossible for the battle not to occur' or 'we 

must, given the truth of the proposition that the battle will occur, conclude that the battle 

will take place' (where, again, an independent reading of the conclusion encourages the 

former, and an independent reading of the premise encourages the latter). Consequently, 

if we assume that the occurrence of an event is (in some sense) logically prior to the truth 

of the proposition that it will occur, the cogency of the sea-battle argument rests on an 

equivocation between a causal and correlative reading of the conditionals in the second 

and third premises. 

It might be objected, however, that whereas the condition of John having (or not 

having) tobacco tar in his lungs is the result of his being (or not being) a smoker, the truth 

of the proposition that an event will (or will not) occur is, presumably, established before 

that event does (or does not) occur. What makes the sea-battle argument compelling is, 

after all, the assumption that the truth value of the proposition concerning tomorrow's 

battle is already 'set', and that, therefore, the occurrence (or non-occurrence) of the battle 

must also be 'set', for to claim otherwise would be to claim that the past can be changed: 

i.e., that the past state of affairs in which a proposition was true can be altered such that 

the proposition was false, and vise versa.9 In other words, if the relationship involved in 

9 I will return to the question of exactly what it means for the past to be changed in this way when 
discussing van Inwagen's argument for incompatibilism. 
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the second and third premises of the sea-battle argument is similar to that ofa cause to its 

effect (rather than an effect to its cause)--viz., that it is because the proposition that the 

battIe will (or will not) occur is true, that the battle will (or will not) occur--the conclusion 

is then both surprising and informative: every event has a sufficient logical 'cause'. 

Since the question of whether we should consider propositions to be 'set' in this 

way is the focus of Aristotle's second solution, I will not dwell on the issue here. It is 

worth pointing out, however, that the acceptance of this interpretation is problematic for 

two reasons. First, if propositions are indeed timeless, it is not clear what it means to say 

that the past would be changed were an event to disagree with the proposition concerning 

it. Second, as noted before, it is wholly mysterious how the truth of a proposition could 

constrain a physical event. We would not, after all, complain that we were prevented from 

seeing the movie by the true proposition that we were too late to get in, whereas we might 

complain that a flat tire prevented us from seeing the movie. These two concerns once 

again raise the possibility of an equivocation between a causal and correlative sense of the 

inferences involved in the second and third premises. It may be, therefore, that to assume 

that the truth of a proposition constitutes a condition that ineluctably brings the proposed 

event to pass is to confuse nomological relations with broadly logical relations. 10 

Consequently, although we might express the sea-battle argument in more general 

terms by observing that since there is nothing we can do about the past, if the past (via the 

established truth value of every proposition) determines the future, then there is nothing 

we can do about the future--Le., that the future is necessary in the same sense that the past 

is necessary--it is not at all clear what kind of necessity this would be. The necessity of 

the past is not conceptual necessity, for there are many conceivable worlds--even some 

10 For example, it does not follow from the logical relation 'John is older than Sally because he is older 
than Ted and Ted is older than Sally' that the condition of Ted being older than Sally and John being 
older than Ted brings it about that John is older than Sally. 
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which are presently identical to the actual world--with different histories. Nor is it 

nomologically necessity since even in a chaotic universe, the past would still be fixed; the 

future may be wholly unpredictable in such a universe, but the past would, presumably, 

remain inviolable. II Yet if, as I suggested above, we interpret this necessity as restricted 

logical necessity (rather than broadly logical necessity), then although the argument is then 

valid, the conclusion becomes uninformative. 

As a further example, suppose that it is true today that I will be in Tucson 

tomorrow. On this supposition, it cannot be that I will not be in Tucson tomorrow for this 

would, ex hypothesi, change the past in the sense that the proposition that was true 

yesterday--that I would be in Tucson--is now, and was then, false. But since this sense of 

necessity is conditional on the supposition that it is true that I will be in Tucson tomorrow, 

to divorce the conclusion that I must be in Tucson tomorrow from this initial supposition 

is to equivocate between broadly logical and restricted logical necessity.I2 

In light of these difficulties, it may seem best to interpret the second and third 

premises in terms of logical equivalence; that is, since 'the proposition that a sea-battle will 

occur tomorrow is true' and 'a sea-battle will occur tomorrow' are logically equivalent, if 

we accept the truth of the proposition that the battle will occur tomorrow, then we must, 

as a matter oflogical necessity, accept that the battle will occur.I3 On this interpretation, 

the necessity involved in the second and third premises is the same necessity involved in 

11 One might object that the direction of time supervenes on the laws of nature (e.g. on the second law of 
thermodynamics), but according to present physical theory, the laws of nature are symmetrical with 
respect to time. It is interesting, however, to ask what we would make of the sea-battle argument if the 
direction of time were reversed. Presumably, it would not make a difference. 
12 As a comparison, in the same way that the ontological argument is suspect since it appears to derive 
the existence of God from the concept of God, the sea-battle argument is suspect since it appears t9 derive 
the occurrence of an event from the truth of a proposition concerning that event. Perhaps the difficulty in 
saying what goes wrong in these arguments is due to the fact that, on one reading, nothing is wrong, but 
that the conclusions are substantive only when given a different reading. 
13 The adequacy of such a redundancy theory of truth would, of course, also need to be addressed before 
this interpretation could be accepted. 
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the claim that if John is a bachelor, then he must be single. This interpretation, however, 

does little to assuage the charge of equivocation between senses of necessity. To see this, 

consider the following argument: 

1) 
2) 
3) 

As a matter oflogical necessary, either John is a bachelor or he is not. 
If he is a bachelor, then he must be single. 
If he is not a bachelor, then he must be married. 

Whether John is single or married, he is so of necessity. 

This same point can be made in a slightly different way. Ifwe accept, as did 

Aristotle, a simple correspondence theory oft ruth, we should also accept the validity of 

the biconditional 'Sp is true ifand only ifSe'. It follows that if'a sea-battle will occur 

tomorrow' is true, then a sea-battle will occur tomorrow. The consequent of the second 

premise, however, is that a sea-battle must (rather than will) occur tomorrow. We can 

either view the use of 'must' as an emphatic confirmation of the biconditional; i.e., that the 

sea-battle must occur tomorrow for if it does not, then the proposition 'a sea-battle will 

occur tomorrow' cannot be true--in which case the conclusion should be interpreted as the 

claim that either Se must,jor Sp to be tn/e, occur, or Se must,jor ., Sp to he tn/e, not 

occur. This would be to adopt a weak reading. Alternately, we could give a stronger 

reading to the conclusion and assume that the use of , must' in the second and third premise 

adds something more to the conditional--but, as I have argued, it is far from clear what 

more can be added without rendering the inference invalid. So although the acceptance of 

the conditional 'If Sp is true then Se must occur' does indeed entail, given the truth of Sp' 

that Se must (in a sense) occur, it does not entail the stronger claim that Se must happen 

in the broadly logical sense that an independent reading of the conclusion invites. 

In sum, if we read the sea-battle argument with the aim of maintaining its validity, 

we will tend to view the conclusion in the weak sense outlined above; whereas if we read 
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the argument with the aim of making it as informative as possible, we will tend to view the 

conclusion in the strong sense of broadly logical necessity. However, since the first 

premise is plausible only in terms of broadly logical necessity, and, as I argued above, the 

second and third premises are plausible only in terms of restricted logical necessity, the 

argument is either implausible or its validity trades on an equivocation. 14 

It is the recognition of this equivocation that provides an explanation in support of 

Aristotle's first solution to the dilemma the sea-battle argument presents. Since the most 

natural reading of the first premise, '0 (Sp v -'Sp)', is in terms of broadly logical necessity, 

and the most natural reading of the second premise, 'Sp:::> 0 Set, is one in which the 

domain of the necessity operator is restricted to those worlds in which it is true that there 

will be a sea-battle tomorrow, the equivocation of senses of necessity can be seen as a 

confusion of scope. This appeal to scope need not be made, however, if we deny that it 

follows from the truth ofa disjunction that one or the other of the disjuncts is (now) true. 

It is this alternate view of what it means to say that a proposition is true that Aristotle 

considers in his second solution. 

14 To view the argument consistently in terms of logical necessity conforms with IL. Ackrill conclusion 
that the arguments Aristotle employs to explicate the sea-battle argument "do not presuppose a principle 
of universal causation but rely on purely logical moves." (1963, 136) 



The Second Solution 

The second consideration which must be addressed in order to assess the validity of the 

sea-battle argument is what it means for a proposition about a future event to be true. 
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One possible interpretation of Aristotle's resolution of the dilemma presented by the sea

battle argument is that he denied that propositions concerning future contingent events 

have a truth value. On this interpretation, although it is true now that a future event either 

will or will not occur, the most we can say about the proposition that the event will occur 

is that it will become true or that it will not. In other words, such propositions do not 

have a truth value until the event occurs (or does not occur); they are neither true nor false 

now. 

This suggestion is attractive for three reasons. First, it undermines the sea-battle 

argument since although the second and third premises are vacuously true (given that the 

antecedent is false and that the conditional is to be interpreted materially), the first premise 

is false. If a proposition about a future contingent event is neither true nor false, then it is 

false that, as a matter oflogical necessity, it is now either true that the event will occur or 

true that the event will not occur. Second, this interpretation allows for a full-bodied 

account of contingent events: a future event is contingent if its occurrence is unsettled 

with respect to the present; that is, it is not now settled--i.e., it is neither true nor false-

that a future contingent event will occur. After all, since the force of the sea-battle 

argument is that one cannot both accept the bivalence of all propositions and the 

contingency of (some) future events, it is, at least initially, as reasonable (given certain 

presuppositions) to reject the former as it is to reject the latter. Third, this interpretation 

allows for a robust correspondence theory of truth. If we take the truth of a proposition 

to be defined in terms of its correspondence to the world, then propositions about the 

future do not have a truth value until the state of affairs to which they correspond does, or 
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does not, obtain. 

But this interpretation is not without problems. First, if we take a proposition to 

be defined as that which can have a truth value--i.e., as that which various token sentences 

express when considerations of context, time, language, ambiguity and the like have been 

excluded--it is a mere confusion to assert that some propositions do not have truth value. 

F or if propositions are timeless, we cannot deny in any principled way that some 

propositions do not yet have a truth value because their time has not yet come. For 

example, although the sentence II am cold' is true at one time and false at another time, or 

true said by one person and false said by another person at the same time, the proposition 

expressed is, on most accounts, always true or always false. Second, if propositions about 

the future are not yet true in virtue of the fact that the state of affairs to which they must 

correspond has not yet occurred (or failed to occur), then it is not clear how a proposition 

about a past state of affairs can be true or false since that state of affairs does not obtain 

(now) either--and to deny that propositions about the past have truth value would leave us 

with a severely attenuated notion of propositions and truth. IS 

In conclusion, although it is not clear which of these two solutions Aristotle 

endorsed, it is clear that he held that the sea-battle argument was unsound, for to hold 

otherwise was to admit that our deliberations were in vain. 16 Hence, the sea-battle 

IS The nature of propositions, as well as what it means for a statement or proposition to be true, is, of 
course, highly controversial. Aristotle, however, writes in the fourth chapter of De Interpretatione that 
statements are either true or false, and that it is with statements that he is concerned. (17a7) He then 
asserts at the beginning of the ninth chapter that "[w)ith regard to what is and what has been it is 
necessary for the affirmation or the negation to be true or false. "(18a28) So it seems that Aristotle at least 
holds that something like the view of propositions suggested above is correct, and that such a view is 
needed to generate the sea-battle argument. Whether he concludes that this view must be maintained in 
light of the dilemma the argument engenders, however, is unclear. 

Also, there is a further complication here analogous to the Liar's Paradox. If we conclude that 
propositions are not timeless, what are we to infer about the proposition expressed by that conclusion? Is 
the proposition that propositions are not timeless, timeless? 
16 It may have been, however, that Aristotle did not intend to choose between these two resolutions. He 
writes at the end of the discussion of the sea-battle that "it is necessary for one or the other of the 
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argument functions as a reductio that is intriguing because it is not clear which 

assumption--the validity of the inference in the second and third premises, the truth of the 

first premise, or the logical contingency of causally contingent future events--is to be 

rejected. 

The Three Options 

We have three basic options with respect the dilemma created by Aristotle's sea-battle 

argument. We can: 1) Assert that the argument is invalid or unsound, 2) Accept the 

soundness of the argument and, on this basis, deny the intuition that our deliberations are 

not in vain, or 3) Deny that there is a contradiction between the conclusion ofthe 

argument and our intuitions concerning deliberation. What I want to do now is assess 

these three options. 

Option One 

Aristotle argued in favor of the first of these three options. I have assumed that for this 

option to be viable, it must accomplish two tasks: it must show that the sea-battle 

argument is unsound, and it must account for the apparent cogency of the argument. As I 

argued above, there are three ways in which this might be done. The central claim in each 

case is that the sea-battIe argument relies on an equivocation, and that once the argument 

is rendered univocal, it is either invalid or its conclusion is uninteresting. This allows for 

an explanation of the argument's apparent force to the degree that the equivocation 

involved seduces us into conflating the valid version of the argument with the interesting 

contradictories to be true or false--not, however, this one or that one, but as chance has it; or for one to be 
true rather than the other, yet not already true or false." (19a23. The emphasis on 'or' is mine.) 
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version of the conclusion. 

To summarize, the first way in which the argument may be ambiguous is with 

respect to the scope of the necessity operator. The general claim here is that since it is a 

fallacy to infer os or O-'S from O(S v -'S), and since the sea-battle argument makes a 

similar inference (from a necessary disjunction to the necessity of the disjuncts), some 

equivocation of scope must be involved. There are two ways to develop this claim: 1) 

The necessity operator must either apply only to the disjunction as a whole in both the first 

premise and the conclusion (in which case the conclusion is uninteresting), or apply only 

to each disjunct in both the first premise and the conclusion (in which case the first 

premise is implausible); 2) The necessity operator should apply to the entire conditional in 

both the second the third premises, which would make the sea-battle argument invalid 

since (OSe v O-'Se) does not follow from O(Sp::> Se) and O(-'Sp::> -'Se). 

Second, we can say that the type of necessity involved is ambiguous. The claim 

here is that we are likely (given the conversational goal of maintaining coherency as well 

as informational content) to read both the first premise and the conclusion in terms of 

broad logical necessity, but the second premise and the third premise in terms of a more 

narrowly defined necessity (i.e., where there domain is restricted to worlds in which Sp or 

-,Sp is true). Consequently, unless we recognize this ambiguity, we are likely to accept 

the broad necessity of the conclusion even though the validity of the argument requires a 

more restricted sense of necessity. 

Third, we can say that the type of conditional involved in the middle two premises 

is ambiguous. If the only clear sense in which the truth of a proposition can ensure the 

occurrence of a future event is predicated on the assumption that the event has a present 

sufficient cause, then to read the middle two premises accordingly (i.e., as causal 
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conditionals) is inconsistent with the assertion that the events are contingent. 17 Moreover, 

since it is unclear in what sense we are to read the middle two premises (which is not the 

case with the first premise and the conclusion), it is likely that the sense in which 

propositions about future contingent events determine those events is not the sense needed 

to make the argument valid. 

Option Two 

We might, however, agree that the argument is ambiguous without conceding that we 

should reject the conclusion. Consider the following response: It is more reasonable to 

accept that propositions about future events have a truth value, and that it follows from 

this that the such events must (or must not) occur, than it is to accept that there are future 

events which are logically contingent; hence Aristotle's dilemma should be resolved by 

rejecting the future contingents rather than the conclusion of the argument even though 

the argument may be flawed in certain, non-critical ways. Given this response, the alleged 

ambiguity in the sea-battle argument can be seen, at least in part, as the result of the 

attempt to maintain a view of contingency which is inconsistent with the (more plausible) 

premises. If so, then it is our propensity to confuse an apparent lack of a present sufficient 

causal basis for some future event with the absence of logical necessity that explains our 

tendency to question the conclusion of the sea-battle argument. 

This response, however, requires that we accept that propositions concerning 

(putatively contingent) future events have a truth value that necessitates, in a broadly 

17 It is interesting to note, however, that if we accept the conclusion of the sea-battle argument, then we 
would not accept that there are contingent events and hence deny the inconsistency. Yet ifwe do not 
accept the conclusion of the argument, the inferences in the second and third premises are suspect. Which 
position, if either, begs the question is a puzzle that is quite similar to the one I will address with respect 
to Keith Lehrer's objection to Moore's conditional analysis in chapter seven. 
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logical sense, the outcome of the event to which they correspond. But to accept this much 

is simply to accept the validity of the second and third premises and deny that there is any 

equivocation in the scope or type of necessity involved. 18 

Option Three 

The third option available to us is to accept the sea-battle argument, but reject the claim 

that it is inconsistent with our conviction that our deliberations are efficacious. On this 

view, there is no contradiction in accepting both that future events are necessitated and 

that our deliberations have the importance that we ascribe to them. 

To motivate this option, consider the following example. Suppose that Karen, 

after a good deal of consideration and reflection, has decided to marry Jim. Two years 

later, however, Jim tells her that he had predicted that she would marry him five years ago 

and that, in light of the truth of his prediction, her deliberations had been in vain; she was 

fated to be his wife. Not only is it difficult to believe that Karen would then recant her 

conviction that her destiny was, at least in terms of whom she would marry, in her control, 

but it is hard to see what additional information Jim's disclosure supplies that might make 

her change her mind. In what way does the truth of Jim's prediction, or even the 

possibility that such a prediction could have been made, undermine the worth of Karen's 

deliberations? What is it, exactly, that makes our intuitions about deliberation and the 

logical necessitation offuture events inconsistent?19 And what are we to conclude ifthe 

premises in the supporting argument for such necessitation are less intuitively plausible 

than the conclusion itself? 

18 This, again, appears to beg the question. (See previous footnote.) 
19 Analogously, a compatibilist might ask what it is that makes our intuitions about deliberation and 
nomologically necessitated events inconsistent. The question is not easily settled in either case. 
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Admittedly, such questions are unlikely to persuade those who are not already 

sympathetic to this option, but the difficulty of providing satisfactory answers does at least 

suggest, in conjunction with the appealing alternative of rejecting neither hom of the 

dilemma, that the conclusion of the sea-battle argument may not be strictly inconsistent 

with the intuition that our deliberations are not in vain. 

Although I will say more about the choice between these three options later, I first 

want to address an argument which is structurally quite similar to the sea-battle argument, 

but which presents the issue from a slightly different perspective. 

The Problem of God's Foreknowledge 

The same pattern of argument with which Aristotle was concerned in De Interpretatione 

can be seen in the medieval debate about the problem of sustaining the moral responsibility 

of human beings given the existence of an omniscient God. A general form of the problem 

(which I will call the foreknowledge argument) can be stated as follows: 

1) 
2) 

3) 
4) 
5) 
6) 

If God knows all things, He knows what will be as well as what has been. 
If God knows that P will occur, then it must be true that P will occur (for 
knowledge entails the truth of the known proposition). 
If it is true that P will occur, then P cannot fail to occur. 
Hence if God knows that P will occur, P must occur. 
IfP must occur, then no human can bring it about that P will not occur. 
No one is morally responsible for something that they cannot prevent. 

No human being is morally responsible for anything that happens. 

This argument presents the theist with a dilemma: either the theist must deny that God is 

just (given that God holds human beings morally responsible for their actions), or deny 

that God is omniscient. Again, there are two possible solutions to this dilemma. 
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The First Solution 

Similar to the first resolution to Aristotle's argument mentioned above, Boethius accepted 

the truth of the first and second premises, but noted that there is an ambiguity with respect 

to the scope of necessity in the third and fourth premises. He argued that although it is 

true to say that, necessarily, if God knows that I will do P then I will do P, it does not 

follow that I do P necessarily; what does follow is that if necessarily God knows that I will 

do P, then I will necessarily do P. So although the argument appears valid on the basis of 

this latter inference, since the conclusion requires the former fallacious inference, the 

argument is invalid. In other words, it is only the equivocation between the valid inference 

'O(God foreknows P will occur:::> P will occur), and the invalid inference 'God foreknows 

P will occur:::> OP will occur' that gives the argument its apparent force. 

Boethius also realized, however, that a defender of the foreknowledge argument 

might find the inference 'God foreknows P will occur:::> OP will occur' compelling on its 

own. This is, after all, the crux of the concern; that the occurrence ofP is necessitated by 

God's foreknowledge. Boethius argued (in a manner parallel to what I called the 'third 

option' above) that, given that we would have free will apart from the foreknowledge of 

God, there is no reason to suppose that the addition of God's foreknowledge changes 

anything. Specifically, he claimed that God's knowledge of future events did not cause an 

event to occur anymore than our knowledge of present events causes them to occur. We 

may, for example, know that our neighbor's cat is under our car because we just saw it go 

under there, but we would not conclude from this that our watching the cat necessitated 

it's being under our car. Similarly, although God knows what we are going to do 

tomorrow in virtue of His ability to see the future, it does not follow that His ability to 

look into the future necessitates our actions. 

This distinction, between observing and affecting the future, is similar to the 
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distinction discussed above between correlation and causation. It is logically, or at least 

conceptually, necessary that God's knowledge of the future correlates to what will be, just 

as it is logically (or conceptually) necessary that our knowledge that the cat is under the 

car correlates with the cat's location, but it does not follow from this that God causes the 

future to be what it will be just as our knowledge of where the cat is does not cause the 

cat to there. Hence Boethius questions the claim that God's knowledge (insofar as it 

entails the truth of the relevant proposition) brings it about that the future coincides with 

what God knows. 

Boethius elaborated this idea in terms of an ambiguity between two types of 

necessity; simple and conditional. Boethius did not clearly define simple necessity, but he 

evidently took it to be broadly logical or nomological necessity~ conditional necessity was 

simple necessity restricted to the parameters established by the truth of the relevant 

condition. A stone thrown up into the air must, as a matter of simple necessity, eventually 

fall to the ground. But ifI say that the neighbor's cat must be under the car, such 

necessary is only conditional--that is, conditional on the truth of my observation. Given 

this distinction, Boethius argued that although the third and fourth premises of the 

foreknowledge argument rely on conditional necessity, the conclusion is typically taken in 

terms of simple necessity. The force of the argument, therefore, rests, according to 

Boethius, on an equivocation. 

For there are two kinds of necessity; one is simple, as the necessity by which 
all men are mortals~ the other is conditional, as is the case when, if you know 
that someone is walking, he must necessarily be walking. For whatever is 
known, must be as it is known to be; but this condition does not involve that 
other, simple necessity. It is not caused by the peculiar nature of the person in 
question, but by an added condition. (1962, 118) 
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Similarly, by pointing out that knowledge does not reflect a property of the thing known 

but a faculty of the knower, Boethius attempted to point out the distinction between the 

conceptual truth that if the occurrence ofP is known (and therefore true), P will occur, 

and the conceptual error that knowing that P will occur gives P the property of occurring 

necessarily.20 We might draw a similar distinction with respect to propositions. 

Boethius acknowledged, however, that part of what makes the foreknowledge 

argument compelling is that God's knowledge offuture events is already 'set' (as is, 

presumably, the truth value of propositions concerning future events), and that any future 

event is therefore unalterable for otherwise a future event could change the past--i.e., since 

it is true now that God knows what will happen tomorrow, what will happen must happen 

since if it does not, such an event would change what God foreknew yesterday. Boethius 

avoids this conclusion by appealing to the eternality of God: if there is no 'past' for God, 

then His foreknowledge cannot be 'set' in the past.21 Although there are difficulties with 

explicating and defending God's eternality, Boethius does at least manage to point out the 

uneasy tension between the purported threat of unalterability (which is a temporal notion) 

and the alleged timeless of God (who can see the future as though it were the present). 

This suggests a similar tension between the unalterability of the truth value of propositions 

concerning future contingent events and the atemporal nature of propositions. 

20 Another way to support Boethius' point is to observe that when we (who are not omniscient) know that 
P will occur it is because we are aware of a sufficient cause for P (which means that it is not contingent), 
whereas God, on Buethius' view, is timeless and hence His knowledge of the future is not restricted to 
sufficient conditions (or at least not those which are within the scope of human awareness). So to say that 
God foreknows that P will occur suggests, unless it is carefully disambiguated, a causal basis, for it is only 
on the basis of a present sufficient causal condition that we can foreknow that an event will occur. 
21 Linda Zagzebski argues that the realm of eternity is more like the past than the future (1991, 60), and 
hence that Boethius' appeal is insufficient to avoid the conclusion of the foreknowledge argument. But, as 
Timothy O'Connor points out (1993), eternity seems to have much more in common with the present than 
with the past. At any rate, what it means for God to be 'beyond time', and how we are to reconcile this 
view with other aspects of God's nature and power, is a contentious issue. 
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The Second Solution 

Ockham, like Aristotle, thought that it would be absurd if our deliberations made no 

difference (particularly with respect to our salvation, and the manifest injustice of God's 

punishment of sinners that would result if sinners had not choice but to sin), but held a 

different view than did Boethius of what it was for a future event to be contingent, as well 

as what it was for a proposition to have a truth value. Ockham accepted that for 

something to be known it must be true, and that the objects of God's foreknowledge are 

true propositions. He also accepted that propositions are both timeless and determinately 

true or false. But he denied that God's foreknowledge had any real relation to what was 

foreknown. 22 Ockham argued that although the proposition that I will do P is now either 

determinately true or determinately false, and that God knows whether I will or will not do 

P, God's knowledge is nevertheless only contingent since it is only in virtue of my doing 

(or determining to do) P that the proposition that I will do P (or determine to do P) is now 

true. What makes propositions about future contingent events determinate now is that at 

some time or another there will be a sufficient cause for their occurrence. This precludes 

the contradictory claim that there is a present sufficient cause for the occurrence of a 

future contingent event without denying that propositions about such events have a truth 

value (which would exclude God foreknowing them). 

Hence Ockham's solution to the dilemma presented by the foreknowledge 

argument is to deny both that God's foreknowledge ofP requires that P will occur 

necessarily (Le., that God's foreknowledge has a real relation to what is foreknown) and 

22 The issue which Ockham raises of the nature of the relationship between God's fore knowledge and the 
subject ofRis foreknowledge is similar to the question raised above concerning the relationship between 
propositions and events. Specifically, Ockham views the claim 'If God foreknows P, then P must occur' in 
much the same way that I suggested we should view the claim 'If there is tobacco tar in John's lungs, then 
John must be a smoker'. 
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that God does not know (or could be wrong about) what will occur in the future (i.e., that 

God's foreknowledge has no relation at all to what is foreknown). Instead, Ockham 

asserts that God's foreknowledge is contingent: If it is now true that I will do P in the 

future then God knows now that I will do P, yet I can refrain from doing P, and ifI do 

refrain from doing P then God knows now that I will not do P. In other words, God's 

foreknowledge, and the truth value of any proposition about a future contingent event, is 

conditionally related to the occurrence of that event. If the event occurs, the proposition 

that P will occur will always have been true and God will always have known that P will 

occur; if the event does not occur, the proposition that P will occur will always have been 

false and God will always have known that P will not occur.23 

We can therefore characterize Ockham's resolution of the dilemma as a denial of 

the validity of the foreknowledge argument on the grounds of an equivocation between 

the conditional sense in which the third and fourth premises--'If it is true that P will occur, 

then P cannot fail to occur' and 'Hence if God knows that P will occur, P must occur'--are 

valid, and the unconditional sense in which the conclusion--'No human being is morally 

responsible for anything that happens'--must be taken in order to be inconsistent with our 

intuitions about the value of our deliberations. 

Three Options 

There are, of course, problems with the solutions offered by both Boethius and Ockham. 

Boethius' appeal to the eternality of God is, at least arguably, in conflict with such beliefs 

as God's personhood and ability to act in time. And since Ockham himself admits that his 

23 Ockham writes, "although [God] does know one part determinately, nevertheless He knows 
contingently, and He can not know, and He can never have known. Therefore, deliberation does make a 
difference." (1983, 55) Also, it is interesting to compare Ockham's argument with Robert Stalnaker's 
inclusion of 'backtracking' in his analysis of counterfactuals (1968). 
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account of the way in which God knows the future is (and must be) unsatisfactory24, his 

route through the two horns of the dilemma may have been motivated more by his 

unwillingness to give up his convictions than by his insight into the problem. If, on the 

other hand, we find the foreknowledge argument convincing, it seems we must reject 

either the existence of an omniscient God or the contingency of future events (and hence 

moral responsibility), or deny that although we can not prevent what God knows will 

happen from happening, we are nevertheless morally responsible for (at least part of) what 

will happen.2s 

Again, it is not my concern at this point to argue for anyone of these three 

options. For now, I am interested only in making two observations. First, there are three 

ways we can approach arguments such as the sea-battle argument and the foreknowledge 

argument. Ifwe are more convinced of, or committed to, the truth of the challenged 

assumption than we are of the conclusion of the argument, we will tend to accept a 

position that explains why the argument appears to be sound but is not. Ifwe are more 

convinced that the argument holds than that any single premise is true, we will tend to 

accept a position that denies one or more of the premises. And if we are convinced that 

the argument is sound and yet are unwilling to reject any of the premises, we will tend to 

deny that there is (actually) an inconsistency. In short, when the defense of an argument 

shifts to ground that is less certain than any of the premises, where we take a stand will 

typically depend on the kind of terrain prefer. 

Second, if there is no way to resolve which approach to the issues is correct, then 

the attempt to explicate free will in terms of its opposition to logical necessity will fail to 

24 Ockham held that we could never really understand God's foreknowledge. " ... I maintain that it is 
impossible to express clearly the way in which God knows future contingents." (1983, 50) 
2S We might, for example, appeal to the difference between the sense in which we cannot change what 
God knew in the past and the sense in which we cannot change what we do in the future. 
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provide any resolution to the question of whether we have free will. For not only is the 

assumption that logical necessity precludes free will highly questionable (as I have tried to 

show), the relationship between logical necessity and free will is not sufficiently clear to 

provide a convincing answer. In short, ifthe conclusion we draw from arguments 

concerning the opposition of free will and logical necessity depend on our antecedent 

convictions, such arguments are more useful in exposing our convictions than in defining 

free will. Hence the question I want to tum to now is whether the attempt to define free 

will with respect to causal necessity fares any better. 
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Casual Necessity 
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Much of the contemporary debate on the problem of free will has focused on the ability to 

do otherwise. The central concern in this debate has been to make some sense offree will 

vis-a-vis nomological necessity (rather than logical necessity). The two traditional 

responses have been to say that free will is incompatible with determinism1 (and that we 

either have, or do not have, free will), or that free will is compatible with determinism (and 

that there is no reason to assume that we do not have free will on this basis). Only the 

determinist need deny that we lack the ability to do otherwise. Since the coherence and 

plausibility of each of these views has been questioned, what should we conclude about 

the ability to do otherwise with respect to nomological necessity? 

If! pull the trigger of a gun and fatally shoot a man, there is a sense in which the 

wound that is left by the bullet is the cause of the man's death, another sense in which 

pulling the trigger of the gun caused his death, and another sense in which I am considered 

the cause of the man's death. In this latter sense, I am responsible for the event 'the man's 

1 Although I will speak of the determinist position, I do not mean to imply that this position precludes 
such indeterminism as is posited (on some accounts) by quantum mechanical theory. What I do wish to 
capture is the view that our actions are no more up to us than it is up to the toaster when to pop up the 
toast. As Daniel Dennett has suggested, perhaps a better term for this ,iew would be 'mechanist'. For a 
defense of the deterministic position, see Honderich (1988). 
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death'; not the bullet or the trigger of the gun. Yet if! make my friend angry enough and 

he shoots a man, I am not considered the cause ofthe man's death. My part in the event 

may help explain why my friend killed him, but I am not considered the cause of his death. 

Evidently, my friend is a different kind of cause than a bullet or the trigger of a 

gun; Only a person (who is sane, uncoerced, and so on) is an appropriate beginning to a 

causal explanation--at least in one sense--and such a person cannot be considered not to 

be a beginning. But what is the difference between my friend and the trigger of a gun? If 

we are subject to psychological laws that are as binding as the physical laws that govern 

the mechanism of a gun, then it seems there should be no difference between people and 

guns other than that between a simple machine and a complex machine: A Porsche and a 

Model T are certainly different, but they are both still cars. Hence, given the constraint of 

such psychological laws, the person who pulls the trigger seems to be just another link in 

the chain of causes that led to the man's death, and as such, no different (in the relevant 

sense) than the bullet or the trigger of a gun. 

In considering situations such as these, we encounter a paradox: we conceive of 

our world, of which we are a part, as one ofexceptionless cause and effect, and yet we 

conceive of ourselves and others as initiators of events--as 'first-causes'. So, if we are 

unwilling to admit that we are no different than a trigger of a gun, or if we cannot accept 

that human beings are somehow outside the sphere of exceptionless natural laws, then it 

seems we must offer a resolution to this paradox--or admit that our understanding of the 

world is inconsistent. 

The Ability to Will Otherwise 

What does it mean to say that I could have willed differently than I did, or that I can will 

something other than what I shall will? Not surprisingly, this question presents several 
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problems from the outset. It may be, after all, that 'the ability to will otherwise' has 

intuitive appeal as a definition of free will simply because it remains vague in the same way 

that 'free will' remains vague. For example, what are we to make of the word 'ability'? 

Should we conceive of our ability to will otherwise in the way we conceive of a car's 

ability to accelerate? If so, then our ability to will otherwise need be nothing more than 

the ability to will differently in different circumstances; viz., in some situations our will is 

different than in others. Alternately, if 'ability' refers to the capacity to have one will or 

another will in exactly the same conditions, then the question of whether such an ability 

can be given an natural explanation (or any explanation at aU) becomes an issue, as well as 

how such a will could then be our will.2 Also, the 'ability to will otherwise' tells us no 

more about what 'will' is than does 'free will'. Should we take the will to be whatever it is 

that motivates a person to act; a yearning that may, but need not, result in action; a 

considered desire; or whatever it is that is determined solely by us? Perhaps there is some 

advantage to defining free will in terms of the ability to will otherwise insofar as it allows 

us to exploit the recent work done in counterfactual analysis3, but many of the same issues 

arise again within the context of these analyses themselves.4 

However, if we sidestep these problems for now, it is not difficult to make some 

sense of the ability to will otherwise. If there is only one option open to me in a particular 

circumstance, say if! am a compulsive gambler in Las Vegas with a pocket full of coins, 

then there is a sense in which I have no choice but to will what I do in fact will--even if, 

for example, playing the slots is something that I do not want to will. On the other hand, 

2 As I will argue later, what we mean by 'exactly the same situation' is usually 'exactly the same situation 
in certain relevant respects' since, as an obvious example, one of the aspects of the situation may be what 
one in fact wills. 
3 Kadri Vihvelin makes this claim. (1991, 161) 
4 For example, the issue oftransworld identity, the inclusion of 'backtracking' or 'miracles', and how to 
specify the notion of 'similarity' or 'minimal difference' are all difficult problems. 
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ifI am cured of my compulsion, ifI can choose to gamble or choose not to gamble, then 

my will is free (at least in this area). In the same way that a slave is forced to do what he 

does not want to do and therefore lacks the option of doing otherwise, an addict is forced 

to will what she does not want to will and therefore lacks the option of willing otherwise. 

To us Joel Feinberg's analogy, to the extent our will is like a train on a single track, it is 

not free (since we must go where the track goes) but ifthere is at least one other track 

leading somewhere else, our will is (more) free. 

It must be admitted, I think, that there is a good deal of intuitive support for this 

characterization of free will. Yet there is also much that is in need of further explanation. 

For example, to use Feinberg's analogy again, who is the 'conductor' in charge of our will, 

and how are the conductor and the switch operator related? To answer these questions, it 

is helpful to see how the ability to do otherwise fares as a definition of free will. 

Incompatibilism 

It may seem obvious that free will--characterized as the ability to will otherwise--is 

incompatible with nomological necessity, and hence that only a will which is not so 

necessitated can be free. Peter van Inwagen has defended such a view. (1975, 1983) The 

general form of his argument (which he calls the consequent argument) is the cla.im that if 

we cannot do anything about the state of the world before our birth (which we obviously 

cannot), and if we cannot do anything about the laws of nature (which we obviously 

cannot), then if the laws of nature in conjunction with the state of the world before our 

birth uniquely determine every event including what we shall do and will (which is the 

determinist's thesis) then there is nothing that we can do about what we will do or will. 

On the basis of this argument, van Inwagen concludes that if determinism is true, we 

cannot have free will. 
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Van Inwagen offers several different versions of the consequent argument. I will 

focus on what I take to be the most compelling formulation of this argument, the modal 

version.s I will refer to this version simply as the incompatibilist argument. We can 

summarize the argument as follows: 

Let'S' stand for: 
Let 'L' stand for: 

The pre-adamite state of the world. 
The laws of nature. 

Let 'T' stand for: Any truth. 
Let' 0' represent: 
Let 'Np' represent: 

Broadly logical necessity (true in all possible worlds). 
p, and no one has, or ever had, any choice about p. 

The thesis of determinism--that the past and laws of nature jointly, and uniquely, 
determine every future truth--can then be stated as: O[(S & L) => T]. 

Premises: 

NS No one has, or ever had, any choice about the pre-adamite state of the world. 
NL No one has, or ever had, any choice about the laws of nature. 

Inference Rules: 

A Op ~ Np Ifp is necessary, then no one has, or ever had, any choice about p. 
B Np, N(p => q) ~ Nq. Ifno one has, or ever had, any choice about p, and ifno one 

has, or ever had, any choice about the conditional 'If p then q', then no one has, or 
ever had, any choice about q. 

The Incompatibilist Argument: 

1) 
2) 
3) 
4) 
5) 
6) 
7) 

O[(S & L) => T] 
O(S => (L => T)) 
N(S => (L => T)) 
NS 
N(L => T) 
NL 
NT 

The determinist thesis. 
From 1 by modal logic. 
From 2 by rule A. 
Premise. 
From 3 and 4 by rule B. 
Premise. 
From 5 and 6 by rule B. 

5 For the presentation and discussion of this argument see van Inwagen 1983,93-105. 
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Since the conclusion ofthe argument is that no one has, or ever had, any choice about any 

particular truth, if we take the ability to will otherwise to assert, at minimum, that we have 

a choice about the way (at least some thing) go, it follow that free will and determinism 

are incompatible. 

Van Inwagen argues that the conclusion of this argument has several unsettling 

consequences--foremost of which is that we are not morally responsible for what we do or 

will. This presents us with a choice: we must either accept these consequences, or reject 

the thesis of determinism. There are, of course, two other options (which van Inwagen 

both acknowledges and discounts); namely, showing that the argument is unsound, or that 

the acceptance of the conclusion and its concomitant consequences is not as egregious as 

it may seem. I will begin by addressing the soundness of the incompatibilist argument. 

The State of the World 

First, what are we to make of the premises? It seems hard to deny that no one has, or ever 

had, any choice about the state of the world before their birth. But it is important to note 

that the acceptance of this premise imports certain metaphysical assumptions that influence 

how we view the incompatibility argument. For example, given present physical theory, it 

is certainly misconceived to construe 'the state of the world' as a complete, instantaneous 

description of the world.6 Moreover, as I will argue in chapter ten, since it is doubtful that 

there is a totality of all facts, to conceive of the state of the world in these terms would 

6 Both quantum mechanics and the theory of relativity argue against such a description. For example, 
there is no fact to the matter as to the exact location and momentum of a sub-atomic particle. Similarly, 
although we can make sense of the state of affairs within a limited reference frame--such as the interaction 
of the balls on a pool table-there is no all-inclusive reference frame. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to 
assume that there must be something like 'the-way-things-were-at-time-T', even if this means 'the-way
things-probably-were-from-perspective-p-at -time-T'. 
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require a limitation on what is to count as a fact. 7 Van Inwagen recognizes the difficulty 

of explicating 'the state of the world', and opts to leave the conception unexplained apart 

from two provisos: 1) Nothing can follow from the description of the state of the world 

about a later state of the world, and 2) Any observable change in the way things are must 

entail some change in the state of the world. 8 This leaves us with the vague, but seemingly 

reasonable, assertion that there is a unique state which represents the way things were at 

time before the advent of human beings--the pre-adamite state of the world--and that no 

one had a choice about any of it. 

Yet what kind of things are we talking about? If we include propositions about 

future events in the set of 'things', then we run afoul of van Inwagen's first proviso. Thus 

we cannot include such propositions as 'Peter van Inwagen shall freely will to write about 

determinism'. For the same reason, we cannot include descriptions such as 'Sally is six feet 

tall, has red hair, and is wholly unpredictable'. We must also exclude mental states such as 

'Jimmy has (freely) decided to go swimming', insofar as these states entail some fact about 

the later state of the world. Clearly, the kind ofthings that are to be included in the state 

of the world are the things which are subject to natural law: star dust, neurons, airplanes, 

electrical fields, and the like: Bikes and benzene rings are in, people with free will are out. 

This may not seem like much of restriction since, for the determinist, all things are subject 

7 Although I will not argue for this point here, as an analogy, we might compare the determinist thesis to 
an arithmetic system: as the axioms of an arithmetical system yield theorems via the rules of that system, 
so the facts which comprise the state of the world yield truths via the laws of nature. Thus if we allow the 
semantics of the determinist thesis to be represented in terms of the facts which comprise the world, it is 
plausible to suggest that an argument analogous to GHdel's incompleteness theorem could be given; viz., 
given that the state of the world is consistent, there will always be some truth which cannot be derived 
from the laws of nature and the state of the world. 
8 These two provisos (1983, 59) serve to exclude such claims as 'It is part of the description of the world 
now that I will freely raise my hand in ten minutes' and 'The state of the world at T will be the same if I 
raise my hand or if I do not raise my hand'. 
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to natural law (although, again, we might ask, all of what things9), but this raises two 

further concerns. 

Suppose I believe that the pre-adamite state of the world in conjunction with the 

laws of nature has uniquely determined my belief in the determinist thesis. Is this belief 

one of the things in the world? It is difficult to say. Ifit is, then, since the belief is its own 

subject, worries of paradox arise. lO If it is not, then the thesis that there is a complete 

state of the world must assume a perfect reduction of the mental to the physical (which 

may itself be one of the things in the world), and this leaves the interpretation of , will' 

unclear. Ifwe are to construe 'will' as a particular configuration of biochemical matter, are 

we to construe 'free will' in the same way? And if so, then how does the determinist thesis 

exclude free will? 

On the other hand, if we conceive of the state of the world as a description that 

excludes only itself--as one's view of a room may include everything except the comer in 

which one is standing--then such a description would be unavoidably perspectival (since, 

presumably, there are many different 'comers' in which one can stand when looking at the 

world). Ifso, then the state of the world from one perspective might uniquely determine, 

in conjunction with the laws of nature, the occurrence ofE, whereas the state of the world 

from another perspective might uniquely determine, in conjunction with the laws of nature, 

that E will not occur. More generally, if what we mean by 'things' depends on the physical 

theory in which the term makes sense, then to claim that there is a unique state of the 

9 The Stoics, for example, although strict physicalists, had a radically different view of what kind of 
things constituted the world. According to Diogenes Laertius, the study of physics included bodies, 
principles, elements, gods, limits, place and void, the dynamics of which were ineluctably determined by 
divine logos. (Long and Sedley, 1988, 43b) 
10 To make this potential for paradox obvious, we could characterize the inclusion ofthis belief in terms 
of a metalanguage thesis that the object language is all there is. But what could such a belief mean? 



world is to presume a unique physical theory. But on what basis--on what ascendent 

theory--are we to justify this presumption?ll 
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The point I wish to make is not that 'the state of the world' is an incoherent 

concept, but that for the determinist thesis to be as comprehensive as van Inwagen intends 

it to be (i.e., for it to entail all truths) the coherency of ' the state of the world' depends on 

certain metaphysical assumptions--assumptions which, arguably, beg the question in favor 

of an incompatibilist conclusion. 

Natural Law: 

Although van Inwagen concedes that it is very difficult to give an account of natural law, 

he maintains that our common conception of such laws is sufficient to support his 

argument. He does, however, provide three requirements which any theory of natural law 

must meet: 1) The phrase 'is a law' must be a real predicate, 2) The objects to which this 

predicate applies must be truth-bearing, and 3) These objects must be immutable and 

objective. The question is whether this conception of natural law is sufficient to allow us 

to evaluate the incompatibilist argument. 

It is clear that, on van Inwagen's account, natural laws cannot be part of the 

domain ofthings captured by the state of the world. Natural laws are propositions (or 

truth-bearing objects of some kind), and would violate the two provisos set out above. 

Nevertheless, these laws are to be viewed as objective in some sense. Van Inwagen 

assumes that we have a pretty good idea of what such laws would be: we know, for 

example, that it is a law of nature that nothing can go faster than the speed of light. Yet, 

11 Hilary Putnam contrasts what he calls the extemalist perspective on which "the world consists of some 
fixed totality of mind-independent objects" and there is "exactly one true and complete description of 'the 
way the world is'" with an internalist perspective on which "to hold that what objects does the world 
consist of! is a question that it only makes sense to ask within a theory or description." (1981, 49) 
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again, in order to accept the conception of natural law needed to support van Inwagen's 

incompatibilist argument, we must make certain metaphysical assumptions; one of which is 

this very distinction between the things laws govern and laws themselves, which, if we 

accept that the state of the world (all things) and the laws of nature suffice to determine 

every truth, is a substantial assumption. 12 As John Barrow put it: 

A Theory of Everything needs to be complemented by some such independent 
prescription which appeals to simplicity, naturalness, economy, or some other 
equally metaphysical notion to underpin its credibility. The only radically 
different alternative would seem to lie in a belief that the type of mathematical 
description of Nature that we have come to know and love--that of causal 
equations with starting conditions--is just an artifact of our own preferred 
categories of thought and merely an approximation to the true nature of 
things. At a deeper level, a sharp divide between those aspects of reality that 
we habitually call 'laws' and those which we have come to know as 'initial 
conditions' may simply not exist. (1991, 39) 

In addition, since one plausible conception of natural law is to view natural laws in 

terms of the best systemization of natural phenomenonl3, even if this conception would 

help make sense of the objectivity of natural law insofar as such a systemization would 

depend on observable phenomena (although, again, we might ask what things are to be 

included in the set of natural phenomena), this conception allows for the possibility of 

multiple, and inconsistent, systemization schemes. If so, there may be more than one 'best' 

set of natural laws. Moreover, even if there is a best systemization for us, such an 

evaluation would rest, presumably, on such standards as simplicity, content and statistical 

fit--which are themselves merely one possible set of evaluative criteria. To preserve the 

12 This is the familiar scientific problem of the relation between theory and observation. When there is a 
violation of a putative naturallaw--such as when the trajectory of a massless photon is altered by the 
gravitational pull of a star--we can either reformulate the law of gravity or we can redescribe the 'stufi' of 
the world--e.g., the structure of space. 
13 John Halpin has argued in defense of this view. (1993) 
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cogency of the incompatibilist argument, therefore, we must either exclude this conception 

of natural law or recognize the assumptions which it entails. 

The situation is no better if we take natural laws to be unbroken regularities, since 

such regularities are far too plentiful: at the extreme, this view of natural law would 

amounts to no more than a description of natural phenomenon, and, as noted above, 

descriptions may be unavoidably perspectival. 14 Also, since the laws of nature cannot 

refer to other natural laws (without violating van Inwagen's provisos), it cannot be a law 

of nature that there are, or that there are not, natural laws. For example, although a 

fundamental principle of special relativity is that natural laws are the same for all 

observers, we cannot take this principle itself to be a natural law--viz., as a matter of 

nomological necessity, it appears to all observes that natural laws appear the same to all 

observers--and hence we must admit the possibility that this principle does not hold 

universally. 

Nevertheless, one might object that it is at least reasonable to assert that no one 

has, or ever had, any choice about the laws of nature despite the difficulties involved in the 

formulation and explication of such laws. After all, it certainly seems that it is not up to 

any individual whether the law of gravity (or whatever it may be that we refer to as the 

law of gravity) does or does not hold. Hence, given a similar view of the preadamite state 

of the world--viz., that the world had certain, determinant characteristics before the advent 

of human beings, however problematic such a state may be to specify--then it seems we 

must conclude that if the conjunction of the laws of nature and the preadamite state of the 

world determine that I will fall offmy chair, I have no choice but to fall of my chair. As I 

14 The difficulty in providing the rules of induction makes this conception of natural law problematic. 
For example, what determines whether it is a law of nature that people with red hair choose roses over 
daisies, or a natural law that all people with red hair choose roses or carnations over daisies? If natural 
laws are underdetermined by natural phenomena, then it may be impossible in principle to distinguish 
betwccn the description of options (libertarianism) and the option of descriptions (underdetermination). 
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argued above, this objection rests on substantial metaphysical assumptions. The point I 

wish to emphasize here, however, is that for the incompatibilist argument to be valid, the 

sense in which we have no choice about any truth must be the same sense in which natural 

laws are immutable, unique and objective, and in which the state ofthe world is consistent 

and comprehensive--and if the demarcation of both 'laws' and 'things-in-the-world' is 

inextricably perspectival, so, it seems, must be our lack of choice. 

Inference Rule A 

Does it follow from the necessity of p that no one has, or ever had, any choice about p? I 

take it to be uncontroversial that if p is necessary in a broadly logical sense--true in all 

logically possible worIds--and if having a choice about p entails the (logical) possibility of 

bringing it about that p does not occur, then no one has a choice about p. It is important 

to note, however, that this rule is not uncontroversial with respect to different senses or 

types of necessity, or alternate conceptions of what it is to have a choice. For example, if 

it follows from the present state ofthe world and the laws of nature that my willing to 

stand up is a sufficient cause of my doing so, then, on the condition that I so will, it is 

nomologically necessary that I stand up. But such conditional, nomological necessity does 

not entail that I have no choice about standing up. Similarly, if what it means to have a 

choice with respect to p is that my deliberating about, and deciding to do, p is the cause of 

p occurring, such a choice is not inconsistent with the logical necessity of p. 

Inference Rule B 

Does it follow from the fact that no one has, or ever had, any choice about the conditional 

(p :::> q), and that no one has, or ever had, any choice about p, that no one has, or ever had, 
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any choice about q? Although van Inwagen admits that the validity of this inference is not 

demonstrable, it seems reasonable to assert that if! have no choice with respect to the 

conditional 'If the ball is dropped it will hit the ground' and I have no choice about the fact 

'The ball was dropped', that I do not have a choice as to whether the ball will hit the 

ground. Yet, again, the cogency of this rule depends on certain assumptions. 

First, for inference rule B to be valid, p cannot, as a matter of contingent fact, be 

false. As an example, if p is 'The Earth splits in half today' and (p :J q) is 'If the Earth 

splits in half today, Jim will not marry Karen tomorrow', though no one has, or ever had, 

any choice about either p or (p :J q), it does not follow that no one has, or ever had, any 

choice about whether Jim will not marry Karen tomorrow. 

Second, the validity of inference rule B requires that we interpret the conclusion 

(that no one has, or ever had, a choice about q) appropriately. For instance, if we let p 

stand for 'A meteor strikes the president's office at 12:30 PM killing all those inside' and 

let (p :J q) stand for 'If a meteor strikes the president's office at 12:30 PM killing all those 

inside, then if the president does not go to lunch at noon, he will be killed', even though no 

one has, or ever had, any choice about p or (p :J q), it does not follow that no one has, or 

ever had, any choice about whether the president will be killed if he does not go to lunch 

at noon. It might be, for example, that an assassin intends to shoot the president at 12: 15. 

The obvious reply, of course, that although it is true that no one has, or ever had, a choice 

about whether the president will die simpliciter ifhe does not go to lunch at noon, there is 

someone--namely the assassin--who has a choice about whether the president will be killed 

by a bullet or a meteor. The acceptability ofinference rule B, therefore, depends on the 

appropriate interpretation of the conclusion. IS 

IS Michael Slote (1982, 1985) has noted other worries with inference rule B, particularly with respect to 
the kind of necessity involved. He writes that n[r]ule <P) is not likely to seem sacrosanct to philosophers 
who object to where it leads, but the motivation for questioning the rule is not merely due to its 
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The Role of Necessity 

So far we have observed that the two premises and the two inference rules which van 

Inwagen uses to formulate his argument admit to various restrictions: The state of the 

world and the laws of nature must both be understood in a way that relies on certain 

metaphysical assumptions; the validity of inference rule A requires a particular and 

consistent interpretation of choice and necessity; and the acceptability of inference rule B 

depends on the appropriate specification of the consequent. The question at hand, 

therefore, is whether these restrictions undermine the cogency of the argument. 

The incompatibilist argument is similar in structure to Aristotle's sea-battle 

argument. Aristotle begins with the necessity of a disjunction and argues, on the basis of 

two conditionals, that one or the other of the disjuncts is necessary. Similarly, van 

Inwagen begins with the necessity of a conditional and argues, on the basis of two 

inference rules, that we have no choice with respect to the consequent. It is worth asking, 

therefore, whether the same concerns arise. 

In the first premise of the incompatibilist argument, we are told that the determinist 

thesis (as van Inwagen interprets it) is that every future truth follows, as a matter of 

broadly logical necessity, from the conjunction of the state of the world and the laws of 

nature. To get an idea of the overall structure of the argument, it is helpful to look first at 

the dubious argument that would result if we were to utilize only this determinist thesis 

and inference rule A (Op ~ Np). (This approach is similar to characterizing the sea-battle 

implications. There are various forms of necessity, among them deontic and epistemic, for which (13) does 
not hold, and although the notion of (not) being able to do otherwise at issue in the free-will controversy is 
not simply an epistemic modality, it may in unsuspected ways contain epistemic elements sufficient to 
unhinge that notion from rule (13). II (1985, 328) 



argument in a form that ignores the distinction between propositions and events.) We 

might, for example, reason as follows. 

1 *) O[(S & L) :::> T] 
2*) O(S & L) :::> OT 
3*) O(S & L) 
4*) OT 
5*) NT 

The determinist thesis 
From 1 by modal logic 
Assumption 
By Modus Ponens 
By Inference Rule A. 
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This argument relies, of course, on the false assumption that the state of the world and the 

laws of nature are logically necessary. This formulation does point out, however, an 

important strategical consideration. Ifwe begin with (5*) and ask how we might support 

this conclusion, inference rule A tells us that (5*) must follow from the necessity ofT 

since there is no other way to introduce the predicate N. Specifically, since it is only on 

the basis of broadly logical necessity that van Inwagen argues no one has, or ever had, a 

choice about the truth in question, to derive NT we must first derive 0 T. But given that 

the only premise which involves both T and broadly logical necessity is the determinist 

thesis, we must, apparently, derive the logical necessity ofT from the logical necessity of 

[(S & L):::> T]. To do this, however, we need to assume the necessity of(S & L)--for 

otherwise, the inference is the obvious modal fallacy of inferring the necessity of the 

consequent from the necessity of the conditional--the same fallacy that is obvious in the 

sea-battle argument when the proposition/event distinction is ignored. Moreover, since 

we are given NS and NL as premises, it is similarly tempting to conclude, for the reasons 

outlined above (viz., that the predicate 'Nt is introduced only with respect to broadly 

logical necessity), that both Sand L are logically necessary. The inference from (1 *) to 

(5*) is the instantiation of this line of reasoning. I suggest that it is this reasoning that 

underlies the apparent validity of the incompatibilist argument. 
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Given that the heart of the incompatibilist argument is the inference from the 

necessity ofa conditional (the determinist thesis), and the premise that no one has, or ever 

had, any choice about what is logically necessary (inference rule A), to the conclusion that 

no one has, or ever had, any choice about the consequent of that conditional (T), we can 

simplify the incompatibilist argument as follows: 

1) O[(S & L):::J T] 
2) N[(S & L) :::J T] 
3) NT 

As I suggested above, the most obvious premise that needs to be added to this argument is 

the logical necessity ofT. But T is not, of course, true in all logically possible worlds. It 

is true only in those worlds in which the conjunction of(S & L) is true (at least according 

to the determinist thesis). To put it in the terms used in the first chapter, T is only 

conditionally necessary. T would be logically necessary only if the conjunction (S & L) is 

logically necessary. And since, as I argued above, the validity of inference rule A is 

evident only with respect to broadly logical necessity, to the extent that the argument 

relies on conditional necessity, it trades on an equivocation. This equivocation (between 

conditional and broadly logical necessity) is suggested by premise 3* above, for one 

obvious way to ensure that the necessity ofT is not conditional is to assume that the 

conjunction of natural laws and the state of the world is logically necessary. Since it only 

follows from inference rule A that no one has, or ever had, any choice about [(S & L):::J 

T], it is the function of inference rule B to sanction the conclusion that no one has or ever 

had, any choice about the consequent of that conditional (as it is the function of the third 

and fourth premises in the sea-battle argument to sanction the inference from the necessity 

of the disjunction in the first premise to the necessity of the disjuncts )--and this is no small 

task. Hence, since the cogency of the incompatibilist argument depends on B, and, as I 
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argued above, B is valid only when the consequent is appropriately specified, if there is 

any equivocation in the argument it should be apparent if we clarify the sense in which NT 

follows from the argument. 

The Argument Reconsidered 

In light of the above discussion, it is worth taking another look at the incompatibilist 

argument. The first premise, O[(S & L)::::> T], informs us that in all logically possible 

worlds, if S obtains L holds, then every future truth is uniquely determined. The third 

premise states, on the authority of inference rule A, that no one has, or ever had, a choice 

about this conditional. Premise (4) is the assumption that no one has, or ever had, any 

choice about the pre-adamite state of the world. But notice that it is not any logical world 

that is at issue in the fourth premise, but the actual world: we have no choice about the 

initial state of our world. There is no logical incoherence in assuming that the agents in 

some possible world (where there is, for example, backward causation) have a choice 

about the initial state of their world. So in premise (3) the lack of choice is due to logical 

necessity, whereas in premise (4) the lack of choice is due to conditional necessity 

(conditional on the conjunction ofS and L in the actual world) for it is only the logically 

contingent fact that the past is fixed that makes NS a plausible assumption. Thus 

inference rule B embodies an equivocation (with respect to the type of necessity involved) 

since it uses both the third and fourth premise to derive the subconclusion in premise (5). 

There is no way to state the inference sanction by B univocaIIy. Ifwe state the inference 

in terms oflogical necessity, NS is implausible; but if we state the inference in terms of 

conditional necessity, rule A is implausible. 

To put the point in another way, the incompatibilist argument conflates two 

separate arguments. The core argument is that our lack of choice with respect to the laws 



of nature and the pre-adamite state of the world entails that we have no choice about 

anything given that the laws of nature and the pre-adamite state of the world uniquely 

determine every truth. But this, of course, is just what the compatibilist denies. To 

strengthen the core argument, van Inwagen added a second argument: the determinist 

thesis can be stated in terms of logical necessity, and we must conclude, in virtue of 

inference rule A, that we have no choice about what is logically necessary. All that 

follows from this second argument, however, is that we have no choice about the 
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conditional (S & L):::> T. By combining the two arguments, van Inwagen is relying on the 

implicit assumption that the sense in which we have no choice in the first argument is the 

same sense in which we have no choice in the second argument--and, as I argued above, 

not only is there reason to doubt that the argument can be stated consistently with respect 

to the sense of necessity involved, but to assume that it can begs the question against the 

compatibilist. 16 

In response to a different version of van Inwagen's consequence argument, David 

Lewis has also claimed (1981) that there is an unavoidable equivocation involved in the 

argument. Lewis distinguishes between what he calls the strong and weak thesis with 

respect to breaking a natural law, and argues that the sense in which we are determined to 

do what we do is not the sense in which we lack the ability to do otherwise. According to 

Lewis, the claim that an agent can do ( or choose) otherwise only by breaking a natural law 

can be taken in two ways: the agent's action would have violated a natural law (or caused 

16 Christopher Hill (1992), in response to a different formulation of the consequent argument, also 
accuses van Inwagen of begging the question. Hill objects that the sense in which we must read the 
premise 'J could not have rendered L false' (where J is a human agent, and L denotes the laws of nature) to 
make the argument valid is much stronger than the sense in which we must read the premise to make it 
independently plausible. Since, as Hill argues, the former sense, in conjunction with the proposition that 
the laws of nature are deterministic, entails that J can only perform the actions he in fact performs, the 
argument begs the question against the compatibilist. Part of van Inwagen's response to Hill is that he is 
not required to find premises that are acceptable to the compatibilists. (1992, 58) 
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a law to be violated)--the strong thesis--or had the agent acted otherwise, a natural law 

would have been violated--the weak thesis. 17 This distinction follows from Lewis' view of 

counterfactuals, where to say that it is true that A could have done X means that there is a 

possible world (in the sphere of worlds closest to the actual world) in which a divergent 

miracle occurred and A did in fact do X. That is, the law-breaking miracle would not have 

been caused by A's doing X, rather A's doing X would have been caused by the law-

breaking miracle. 18 Since the consequence argument rests on our lack of choice in the 

strong sense that no one can violate a natural law rather than the weak sense in which a 

natural law would have been violated, Lewis rejects the conclusion that the argument 

supports incompatibilism. 

The Dilemma 

What, then, are we to make of the incompatibilist argument? Van Inwagen assumes that 

most of us would agree that we have a choice about some truths, and that this presents us 

with a dilemma: either we must reject the soundness of the incompatibilist argument, or 

reject the claim that we have, or ever had, a choice about anything. Again, we have three 

options at this point: We can either deny that the incompatibilist argument is sound, deny 

that the argument presents us with a dilemma, or accept one of the two horns. Since I 

17 Notice the similarity between Lewis's strong and weak thesis and the distinction made in chapter one 
between viewing the conditionals involved in the second and third premises of the sea-battle argument in 
terms of either the proposition that a battle will occur being true because the battle will occur, or the battle 
occurring because the proposition that it will occur is true. 
18 Lewis denies that there is a counterfactual dependence of the divergent miracle on A's doing X, since 
even if there were such a dependence, a subsequent divergent miracle could have undone it. Lewis' reply 
to van Inwagen is much like Ockham's solution to the problem of God's foreknowledge: Ockham claimed 
that all that follows from God's foreknowledge is that if I do X, God would always have known that I will 
do X; similarly, we can view Lewis as claiming that ail that follows from the determinist thesis is that ifl 
do X, then the laws of nature would have been such as to require my doing X. 
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have already argued in favor of the first option, what I want to do now is address the other 

two options. 

Should we deny that the dilemma is well conceived? Even if we grant, as I argued 

above, that there is an equivocation between the two senses in which we lack choice, the 

incompatibilist might assert (though not without controversy) that it does not matter in 

which sense we do not have a choice, the point is that we do not have the kind of choice 

we thought we did--the kind of choice that is required, for example, to justify ascriptions 

of moral responsibility. The question then, of course, isjust what kind of choice this is, 

and whether the incompatibilist argument shows that we do not have such a choice. 

Kadri Vihvelin has argued (1991) that David Lewis' objection to van Inwagen's 

consequence argument is insufficient to undermine the conclusion. As mentioned above, 

Lewis denies the inference from the (mere) counterfactual claim to the causal claim needed 

to support the argument; viz., it does not foIlow from the fact that had I done otherwise 

the initial state of the world or the laws of nature would have been different (the weak 

thesis) that my doing otherwise caused the past or the laws of nature to be different (the 

strong thesis). Since on Lewis' account of counterfactuals, the most similar world is one 

in which a divergent miracle occurs, a causal relationship exists if and only if the divergent 

miracle is counterfactually dependent on the agent's doing X; that is, if it would not have 

occurred had the agent not done X, and if it would have occurred had the agent done X. 

Since no particular law- or past-breaking miracle stands in this relation, Lewis concludes 

that the strong thesis is not justified. 

Vihvelin argues that Lewis' reply is not sufficient since a causal relation can exist 

between a disjunction of divergent miracles as well as a single miracle, and that what 

Lewis must provide is a reason why there is a relevant difference between cases in which it 

seems intuitively plausible to analyze a causal relation in terms of a disjunctive event and 
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the situation involved in van Inwagen's consequence argument. 19 VihveIin suggests that 

causal dependence requires nested counterfactual dependence; viz., the question is not 

whether the divergent miracle is counterfactually dependent on my doing X, but whether 

in the closest possible world where I do X, the divergent miracle is caused by (or is 

counterfactually dependent on) my doing X. Since, as Vihvelin contends, the truth of this 

nested counterfactual is a contingent matter, it does not follow that the ability to do 

otherwise entails the ability to cause the past or the laws of nature to be different. It is at 

least arguable, therefore, that our lack of choice in the sense that is supported by the 

incompatibilist argument does not preclude the kind of choice with which we are typically 

concerned. 

On the other hand, suppose that we are convinced that the conclusion of the 

incompatibilist argument is warranted, and that the dilemma is not misconceived, which 

hom of the dilemma should we accept? It is van Inwagen's contention that the consequent 

argument, in conjunction with the assumption that we do, at times, have a choice about 

some things, forms a reductio, and hence that the central question is which assumption 

should be rejected: that determinism is true, or that no one has, or has ever had, any 

choice about any truth. In line with the metaphysical approach, this is the question of 

whether we have free will (given the rough definition that free will consists in, or entails, 

having a choice at some time about some truth). Although van Inwagen admits that this 

reductio does not tell us which assumption to reject, he suggests that it is more reasonable 

to reject the determinist thesis than the assumption that we do at times have a choice 

19 To back up his claim, Vihvelin discusses a case in which pushing a button causes a light to go on 
(where the event 'a light goes on' is the disjunction of either light A or light B going on.) But notice that 
in the case I discussed above, where the event 'the president is killed' is treated as a disjunction of 'the 
president is killed by a meteor' and 'the president is killed by John Booth', the defense of inference rule B 
rested on the denial that the event could be treated disjunctively. I wm argue later that there is no single 
resolution to this question since what is at issue is the appropriate individuation of events (where 
appropriateness is determine by context). 
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about some truths. Part of the problem with assessing van Inwagen's suggestion, of 

course, is that it depends on certain presumptions which may, or may not, be shared (such 

as the precise specification of the determinist thesis--if there is a single thesis--and of what 

it means to have a choice). 

For example, suppose the proposition 'Richard Nixon was pardoned for any 

offenses he might have committed while in office' is true. There is a sense in which we 

would agree that Gerald Ford had a choice as to the truth of this proposition since he was 

the one who pardoned Nixon. There is also a sense in which Ford may not have had a 

choice (due to political pressures), as well as a sense in which the truth of the proposition 

requires far more than Ford's choice (in that it was, presumably, not his choice that the 

accusations were made while Nixon was in office, that the ability to grant pardon was in 

his power, that the pardon was officially recognized, etc.). When asked whether Ford had 

a choice regarding Nixon's pardon, we naturally interpret the question in the sense that 

renders it the most intelligible in the context in which it was asserted. But is this the sense 

in which choice is incompatible with determinism? In light of the discussion above, this 

question is difficult to answer since whether an agent has a choice with respect to a certain 

action depends on our conception of what constitutes an event, and this conception 

depends on the metaphysical presumptions we make from the outset. 

Conclusions 

I take it that there is no clear consensus as to which of the three options should be taken. 

Though I am not now in a position to explain why I think we should expect this to be the 

case, I will argue for this explanation later. At this point, I want to tum to an intriguing 

argument in support of compatibilism: Kant's transcendental argument. 
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Immanuel Kant recognized that there was an apparent contradiction (antinomy) between 

our conviction that we have free will and the claim that "everything in the world takes 

place solely in accordance with the laws of nature. " (1929, 409) Kant argued that since 

we must act under the presupposition of freedom even though our speculative reason 

cannot abandon the framework of causal necessity, we must conclude that tlus apparent 

contradiction cannot be genuine. 

From this there arises a dialectic of reason, since the freedom attributed to the 
will seems incompatible with the necessity of nature; and although at this 
parting of the ways reason finds the road of natural necessity much more 
beaten and serviceable than that offreedom for purposes of speculation, yet 
for purposes of action the footpath of freedom is the only one on which we 
can make use of reason in our conduct. Hence to argue freedom away is as 
impossible for the most abstruse philosophy as it is for the most ordinary 
human reason. Reason must therefore suppose that no genuine contradiction 
is to be found between the freedom and the natural necessity ascribed to the 
very same human actions; for it can abandon the concept of nature as little as 
it can abandon that of freedom." (1964, 123) 
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In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant proposed that the resolution to this apparent 

contradiction can be defended in terms of the distinction between the phenomenal world 

and the noumenal world; put simply, although the phenomenal world operates according 

to natural necessity, our free will is grounded in the noumenal world. The question is 

whether this resolution is adequate. 

As a start at answering this question, I will briefly develop Kant's approach to the 

resolution outlined above. However, two central and related problems quickly arise when 

trying to explicate Kant's view on free will. First, since the metaphysics Kant endorsed 

seems overly baroque to those with less extravagant tastes, and blatantly obscurantist to 

those who do not share his suppositions, it is worth asking whether the metaphysics on 

which Kant relies to untangle the antinomy between free will and natural law is necessary. 

Second, even if we accept Kant's metaphysics, the sufficiency of his resolution to the 

antinomy is open to challenge; most notably, it has seemed to Kant's critics that his 

account of free will creates a the problem of imputability; viz., if we only act freely when 

our will is determined by the law of reason, then any immoral act, in virtue of its 

opposition to the law of reason, is unfree and cannot be imputed to us (from which it 

follows that we cannot be held morally responsible for an immoral act). Consequently, it 

is these two central and related questions that will comprise the bulk of this chapter. 

Kant's Resolution 

Kant's first Critique can be seen, at least in part, as a reaction to the thoroughgoing 

empiricism of David Hume. Kant's project was to show that there was much more to the 

world than could be observed with the senses, and hence that the empiricists had far too 

narrow a view. For Hume, the antinomy of free will vis-a.-vis natural necessity was easily 

resolved by excising our false sensation of liberty; although we may feel, due to a certain 
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looseness in passing from one idea to the other, that we are not subject to the necessity 

that binds material objects, a careful observer can easily see that this is not so. (1978,408) 

Kant, on the other hand, held that the surgery demanded by Hume's empiricism was 

comparable to curing myopia with the balm of blindness. The task Kant set for himself 

was to show that it was the limitation placed on our understanding by reason itself that 

prevented us from seeing some things clearly rather than the chimerical nature of what 

must remain indistinct. 

Kant argued that our understanding of the world of appearances--the phenomenal 

world--is necessarily organized according to certain a priori concepts (or categories) such 

as space, time and causation. The world as it exists apart from these categories--the world 

as it is in itself, the noumenal world--is therefore not accessible to us. Consequently, what 

is accessible to us--i.e., the empirical--is limited to the realm of the phenomenal. This 

distinction allowed Kant to resolve the antinomy of free will and natural necessity by 

appealing to the two senses in which one might refer to an action (or a person, or one's 

will) as free; we are free in a noumenal sense because natural necessity is a category of the 

understanding that does not apply to things are they are in themselves, and we are not free 

in a phenomenal sense because, considered merely as an appearance, we are necessarily 

subject to the categories of our understanding, such as causation. Thus Kant maintained 

that the possibility of free will in a deterministic world was paradoxical only insofar as 

these two senses were not disambiguated. In other words, there is no genuine 

contradiction in asserting both that we are freenoumenally and not freCphenomenally' 

I could not, therefore, without palpable contradiction, say of one and the same 
being, for instance the human soul, that its will is free and yet is subject to 
natural necessity, that is, is not free. For I have taken the soul in both prop
ositions in one and the same sense, namely as a thing in general, that is, as a 
thing in itself. . .. But if our Critique is not in error in teaching that the object 



is to be taken in a twofold sense, namely as appearance and as thing in itself; 
if the deduction of the concepts of understanding is valid, and the principle of 
causality therefore applies only to things taken in the former sense ... then 
there is no contradiction in supposing that one and the same will is, in the 
appearance, that is, in the visible acts, necessarily subject to the law of nature, 
and so far not jree, while yet, as belonging to a thing in itself, it is not subject 
to that law, and is thereforejree. II (1929, 28) 
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Given that freedom of the will is, to use Kant's term, a supersensible concept, it cannot be 

assessed empirically and must therefore remain only a hypothesis from the standpoint of 

speculative reason. As such, our freedom of will can always be doubted (in much the 

same way that George Berkeley doubted the concept ofa substrate). Kant maintained, 

however, that our freedom is a necessary postulate of pure practical reason, and since 

practical reason must presuppose the concept of freedom, it is transcendentally justified on 

this basis. Moreover, our sense of moral duty allows us to know that our will is free. All 

moral beings, according to Kant, have a sense of what they ought to do, and given that 

'ought' implies Ican', it follows that all moral beings are able to do what is morally required 

of them. What is morally required of us (and all moral beings) is that we determine our 

will on the basis of reason alone. Thus, in virtue of our acknowledgment of our moral 

responsibility, we can know (transcendentally) that our will is free. 

This appeal to our sense of moral duty, however, raises several problems. Kant 

takes it that a moral being is one for whom it is possible (but not necessary) to act (or will) 

according to the law of reason rather than the demands of natural inclination--this is what 

it means to say we ought to do (or will) what is right since it may be that we will not do 

so. Thus our freedom has both a negative aspect--in that our natural inclinations do not 

necessarily determine our will--as well as a positive aspect--in that a free will is not lawless 

but conforms to the law of reason (which is subject only to laws of its own making). This 

places us in two 'worlds' simultaneously; the phenomenal world and the noumenal world. 



We see now that when we think of ourselves as free, we transfer ourselves 
into the intelligible world as members ... whereas when we think of ourselves 
as under obligation, we look upon ourselves as belonging to the sensible 
world and yet to the intelligible world at the same time. Hence, ifl were 
solely a member of the intelligible world, all my actions would be in perfect 
conformity with the principle of the autonomy ofa pure will; if I were solely a 
part of the sensible world, they would have to be taken as in complete 
conformity with the law of nature governing desires and inclinations--that is, 
with the heteronomy of nature. (1964, 121) 
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It is plausible to conclude from Kant's position as it has been sketched so far that we have a 

sense of moral duty because there are two aspects to our nature: If our will were 

determined solely on the basis of reason, we would be free (in a positive sense) but not 

moral (since it would not be possible for us to will against reason), and if our will were 

determined solely on the basis of natural inclination we would not be free and therefore not 

morally responsible; but we can determine our will according to either reason or inclination, 

and hence we are both free and moral. In other words, we are moral because we have the 

nature of both an animal and an angel; we are pigs with wings. 

As Kant himself came to realize, this explanation must be developed to suffice as a 

resolution to the antinomy of free will in a deterministic world. 1 As an outline, however, it 

is promising. In one sense, Kant accepted an incompatibilist view of free will--for he took 

freedom to be another 'causality' outside the sphere of naturallaw--and yet he also allowed 

for a kind of compatibilism by accepting the complete determination by natural law of every 

phenomenal event.2 Consequently, Kant's account effectively straddles the compatibilist 

1 There is some debate as to whether Kant changed his view on freedom in his later writings, or simply 
tried to explicate the previously inchoate notion that he presented in the first Critique and the 
Groundwork. For the purpose of this essay, I will assume the latter. 
2 Kant occasionally wrote about the noumenal world, and processes within the noumenal world, in terms 
that are applicable only in the phenomenal world (such as 'causality'). This was due, presumably, to the 
understandable difficulty of using a natural language to address a non-natural subject. Although I will do 
the same in my attempt to explicate his view, it must be remembered that phrases such as 'a noumenal 
cause' are meant to be merely suggestive. 
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and libertarian conception of free will; everything in the world is indeed determined by 

natural law, and yet our will is not of this world. Again, for Kant, there is more to the 

world than meets the eye. Natural necessity and free will are compatible in the same way 

that the phenomenal is compatible with the noumenal; viewed as an appearance our will is 

necessitated, but viewed as a thing in itself, it is free. 

Tllis account allowed Kant to affirm that we have free will without denying the 

cogency of deterministic arguments. His resolution of the antinomy is not without its costs 

however. As Hegel observed, once a division between appearance and reality is accepted, 

the threat of skepticism cannot be removed; things as they actually are are withdrawn 

forever behind a veil of inscrutability. Moreover, it is not clear that Kant's resolution 

actually suffices to resolve the antinomy. These two problems are the subject of the 

following two sections. 

I 

Kantian Metaphysics 

Kant's resolution of the free-will antinomy in the Critique of Pure Reason relies on a 

distinction of kind analogous to the cosmological argument for the existence of God: As 

we must assume an uncaused cause to resolve the paradox of an infinite regress of cause 

and effect with respect to the origin of the universe, we must assume that our will is also 

an uncaused cause to resolve the paradox of an imputable act--i.e., the spontaneous 

initiation of a series of events. We know that there are such acts because we acknowledge 

that our acts are justifiably imputed to us when we acknowledge our moral duty. So 

although the effects of an imputable act, as appearances, are seen as a part of the 

contiguous series of natural events, the ground of such an act, as a thing in itself, is found 
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only in the noumenal world and is therefore not determined by natural law. As we should 

not expect a natural proof for a supernatural god, we should not expect a natural proof of 

the supersensible concept of freedom, for to do so would be tantamount to trying to fit 

reason into the categories of reason; to fit a box inside itself. Thus, although Kant is 

forced by the restraints of his own theory to accept the ultimate incomprehensibility of the 

concept of freedom, he does at least offer an explanation for why we should expect this to 

be the case. 

The objections which this account offree will must face are also analogous to the 

cosmological argument. As we might challenge the conclusion that it must be God who 

begins the universe, we can ask why we should call an event with an uncaused cause our 

act. Similarly, as we might doubt that there must be a beginning to the universe at all, we 

can doubt that there are any imputable acts. Our intuitions are, after all, often misleading. 

In addition, since there can be no empirical evidence for our freedom--in that the world 

would look exactly the same if we lacked free will--if an alternate account can be given for 

our sense of morally duty, the free-will antinomy can be resolved in a much more 

straightforward manner by simply rejecting the claim that we have free will.3 

Kant was, of course, well aware of this problem.4 He maintained, however, that to 

reject the implications of our sense of duty to maintain a simpler, empirical metaphysics 

was (reprehensibly) to beg the question, and he denounced the IIspeculations of the 

schools which are audacious enough to close their ears to that heavenly voice in order to 

3 For example, J.L. Mackie suggests that we can maintain a 'first-order' sense of moral obligation even 
though we are convinced 'sccond-order' moral skeptics: we can be committed to the game and still 
recognizing that it is only a game. (1977) 
4 As Kant put it, "[n]othing can prevent us from the complete falling away from our ideas of duty, or can 
preserve in the soul a grounded reverence for its law, except the clear conviction that even if there never 
have been actions springing from such pure sources, the question at issue here is not whether this or that 
has happened; that, on the contraI)', reason by itself and independently of all appearances commands what 
ought to happen .... " (1964, 75) 
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uphold a theory that costs no brainwork." (1956, 36) The incomprehensibility of the 

intelligible world, Kant argued is unacceptable only to those who are antecedently 

committed to an empiricist framework--which is, in effect, a commitment to the denial of 

(libertarian) free will. Kant held that it was sheer stubbornness to place the demand for an 

explanation over the obvious imputability of our actions. 

But where determination by laws of nature comes to an end, all explanation 
comes to an end as well. Nothing is left but defence--that is, to repel the 
objections of those who profess to have seen more deeply into the essence of 
things and on this ground audaciously declare freedom to be impossible. We 
can only show them that their pretended discovery of a contradiction in it 
consists in nothing but this: in order to make the law of nature apply to human 
actions they have necessarily had to consider man as an appearance; and now 
that they are asked to conceive him, qua intelligence, as a thing in himself as 
well, they continue to look upon him as an appearance in this respect also. In 
that case, admittedly, to exempt man's causality (that is, his will) from all the 
natural laws of the sensible world would, in one and the same subject, give 
rise to a contradiction. The contradiction would fall away if they were willing 
to reflect and to admit, as is reasonable, that things in themselves (although 
hidden) must lie behind appearances as their ground, and that we cannot 
require the laws of their operations to be identical with those that govern their 
appearances. (1964, 127) 

It would seem, then, that to those who find an empirical view point more reasonable than 

the implications which Kant draws from our sense of moral duty, the most plausible 

resolution to the free-will antinomy is to deny that we have free will in any sense that cannot 

be given a strictly naturalistic interpretation.!5 Whereas for those who find the acceptance of 

Kant's metaphysics more reasonable than the denial of such implications, the free-will 

antinomy can be neatly resolved by appealing to the distinction between the effects of our 

!5 This is, of course, the view that Hume adopted. Hume held that the actions of people were no less 
lawful than the actions of material objects: "The same prisoner, when conducted to the scaffold, foresees 
his death as certainly from the constancy and fidelity of his guards as from the operation of the axe or 
wheel." (1978, 406) 
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will and the ground of our will.6 If this is so, there is nothing about our moral sensibilities 

per se that mandates the resolution Kant proposes. Thus, to the extent that we find neither 

Kantian metaphysics nor a purely naturalistic interpretation of moral obligation acceptable, 

we face another dilemma. Whether the phenomenallnoumenal distinction is necessary to 

resolve the free-will antinomy depends on what we take to be an acceptable resolution. 

II 

The Three Aspects of the Will 

The second, and even more troubling, question Kant's theory must face is whether the 

view offreedom proposed actually suffices to resolve the antinomy. On Kant's view, we 

are moral in virtue of our ability to determine our will according to our natural inclinations 

or, alternately, according to the law of reason: we are, of necessity, neither animal nor 

angel. As moral agents, we manifest our negative freedom when we will against our 

sensible nature, and we manifest our positive freedom when our will is determined by 

reason alone. However, if we accept this 'dual nature', a further dilemma arises. Given 

the phenomenallnoumenal division, although our will always appears, in the phenomenal 

world, to be determined by natural law in accord with our desires, our will, considered 

noumenally, is immune to such natural determination. This presents a problem. Kant held 

that to act immorally was to determine one's will according to one's natural inclinations in 

opposition to the categorical imperative of the law of reason. Yet if the determining 

ground of our will is in the noumenal world--and hence not subject to naturallaw--it is not 

6 "The effect of such an intelligible cause appears, and accordingly can be determined through other 
appearances, but its causality is not so determined ... thus the effect may be regarded as free in respect of 
its intelligible cause, and at the same time in respect of appearances as resulting from them according to 
the necessity of nature." (1929, 467) 
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clear how we could ever act immorally (for our will, as it is in itself, is not detennined by 

natural law). On the other hand, if the determining ground of our will is in the world of 

phenomena--if our will is no more than a product of our natural desires and practical 

reasoning--then it is not clear how our will could be free, and hence how we could be 

morally responsible for having such a will. This is the problem of imputation. 7 

Kant confronted this dilemma in his later work. In the first Critique and the 

Groundwork, Kant was concerned primarily with the opposition between our reason and 

our natural inclinations. In both of these works, although Kant distinguished between two 

senses of freedom (positive and negative), he made no such distinction with respect to the 

will itself. By the time he wrote Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, however, 

Kant viewed the will as a unitary faculty with three aspects: the rational will (Wille), the 

elective will (Willkiir), and the dispositional will (Gesinnung). 

Wille is the enduring voice of duty and thus has only one object; the moral law. 

Since Wille is responsive only to reason, it is not free in a negative sense. Wille represents 

that which prevents the will from being merely capricious (or, to use Kant's term, lawless). 

The more we are guided by Wille, the more autonomous we are; the more we are guided 

by natural inclination, the more enslaved we are.8 Willkiir, on the other hand, is the 

faculty of choice. It is in virtue of Willkiir that we are moral beings. We are morally 

7 Sidgwick presented a similar dilemma when he argued that there are two senses of 'free' in Kant's 
account: the good or rational sense, and the neutral or moral sense. He concluded that the term 'freedom' 
oscillates between incompatible meanings and that defect could not be cured by mere verbal correction 
without excising a good deal of Kant's theory (either his heteronomy of will, or his identification of 
rationality with freedom). (1981,511-16) 
8 As Kant put it, "[t]he will (Wille) relates to nothing but the law. It cannot be called either free or 
unfree, because it deals not with actions, but immediately with legislation for the maxims of actions (and 
therefore practical reason itself). Consequently, it is absolutely necessary and is even incapable of 
constraint." (1983, Book II, 26) Kant also stressed that Wille was the foundation of our autonomy: "The 
less man can be physically forced, and the more he can be morally forced (by the mere representation of 
duty), the freer he is." (1983, Book II, 39, n4) Thus Kant could claim that "a free will and a will subject 
to moral laws are one and the same." (1983, Book 1,49) 
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culpable when we will (Willkiir) to act according to the demands of our desires rather than 

the voice of reason. Although it is only when we choose to act in opposition to our 

natural inclinations that the (negative) freedom of our will (as a whole) is manifest, it is 

also our choice to will in accord with our natural inclinations. Gesinnung is the will we 

are disposed to have. It is the more consistent aspect of Willkiir, as our character is the 

more consistent aspect of our individual decisions. Gesinnung represents our overarching 

will to place duty above desire (or vise versa). 

The interaction of these three aspects of the will is complex.9 It is clear, however, 

that Kant held that we are moral agents in virtue of our ability to determine our will 

according to either moral law or our natural inclinations. We can characterize this much 

in terms of the following graph: 

Willkiir 

~~ 
Wille Inclination 

J, J, 
x y 

Thus we are morally responsible for our choice either to do X on the basis of Wille or Y 

on the basis ofinclination. (X and Y need not be different.) What is not clear, however, is 

the determining basis for this choice itself This raises two problems. 

First, it seems that we again face a dilemma: if we make this choice (to determine 

our will according to either the law of reason or our natural inclination) on the basis of a 

9 Evidently, we are to identify ourselves with all three aspects of the will; or, rather, to identify three 
aspects of ourselves through the different aspects of our will. Yet there are times when Kant seems to 
view the Wille as representative of our true self, and other times when our essential self seems to be 
equated with WillkUr. However, since the puzzles raised by the question of identification parallel the 
intricacies of the imputation problem, I will sidestep this issue for now. 
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natural inclination, we lack negative freedom; yet if this choice is determined by pure 

reason, then our will--at least our elective will--is necessarily good; but this cannot be, for 

then we would not be the kind of beings that could act (or will) immorally. 10 

Second, once the relationship between these three aspects of the will becomes the 

focus of the discussion (as it does in Religion), the role of the phenomenaVnoumenal 

distinction that is the cornerstone of Kant's initial resolution to the free-will antinomy 

becomes unclear. Presumably, Willkiir, Wille and Gesinnung are aspects of the will 

considered as a noumenon. But if so, to try to understand the relation between these 

aspects would be to overstep the bounds of our reason. I will consider these problems in 

tum. 

The Second Dilemma 

Kant offers two answers to this problem. First, to the extent that our choice (Willkiir) is 

determined by an incentive (such as a natural desire, Gesinnung, or Wille), we must first 

choose to have our will determined on that basis: 

" ... freedom of the will (Willkiir) is ofa wholly unique nature in that an 
incentive can determine the will (Willkiir) to an action only so far as the 
individual has incorporated it into his maxim (has made it the general rule in 
accordance with which he will conduct himself); only thus can an incentive, 
whatever it may be, co-exist with the absolute spontaneity of the will (i.e., 
freedom). But the moral law, in the judgment of reason, is in itself an 
incentive, and whoever makes it his maxim is morally good." (1960, 19) 

10 Joel Feinberg, in criticizing Kant's rationalism, writes that "a self-governing person is no less self
governing if he governs himself badly, no less authentic for having evil principles, no less autonomous if 
he uses his autonomy to commit aggression against another autonomous person." (1986, 45) 



So our choice to determine our will, for instance, on the basis of a desire may be 

determined by our general disposition (Gesinnung), but if so, it is our will (WilIkiir) that 

we have the disposition we have. This suggests the following graph: 

Willkiir 

~li~on 
~ Gesinnung ~ 
x y 
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The trouble with this response is, of course, its circularity. Moreover, nothing seems to 

have been gained. Ifwe do not know how our will (WilIkiir) determines the basis by 

which it is determined, to say that we will (Wil/kiir) the determining basis of our will 

(Willkiir) is just to say that our will (WilIkiir) is free (in some mysterious way). 11 In 

addition, if we take Wille to be an incentive which mayor may not be adopted as a 

determining basis of our will, the question of why we should act morally becomes 

unanswerable (since it cannot be an imperative of reason to adopt as an incentive for one's 

will the imperative of reason). 12 

II Although there is a kind of 'reflective equilibrium' or minimal coherence to this account, Kant does not 
draw on this to support the concept of freedom, nor does it seems sufficient to provide such support. 
12 As a further emendation to help extricate Kant's account from these concerns, Hoyt Hudson has argued 
(1990) that ifwe adopt RalfMeerbote's suggestion (1982) that Wille is to be viewed either as a law of pure 
practical reason (and thus as objectively necessary) or as a law of pure empirical reason (and thus as 
objectively necessary with respect to some sensual goal), the imputability problem can be solved by noting 
that WillkOr is always determined by Wille. This determination would allow for WillkOr to reInain 
autonomous (i.e., self-law-giving) since it determines the nature of the law delivered to it by Wille even 
though the law Inay be only empirically necessary. All of our actions would then be justifiably imputed to 
us. Although this emendation has some technical appeal, it simply reorganizes the problems; Wille as an 
empirical law serves as a noumenal replacement for sensual determination, and the question of how 
WillkOr is to choose between an empirical or rational determining ground (via Wille) remains unanswered. 
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Essential Inscrutability 

Kant's second response, which he emphasizes in numerous passages, is the claim that the 

ultimate ground of our freedom is essentiaIly inscrutable. 13 This is because, as mentioned 

earlier, the determination of our reason is a different kind of determination. For example, 

to ask which comes first, one's disposition or the choice to have one's disposition--or, 

similarly, to ask whether our choice causes us to have the disposition we do, or our 

disposition causes us to make the choices we do--is something we cannot ask, for 'time' 

and 'cause' are not categories that are applicable to a supersensible concept such as 

freedom.14 For Kant, reason would overstep all its bounds ifit undertook to explain how 

freedom is possible. 

The issue here, however, is not whether the ground of our free choice is ultimately 

comprehensible--which Kant clearly asserts it is not--but whether Kant's discussion of the 

aspects of our will suffices to assuage the criticisms to which his initial resolution to the 

free-will antinomy is subject. Kant clearly took himself to have shown, convincingly, that 

the antinomy offree will and natural necessity is not due to a contradiction. IS However, as 

I have argued, Kant's resolution engenders a future antinomy between our sense of moral 

13 For instance, Kant claims in Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone that although the "ultimate 
subjective ground of the adoption of maxims, can be one only and applies universally to the whole use of 
freedom. Yet this disposition itself must have been adopted by free choice (WillkOr), for otherwise it could 
not be imputed. But the subjective ground or cause of this adoption cannot further be known (though it is 
inevitable that we should inquire into it), since otherwise still another maxim would have to be adduced in 
which this disposition must have been incorporated, a maxim which itself in turn must have a ground." 
(1960,20) It is clear from this passage that Kant maintains the phenomenal/noumenal distinction for the 
same reasons he offered in the first Critique (to resolve, in a way that preserves our intuitions, an 
othenvise infinite regress). His use of the word 'cause' here must, therefore, be purely suggestive. 
14 As Kant put it, "[i]n as much as it is noumenon, nothing happens in it; there can be no change 
requiring dynamic determination in time, and therefore no causal dependence upon appearances." (1929, 
469) 
IS "What we have alone been able to show, and what we have alone been concerned to show, is that this 
antinomy rests on a sheer illusion, and that causality through freedom is at least not incompatible with 
nature." (1929,479) 
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duty (which entails imputability) and the account of will on which the resolution depends. If 

we assume that this second antinomy is at least mitigated by the recognition of the three 

aspects of the will, we are then confronted with the further antinomy between the need to 

posit a determining ground for Willkiir (to prevent it from being lawless) and the need to 

preserve our ability to will (Willkiir) this ground so that our acts are imputable to us. The 

question, therefore, is whether the appeal to the inscrutability of the determining ground of 

Willkiir serves to undermine Kant's initial claim to have shown that there is no conflict 

between free will and natural necessity. If so, then it seems that Kant's only answer to the 

initial antinomy is that it cannot be understood. 

The challenge to Kant's account of free will is that it seems that either nothing more 

can be said about our freedom of will other than that it is inscrutable, or some explanation is 

due at to how it is possible to have the kind of freedom that is implied by our sense of moral 

duty. The first case is tantamount to the assertion that the implications of our sense of 

moral duty outweigh the apparent contradiction of positing free will (in the negative sense) 

in a world determined by natural law; viz., that there must be a resolution to the free-will 

antinomy that is beyond our understanding. The second case opens the account to the two 

criticism mentioned above: given the phenomenaVnoumenal distinction, any proffered 

explanation will either be incoherent (insofar as it is construed as a natural explanation of a 

supersensible concept) or incomplete (since is silent as to the ultimate determining ground 

of our will). In short, if Kant's defense of our freedom of will relies on a natural reading of 

such words as 'cause', 'determination', and 'choice', then the appeal to the inscrutability of 

the noumenal realm is unwarranted; but if such a reading is eschewed, the details of the 

defense are not convincing (since the terms of the explanation are merely place-holders for 
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relations we cannot comprehend}. As I read Kant, he tries to slip between the two horns of 

this dilemma. 16 

Conclusions: 

There are two general conclusions that can be gleaned from the discussion above. First, 

we can assert that Kant failed to successfully integrate the two senses offree will--WilIkiir 

and Wille--and therefore resolved the free-will antinomy only by substituting another 

antinomy in its place. According to this conclusion, Kant's proffered resolution trades on 

an equivocation between viewing freedom of will in terms of the ability to will according 

to the law of reason alone (Wille), and the ability to choose between reason and natural 

inclination as the determining ground of our will (Willkiir). In the first sense, although our 

will appears to be governed by natural law, its determining ground is in the noumenal 

world and is consequently not subject to natural necessitation. If this were the only sense 

offree will, however, the account would be incomplete since our will would then be 

necessarily both free and moral. In the second sense, to have free will is to have a choice 

whether to determine one's will on the basis of natural inclination or the law of reason. 

This sense allows for moral accountability since we are morally blameworthy when we 

choose, in opposition to the law of reason, to determine our will on the basis of our 

natural inclinations, and morally praiseworthy when we choose to determine our will on 

the basis of the law of reason alone. But if this were the only sense of free will, the 

account would again be incomplete since we would be left with no way to explain how 

our choice itself is freely chosen. This suggests that the two senses together might give us 

16 This dilemma is not unique to Kant's theory however. It is a familiar problem with explicating the 
concept of free will: if we say simply that our will is not determined it is unclear why it is our will, and if 
we say that it is determined by some other faculty it is unclear why it is free. 
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a complete account of free will; this was Kant's project. If the charge of equivocation is 

correct, however, these two senses are inconsistent. The problem of imputability argues in 

favor of this charge. 

One way to see the inconsistency of these two senses is to note that in the first 

sense, natural determination and autonomy are different aspects of the same will--fiom the 

phenomenal perspective, the will is necessitated by natural law, but from the noumenal 

perspective, the will is necessitated by the law of reason--whereas in the second sense, 

determination by natural law and determination by the law of reason are opposed--our will 

is to be determined by one or the other, but not by both. If our choice is between two 

perspectives of the same will, it is not much of a choice; and if our choice is between two 

different kinds of will, then it cannot be that our noumenal will is simply the (inscrutable) 

perspective of our phenomenal will. Hence by equivocating between these two senses, 

Kant's account offers the appearance of completeness by embracing a subtle inconsistency. 

The problem of imputability exposes this inconsistency by focusing on the relation 

between the two senses of free will; the sense in which we are free only if our will is 

determined by the law of reason (in which case we cannot freely act immorally), and the 

sense in which we are free if we can choose the determining ground of our will (in which 

case this choice itself is then lawless). 

To put the point differently, if we, as moral beings, must have one foot in the 

noumenal world and one foot in the phenomenal world, then we have no choice as to where 

to stand. If WilIkiir allows us to choose between Wille and our inclinations, however, then 

we are, evidently, essentially identified with WilIkiir rather than Wille. On the other hand, if 

our rational nature is our true nature (since our inclinations are merely contingent), and we 

are only truly free when we will according to Wille, then it seems we are essentially 
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identified with Wille. Hence, if our will is to be our will this problem of identification must 

be resolved. 

The second conclusion we might draw from this discussion is that Kant's account of 

free will is not meant to be complete, that it is intrinsically limited in precisely the way we 

should expect given the phenomena]Jnoumenal distinction, and that it is only our attempt to 

make it complete (so as to bring it within the sphere of our understanding) that gives rise to 

the putative inconsistency. According to this conclusion, we are moral beings because we 

can choose to determine our will according to what we ought to do rather than what we 

want to do~ our disposition, inclinations and reverence for the moral law all influence this 

choice, but to demand to know the ultimate determining ground of this choice is to overstep 

the bounds of reason~ and to overstep the bounds of reason is to invite inconsistency. Thus, 

although it cannot be shown empirically, or proved rationally, that our will is free, our sense 

of moral duty allows us to know that there is at least no incompatibility between freedom of 

will and natural necessity. The only kind of will that our understanding can grasp is a 

natural will, not a free will. 17 Consequently, a Kantian can simply reverse the charge of 

equivocation and claim that one cannot both accept the distinction between phenomena and 

noumena and ask for a complete explanation offree will. 

Those who fallaciously represent this inscrutable property as quite 
comprehensible create an illusion by means of the word determinism . .. as 
though the difficulty consisted in reconciling this with freedom--which after all 
never occurs to one~ whereas what we wish to understand, and never shall 
understand, is how predeterminism, according to which voluntary actions, as 
events, have their determining grounds in antecedent time (which, with what 
happened in it, is no longer within our power), can be consistent with freedom, 

17 An objection which is often raised against Kant's theory is that true freedom should entail the ability to 
act irrationally. Given the conclusion outlined above, this objection can be answered by claiming that to 
make any single aspect of the will complete (e.g., WillkUr) also invites inconsistency. Kant's own reply to 
the objection can be construed along these lines: "Only freedom in relation to the internal legislation of 
reason is properly a capacity; the possibility of deviating from it is an incapacity." (1983, Book 11,27) 



according to which the act as well as its opposite must be within the power of 
the subject at the moment of its taking place. (1960, 45) 
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It would seem, then, that we are again faced with a dilemma: which conclusion should we 

accept? If, as I have argued, the two senses of free will in Kant's account are 

irreconcilable, should we reject one of the assumptions on which it rests (such as the 

phenomenallnoumenal distinction) in order to preserve the consistency of our beliefs, or 

should we, on the basis of the strength of our sense of moral duty, accept the conclusion 

that any account of free will must be incomplete and admit that the free-will antinomy is 

ultimately and inherently unfathomable? It depends, I think, on what we take to be the 

normative force of this 'should'. If the normative force is epistemic, we should reject 

Kant's account; if the normative force is moral, perhaps we should not. The question of 

which sense of 'should' we should accept will be considered in the final section of this 

essay. 



Chapter Four 

The Two Self View 

"What a curious feeling! II said Alice. "I must be shutting up like a 
telescope! II 

And so it was indeed: she was now only ten inches high, and her face 
brightened up at the thought that she was now the right size for going through 
the little door into that lovely garden ... but, alas for poor Alice! when she got 
to the door, she found she had forgotten the little golden key, and when she 
went back to the table for it, she found she could not possibly reach it ... 
"But it is no use now, II thought poor Alice, lito pretend to be two people! 
Why, there's hardly enough of me left to make one respectable person! II 

Lewis Carroll, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland 
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In the first two chapters, I argued that we need not, at least on the basis of the arguments 

considered, accept the incompatibility of either logical or causal necessity with effectual 

deliberation and choice. This suggests that we can avoid the dilemma of having to reject 

either our intuition that we could have done otherwise or our belief in the natural, law

ordered world (of which we are a part) by accepting a compatibilist account offree will. 

Kant's quasi-compatiblist approach, which I examined in the last chapter, is unique in that 

it accepts the incompatibility of free will and causal necessity, but it does so only in terms 
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of one perspective; a perspective blinkered by the categories of our reason. It is Kant's 

concern with the defense of the concept of autonomy that represents the central challenge 

to any compatibilist theory. 

Ifwe accept the compatibility of free will and determinism, but also acknowledge 

that certain individuals do not act or will freely (e.g., the coerced, and the addicted), then 

an explanation is needed as to why the will of an individual who is unexceptionlessly 

subject to natural law is relevantly different than the will of the drug addict. Kant 

appealed to the opposition of reason and desire; a will determined by desire was an 

animalistic will, whereas the determining ground of the good will is reason. So for Kant, 

as long as the drug addict has reason, he knows what he should will and is able to will 

what he should even if his desire for the drug renders his will ineffective. The hierarchical 

approach which I wiII discuss in this chapter is similar in that it requires that agents have 

the capacity to evaluate their desires if their will is to be free. It is on the basis of such 

higher-order evaluations that the hierarchical approach can distinguish between toasters, 

animals, addicts and persons with free will. I will call the challenge of supporting this 

distinction the problem of autonomy; viz., in a world governed by natural law, what is it 

that makes some individuals self-ruled and others not? 

One advantage of focussing on the problem of autonomy--particularly in light of 

Kant's defense of free will--is that it forces us to be clear on how the positive and negative 

aspects offreedom are to be integrated in an agent since the problem is usually put in 

terms of the distinction between allowable determinants of the will (such as reason) and 

unallowable determinants of the will (such as brainwashing). This distinction can also be 

used to draw a line between what is essential to the identity of an agent--the core self--and 

what is not. 
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The Hierarchical Approach 

I will consider two hierarchical approaches to the problem of autonomy in this chapter: 

Harry Frankfurt's account and Keith Lehrer's account. One advantage both of these 

accounts share is the straightforward explanation of the intuitive connection between an 

agent's freedom of will and the ability of that agent to reflect upon, and evaluate, her 

desires. These two accounts differ, however, in the way in which they answer two 

common objections to hierarchical accounts: the threat of regress (which I will refer to as 

the problem of derivation), and the problem ofidentification. 

I will argue that since the fundamental insight of hierarchical accounts is that 

autonomy is to be explicated in terms of the conative structure of the individual, such 

accounts are vulnerable to the same concern as is Kant's account; namely, it appears that 

hierarchical accounts must either be incomplete or inconsistent. My intent is to show that 

a hierarchical account will be incomplete if it does not provide the means to evaluate the 

conative structure itself, and it will be inconsistent if it does provide such means. The first 

horn of this dilemma is the problem of derivation; the second hom is the problem of 

identification. 

Frankfurt's Account 

Harry Frankfurt draws a useful distinction between free action and free will. (1971,12) 

According to Frankfurt, doing what one wants to do is, roughly, to enjoy freedom of 

action. Thus a prisoner who wants to leave his cell but cannot lacks freedom of action. 

Freedom of will, however, is neither entailed by, nor does it entail, freedom of action. To 

deprive a prisoner of liberty need not undercut his freedom to will his liberty; and it does 

not follow from his so willing that he will be able to gain his liberty. Yet freedom of 
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action and freedom of will are, as Frankfurt notes, similar concepts; they are similar in 

terms of getting what one wants. Accordingly, Frankfurt suggests that freedom of will be 

defined as the freedom to will what one wants to will. 

An agent's will, for Frankfurt, is that agent's effective first-order desire. A first

order desire is one which has as its content an action; an effective first-order desire is one 

that moves the agent to execute the desired action. Thus to want a particular will is to 

have a desire about a desire; a second-order desire. It is not enough, however, simply to 

want to have some will or another. To have freedom of will, an agent must desire that a 

particular first-order desire be her will--i.e., that it be efficacious. Frankfurt calls such a 

second-order desire a second-order volition. An agent who lacks second-order volitions 

also lacks freedom of will. The defining characteristic of a person, according to Frankfurt, 

is the ability to form, and the presence of, second-order volitions. So what makes us (as 

persons) unique--and different than frogs and toasters--is that we form second-order 

volitions; we have specific desires about our desires. 

As I mentioned above, this hierarchical structure lends Frankfurt's account the 

support of the intuition that freedom of will involves the ability to reflect on one's desires. 

It is not just that we are able to do what we want to do that concerns us, we also want to 

want whatever it is that we want to do. A woman who is a compulsive gambler may find 

herself in a situation where she is free to gamble if she so desires, but she may not want to 

have this desire. If so, her will is not free. 

On Frankfurt's account, it is only persons--agents who want a particular first-order 

desire be their will--that can have (or lack) freedom of will. Frankfurt refers to those who 

have second-order desires but who are indifferent as to which of their first-order desires is 

to be effective (either because they have an unresolved conflict among their second-order 

desires, or because they merely desire that some first-order desire or another be their will) 
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as wantons. Given that I have both a first-order desire to walk to the store and a first-

order desire to watch TV, ifI have only a desire that I do something I want to do, I am, in 

this respect, a mere wanton; whereas ifI have a second-order volition that my will be to 

walk to the store, and I will to do so, I am a person who enjoys (some) freedom of will, 

and if I have a second-order volition that my will be to walk to the store but I will to 

watch TV instead, I am a person whose freedom of will is thwarted. l 

Frankfurt's account thus has the ability to provide a distinction between toasters, 

animals, addicts and persons with free will: Toasters do not have desires; animals have 

desires, but only first-order desires;2 those addicts who lack free will have second-order 

volitions, but do not want to have the will (i.e., the effective first-order desire) they have; 

and persons who have free will have satisfied second-order volitions; that is, they have the 

will they want to have. It is also important to note that this account is clearly compatible 

with determinism. In the same way that an addict has free will ifhe has a second-order 

desire that his first-order craving for a drug be his will even though he lacks the ability to 

do otherwise (due to his addiction), so we can have free will in a world in which our 

actions, desires and volitions are determined by naturallaw.3 

This allows Frankfurt's account to answer the problem of autonomy by appeal to 

the relatively simple psychological requirement of having second-order volitions: to be 

1 It is also possible on Frankfurt's account for an agent to have a second-order desire to have a first-order 
desire and yet not want that first-order desire to be effective. The example Frankfurt offers (1971, 8) is of 
a physician who wants to know what it is like to have the craving for a drug without this craving resulting 
in his actually willing to take the drug. 
2 It does not follow on Frankfurt's account that a species other than a human being cannot be a person; an 
ape, for example, may be capable offorming second-order volitions, though frogs, presumably, cannot. 
Frankfurt observes, however, that only human beings appear to have the capacity for the reflective self
evaluation necessary to form second-order desires. (1971,6) 
3 There is an important issue here that I will ignore for now; namely, it may seen that the willing addict 
does have the ability to do otherwise (and is therefore not determined) insofar as he can take the drug 
either because he wants to do so or because his compulsion forces him to do so. This issue will be 
discussed in depth in the next chapter. 



autonomous, to be a self-law-giver, is to want a particular first-order desire to rule one's 

actions. For this answer to be sufficient, however, some explanation is needed as to the 

nature of second-order volitions (which evokes the problem of derivation) and the 

relationship of such volitions to the agent in question (which evokes the problem of 

identification). 

The Derivation Problem 
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Aldous Huxley'S Brave New World portrays citizens of a manipulative state who (for the 

most part) do what they want to do, but whose wants have been conditioned to conform 

to the plans of the society's designers. As we read the novel, we are encouraged to 

conclude that the desires of these brave new people are not their desires, and that because 

of this they are not autonomous: they are puppet rulers of their own lives, not self-rulers.4 

Huxley's novel can be used as a model to fashion a similar challenge to the sufficiency of 

Frankfurt's account of free will. Given that an agent has a second-order volition for the 

will that he in fact has--which is a sufficient condition on Frankfurt's account for free will--

if this volition is the result of manipulation (which is at least conceivable given the scenario 

in Huxley's novel) it seems implausible to claim that the agent nevertheless has free will. 

This is the problem of derivation. Without some account of how an agent's second-order 

volitions are derived, the mere presence of such volitions appears to be insufficient to 

guarantee autonomy. To put this worry in more general terms, once autonomy is 

identified with a particular conative structure that an agent must have, insofar as that 

stmcture itself is not within the agent's control, the determination of such a structure by 

4 There are, of course, several issues that need to be resolved before this conclusion is warranted. For 
example, in what sense are the counterfactual desires the citizens would have had (had they not been 
conditioned to have the socially useful desires they in fact have) their true desires? Some of these issues 
will be raised in the following discussion. 
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exogenous forces cannot be excluded--and if so, an agent who fulfills the requirements of 

autonomy could be manipulated at the structural level. 

For example, suppose Sue has a desire to become the president of the company for 

which she works, and moreover that she wants this desire to be effective. If Sue's desire 

to become president is indeed her will--if it moves her to act toward that end--then, on 

Frankfurt's account, she has free will. But suppose further that Sue's mother was denied, 

as a young woman, the opportunity to fulfill her ambitions and was subsequently plagued 

by self-doubt and anger. Due to Sue's mother's background, Sue was raised to be the kind 

of woman that would not only have lofty career ambitions but would decisively support 

and identify with those ambitions as well. Any attempt that Sue made as a child or 

adolescent to deviate from this lifestyle was quickly and severely curbed by her mother. 

Since every opportunity to secure Sue's ambition and success was exploited, Sue became 

the woman her mother had wanted to be. On the basis of this story, it seems that Sue's 

will is not her own but her mother's, and hence, contrary to Frankfurt's account, that either 

her will is not free or that such freedom of will is insufficient to ground autonomy. To 

make this last point more explicit, however, a further clarification of Frankfurt's account is 

needed. 

As I have outlined Frankfurt's account so far, the relation between an agent's 

second-order volitions and first-order desires is ambiguous. Evidently, it cannot be the 

case that our second-order volitions mandate which of our particular first-order desires is 

to be our will, for then we could not lack free will. Yet if our second-order desires have 

no effect on our first-order desires, then it is not clear how the mere presence of such 

epiphenomenal second-order volitions could allow for freedom of will. For example, 

according to Frankfurt, a horse running across a field enjoys freedom of action since it is 

doing what it wants to do, but a horse cannot have free will for it has no second-order 
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desires. The horse runs because it wants to and its wants are determined by genetic and 

environmental factors. If our second-order volitions are ineffectual with respect to our 

first-order desires, these volitions are like a child clutching precariously to the mane of a 

running horse; the child is either fortunate enough to want to go where the horse is going 

or not. I take it that the image Frankfurt wants is that of an accomplished equestrian 

astride a (well or poorly) trained steed; for the most part the horse goes where the rider 

wants to go because the rider wants to go there. S 

But how are we to capture this image? Assuming, as does Frankfurt, that an 

agent's second-order volition may fail to determine her will, it is plausible to suggest that 

an agent enjoys freedom of will only when her second-order volition does in fact cause her 

to have the will she has in a particular instance. But it is not clear that we should adopt 

this suggestion. To use the analogy above, there is no obvious reason why a rider cannot, 

at least on occasion, let the horse have its head without thereby having no control over the 

animal. Similarly, it is not clear that an agent who simply allows a particularly strong first

order desire to be her will thereby lacks free will. Moreover, Frankfurt explicitly endorses 

a case--the willing addict--in which an agent has free will and yet could not have willed 

otherwise.6 A reasonable interpretation of Frankfurt's account, therefore, is that it must 

S Eleonore Stump has claimed that free will, on Frankfurt's account, requires three conditions: that the 
agent have second-order volitions, that the agent does not have first-order volitions that do not accord 
with his second-order volitions, and that he has the first-order volitions he does because of his second
order volitions. (1988, 397) She explicates this third condition, however, in terms of the counterfactual 
claim that not only are the agent's first-order desires produced by his second-order volitions, but that had 
his second-order volitions been different, he would have had different first-order volitions. Though I will 
not discuss the issue here, I suggest that this third condition, so construed, merely muddies the water since 
it not only brings in the difficulties of counterfactual analyses, but it runs counter to Frankfurt's discussion 
of the willing addict where it is not the case that had the addict's second-order volition been different his 
first-order volition would have been different. 
6 The question of whether Frankfurt is committed to the claim that a willing addict's will is free only if it 
is caused to be his will by his second-order volition that his desire to take the drug be effective (and not by 
an overpowering need for the drug) is particularly interesting in light of van Inwagen's response to 
Frankfurt's argument that moral responsibility does not entail the ability to do otherwise. For Frankfurt to 
reject van Inwagen's response, he would have to, on pain of being inconsistent, accept that the causal 
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only be the case that there is no conflict between what the agent wants to be her will and 

the will she in fact has. If so, then the best way to capture this sense of free will might be 

in terms of control; as a rider must be in control of the horse (to be more than a mere 

passenger), so our second-order volitions must be in control of the effectiveness of our 

first-order desires.' 

What then are we to make of Sue's ambitions to be the president of her company? 

If our freedom of will depends not only on our capacity to reflect upon and form desires 

about our desires, but on our ability to control our first-order desires by doing so, then it 

seems that an agent who has no control over her second-order volitions cannot be said to 

be in control of her first-order desires either.8 And if so, the distinction between a person 

and an animal would then be lost. The only difference would be that a person's will would 

be exogenously determined in a slightly more complicated manner, and it is hard to see 

how this added complication allows for free will. After all, it is easy to imagine that Sue 

might enter into therapy with the goal of restructuring her desires in order to gain her 

freedom of will. Thus the possibility of manipUlating an agent's second-order volitions 

undermines the ability of Frankfurt's account to provide an answer to the problem of 

autonomy. 

history of the addict's will is irrelevant. In other words, given Frankfurt's denial that moral responsibility 
entails the ability to do otherwise, it seems he must also accept that in cases of causal overdetermination, 
an agent's second-order volition need not cause the first-order desire to which it refers to be effective for 
the agent's will to be free. 
, It is worth noting that this is the same issue that emerged with respect to both the sea-battle argument 
and the incompatibilist argument. If we formulate Frankfurt's account in terms of a conditional--viz., an 
agent S has free will with respect to an action X if and only if the following conditional is true: 'If Swills 
to do X, S has a second-order volition that X be his will'--then the question of how we are to interpret the 
conditional is crucial. If we are to interpret it causally, it is plausible, as I argued above, to assume that 
S's sccond-order volition causes X to be effective, for otherwise--if S's desire to do X causes S to have a 
second-order volition that X be his will--the distinction between animals and persons is vitiated. But, 
again, if S has no first-order desires that conflict with X, it seems enough to ensure S's freedom of will 
that his second-order volition allows (rather than causes) his desire to do X to be effective. 
8 To exploit the above analogy, it does an equestrian little good to have the reigns in her hands if she has 
no control over her hands. 
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Replies to the Derivation Problem 

There are two replies to this objection that can be offered in defense of Frankfurt's 

account. First, given a hierarchical approach to the problem offree will, it is tempting to 

quell such worries by appealing to a third- or higher-order desire. According to this reply, 

Sue's will is not free since, ex hypothesi, she does not want to have the second-order 

volitions that she has. This would be to treat what was previously the definitive desire 

structure of a person--the presence of second-order volitions--as a component of a more 

comprehensive structure; a component which must also be desired to ensure freedom of 

will. The wony with this reply, of course, is that it initiates a regress: Must Sue also want 

to want to want to have the will she has? Not only would such a regress quickly become 

psychologically implausible, but if it were to terminate at any particular point, that point 

would be subject to the same worries. 

The second reply which can be offered--and the one which Frankfurt adopts--is 

more promising. According to this reply, our evaluation need not go beyond the second 

level. Frankfurt contends that if our second-order volitions are decisive, this commitment 

resounds throughout (or aligns with) the implicitly endless hierarchy of our desires: it 

settles the matter and we need go no further. In arguing his case, Frankfurt compares a 

decisive second-order evaluation to the unreserved acceptance of a mathematical sum. 

(1988, 168) In the same way that we need not check each of our calculations, including 

those calculations involved in the process of checking our work, to be satisfied that the 

sum we have calculated is correct (although such satisfaction does imply that an endless 

series of checks would not contradict this sum), we need not evaluate our second-order 

volitions to be satisfied that the will we want is one which we truly want. Ifwe do not 

feel that the decision not to check a sum is arbitrary (given the absence of doubt), then we 
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should not feel that halting our hierarchy of desires at the second level is arbitrary. This 

reply allows Frankfurt to claim that if an agent is free to do what he wants to do and free 

to want what he wants to want, he has "all the freedom it is possible to desire or to 

conceive." (1971, 17) 

At first glance, this claim is surely wrong. It is at least conceivable that Sue lacks 

some degree of freedom; viz., the freedom to develop her own second-order volitions. 

Also, as we can be wrong about a sum we decisively accept, we can be mistaken in 

thinking that we truly want the will we want. The issue here, of course, is what it means 

to l/'lfly or decisively want the will we want. I will argue, however, that this is precisely 

the issue which Frankfurt's hierarchical account cannot address. 

Since it is psychologically implausible to suggest that we do not, as a matter of 

contingent fact, have third- and higher-order desires, one way to read Frankfurt's appeal to 

decisiveness is as a denial ofthe necessity (rather than the possibility) of evaluation by 

actual, or potential, higher-order desires. If an agent is satisfied with her second-order 

volitions, such satisfaction only indicates that there is no doubt or conflict, not that she has 

evaluated her conative structure or that she is in control of her second-order volitions. 

Frankfurt characterizes this state of satisfaction in terms of wholehearted ness. 

If there is no division within a person's will, it follows that the will he has is 
the will he wants. His wholeheartedness means exactly that there is in him no 
endogenous desire to be volitionally different than he is. Although he may be 
unable to create in himself a will other than the one he has, his will is free at 
least in the sense that he himself does not oppose or impede it. (1992, 11) 

There are several reasons to question this response.9 First, it is not clear that this kind of 

satisfaction captures the sense offree will in which we are interested. Suppose a woman 

9 The difficulty Frankfurt's account faces is similar to that which Kant's account faced (and which any 
account offree will faces). The appeal to a higher-order desire is directed toward the problem of 
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(like Sue) has a third-order volition not to have the second-order volitions that she has, 

and that there is a surgical procedure--a third-levellobotomy--that would alleviate this 

conflict. IO There is a sense in which such a procedure would render her will free--i.e., free 

from conflict--but another sense in which the procedure would seem merely to truncate 

her freedom of will. Such a procedure, in this latter sense, would leave her less like the 

'real' Sue than before. 11 Moreover, it is not at all clear that doubt is antithetical to free will 

(even ifit is antithetical to certainty). It is often those who are the most decisive who are 

the most blind to what motivates them. 12 

Alternately, we can simply identify the agent's true self with his decisive second

order volitions. 13 On this reading, it is meaningless to ask whether Sue wants to have the 

second-order volitions she has; if she had different second-order volitions she would not 

be Sue. If so, then as long as Sue wholeheartedly wants to have the will she has, she 

excluding the exogenous. This is the role of WillkUr on Kant's account. The appeal to decisiveness, 
however, is directed toward the problem of integrating what is endogenous. This is the role of Wille on 
Kant's account. In this chapter, I have referred to these two problems as the problem of derivation and 
identification respectively. 
10 As a further example, consider the following example. Sophie has a choice to make: she can decide to 
save either her son's life or her daughter's life, but not both. She has a first-order desire to save her son's 
life, and a first-order desire to save her daughter's life. But she does not have a second-order volition; she 
has a second-order desire that one or the other first-order desire be effective, but she cannot make such a 
horrendous choice. On Frankfurt's account, Sophie's will is not free. If, alternately, Sophie were, out of 
desperation, able to eradicate her desire to save her daughter's life--and thereby come to want decisively to 
make her desire to save her son her will, does it follow that her will is then free (or more free than when 
she could not decide)? The absence of conflict may be the mark of peace, but it is not clear that it is the 
mark offreedom. 
11 I am assuming here that the highest level of evaluation is the most representative of the agent's true 
self. Although I will question this assumption later, it is implicit in hierarchical accounts. 
12 Dostoyevsky's underground man (1972) is a good example ofa character who is painfully indecisive 
and yet considers himself to be more free than the 'men of action' who cannot see beyond their immediate 
responses. 
13 This reading is suggested by Frankfurt when he writes, "[w]hen the decision is made without 
reselvation, the commitment is entails is decisive. Then the person no longer holds himself apart from 
the desire to which he has committed himself. It is no longer unsettled or uncertain whether the object of 
that desire--that is, what he wants-is what he really wants: The decision determines what the person 
really wants by making the desire on which he decides fully his own. To this extent the person, in making 
a decision by which he identifies with a desire, constitutes himselJ." (1988, 170) 
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enjoys as much free will as it is conceivable/or her to have (though not, perhaps, as much 

as she might have had had she been a different person). Similarly, although the citizens in 

Huxley's brave new world may have had different desires had they not been conditioned as 

they were, it does not follow that they would be any more free if their desires had not been 

intentionally manipulated. In fact, insofar as their conditioning ensures that their second

order volitions will be decisive, they may be more free than if the random forces of society 

and nature fashioned in them a less coherent desire structure. 

This reading, however, is not very convincing. Imagine a young girl raised in a 

brutally abusive family who forms decisively the second-order volition that her first-order 

desire to end her life be effective. It may be true to say that she would be a different 

person if she had a different second-order volition, but it does not follow from this that we 

cannot question whether her will is free. After all, our justification for interfering in such 

cases is, presumably, that an individual in this situation does not have the desires she 

should have--viz., the desires she would have had if she had not been abused. In short, 

satisfaction with one's second-order desires is as unsatisfactory as is satisfaction with one's 

first-order desires. It is a further question, however, whether we are to identify the agent 

with her decisive second-order volitions rather than with her first-, third-, or higher-order 

desires. This is the problem of identification. 

The Identification Problem 

One way to view the problem of identification is in terms of the authority of second-order 

desires. If second-order volitions are not authoritative (in a way that our first-order 

desires are not), then Frankfurt's account offers no support for the conclusion that these 

volitions represent what we want. This problem can be presented in two ways. 
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First, what is it that makes second-order desires special? Frankfurt's account relies 

on a distinction between first- and second-order desires: the objects of first-order desires 

are actions, and the objects of second-order desires are first-order desires. However, 

second-order desires can be reformulated in terms of first-order desires. For example, a 

woman's second-order desire not to want to eat chocolate might be just as accurately 

stated as a first-order desire not to struggle with her weight, to be the rare sort of person 

who does not crave sweets, or, simply, to refrain from eating chocolate. It may be, of 

course, that some desires are more easily stated in terms of second-order desires, but it 

does not follow from this that they thereby inherent a special status--at least not the kind 

of status that is required to distinguish persons from non-persons. 14 

Second, even if we do accept the distinction between orders of desires, it is not 

obvious that second-order desires (or any particular order) should be authoritative. For 

instance, why should we assume that a man's will is free if he longs to smoke a cigarette 

but is prevented from doing so by his second-order desire (which he considers merely a 

petty weakness) that his first-order desire to stay healthy be effective? It would seem that 

the man's second-order desire actually functions as a constraint on his will. The problem 

here is one of identification. If the man identifies more with his first-order desire to smoke 

a cigarette than with his second-order volition, it does not seem right to claim that his will 

is free because it is the will he wants. What he wants is to smoke a cigarette. 

A similar concern can be raised with respect to higher-order desires. For instance, 

if the man in the example above has a third-order desire to have a different second-order 

14 As another example, suppose that Buridan's ass is faced with two conflicting desires: the desire to eat 
the bale of hay on its left, and the desire to eat the bale of hay on its right. Faced with this conflict of 
desires, and having come from a long line offat asses, it generates a third desire to eat the bale of hay on 
its right. We can characterize this new desire in three ways: 1) as a second-order desire that some desire 
or another be effective--in which case the ass is a wanton, 2) as a strengthened desire to eat the bale of hay 
on its right--in which case it is just an ass, or 3) as a second-order volition--in which case it is a person 
with free will. What is at issue is how we are to choose between these three characterizations. 
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volition than he does (e.g., a second-order volition that his first-order desire to smoke be 

effective), it seems wrong to conclude that his will is free simply because it aligns with his 

(unwanted) second-order volition. This is particularly evident if the man identifies himself 

with his third-order desire that his second-order desire to stay healthy not be his volition. 

The man might feel that his second-order volition is a desire which he must fight against if 

he is to manifest his 'true' self. There is, after all, nothing incoherent in assuming that an 

agent who can reflect on his desires might reflect on his reflection and form further desires 

on that basis. 

Frankfurt's account, therefore, faces a dilemma: either there is no fundamental 

distinction between orders of desires, in which case the special status of second-order 

desires, as well as the contrast between free action and free will, is undermined; or there 

are distinct levels of desire, in which case there is the problem of which level (particularly, 

but not only, if they conflict) is to be identified with the agent. 

To reject Frankfurt's account on the basis of this dilemma, however, is too quick 

for two reasons. First, as mentioned earlier, it is a common and strong conviction that 

what separates us from lower animals is that we have the capacity to evaluate our wants 

and desires, and that it is this capacity that is at issue with respect to our freedom of will. 

Frankfurt's account takes this conviction seriously. To reformulate second-order volitions 

in terms of first-order desires would be to overlook this capacity for evaluation. In 

addition, it is natural to assume that our choice between desires should carry more weight 

than our desires themselves. Second, the issue of identification presupposes a particular 

view of identity that need not be accepted. Frankfurt claims that the question of whether 

one identifies with one's second-order volitions cannot be asked, for identifying with one's 

second-order desire is what it means to have a second-order volition. 



As for a person's second-order volitions themselves, it is impossible for him to 
be a passive bystander to them. They constitute his activity--i.e., his being 
active rather than passive--and the question of whether or not he identifies 
himself with them cannot arise. It makes no sense to ask whether someone 
identifies himself with his identification of himself, unless this is intended 
simply as asking whether his identification is wholehearted or complete. 
(1975, 120) 
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On Frankfurt's view, if a second-order volition is made decisively, there is no question as 

to whether the agent is to be identified with his second-order volition for such decisiveness 

constitutes identification. 

When a person identifies himself decisively with one of his first-order desires, 
this commitment "resounds" throughout the potentially endless array of higher 
orders ... It is relatively unimportant whether we explain this by saying that 
his commitment implicitly generates an endless series of confinning desires of 
higher orders, or by saying that the commitment is tantamount to a dissolution 
of the pointedness of all questions concerning higher orders of desire. (1971, 
14) 

Although this response goes some way toward resolving the dilemma presented above, it 

does so only by trading one problem for another since we are left wondering what it 

means to be decisive. Frankfurt admits that the process of identification is a bit mystifYing 

(1975, 120) and that the act of being decisive is difficult to articulate (1988, 172), but 

asselis that these difficulties do not undermine his account. Yet since Frankfurt relies 

solely on the decisiveness of the agent to defend his account against the derivation 

problem, to the extent that it is not clear what it means to be decisive, it is not clear that 

we should accept his defense. 

As I argued above, if we view a second-order volition simply as a desire for a first

order desire to be effective, this raises the problem of authority. To then assert that a 

decisive second-order volition aligns all actual or potential higher-order desires is simply 

to stipulate that such a volition is authoritative. This has the effect of shifting the area of 



concern: rather than asking whether the will of an agent who does not identify with his 

second-order volition is free, the question becomes whether the will of an agent whose 

second-order volition is not decisive is free. lS 
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To help clarify this question, consider the following three agents: Paul, Mary and 

John. Paul fights against his desires, and laments that he is not free to do what he wants 

to do because of these desires. 

For that which I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I 
would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate ... So now, no longer 
am I the one doing it, but sin which indwells in me ... For I joyfully concur 
with the law of God in the inner man, but I see a different law in the members 
of my body, waging war against the law of my mind, and making me a 
prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members. (Romans 7, 15:21) 

On Frankfurt's account, Paul does not have a free will. He has first-order desires that are 

effective, but he does not want these desires to be his will. His second-order volition that 

his desire to obey the law of God be his will is frustrated. Moreover, it is obvious that 

Paul identifies decisively (though not completely) with the 'inner man' and not the sinful 

nature which determines his will. 

Mary is in the same position; her desire to obey the law of God is in conflict with 

her desire to sin. But, unlike Paul, Mary sees herself as a sinner. She is not a saint 

stmggling against her fleshly desires, she is a sinner struggling against her Godly 

conscience. It is true that she has a second-order volition that her desire to be Godly 

prevail over her desire to sin, but she cannot disassociate her essential self from her will to 

sin. For Mary, she is doing what she wants to do, and it is only the good that indwells her 

that pulls against her will. But what are we to make of Marry on Frankfurt's account? To 

15 It is also worth asking why we could not align our hierarchy of desires by having a decisive first-order 
desirc. What is needed is some account of why our second-order desires are more us than any other order 
ofdcsire. 
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conclude that her will is not free because it is not the will she wants is to imply that she 

identifies with her second-order volition. She does not. When she reflects on her desires 

she recognizes that her will is the will she, qua sinner, wants to have. 

John, too, has a second-order desire that his desire to be Godly, rather than his 

desire to be sinful, become his will. But unlike both Mary and Paul, John quite enjoys 

being a struggling sinner--a sinner with a second-order desire not to sin. John is quite 

content to be in a position where his will is not free--in fact, that is what he wants. John 

has a third-order desire that his second-order volition be occasionally frustrated; i.e., that 

he remain a struggling sinner who is decidedly unsuccessful. On Frankfurt's account, we 

must conclude that John's will is not free since his second-order volition does not 

constitute a decisive identification with his desire to be Godly. But this cannot be right. 

John, in an important sense, has exactly the will he wants to have. 

These three example make it clear, I think, that the central question of whether 

beings like us--who are sufficiently complex to have conflicting orders of desires--have 

free will cannot be answered without first disambiguating what is meant by 'our' and 'us'. 

The problem of identification is the problem of providing the means to effect such a 

disambiguation. 

Summary 

In conclusion, there are two tensions which must addressed for Frankfurt's hierarchical 

account of free will to be convincing: the possibility that one's second-order volitions can 

be conditioned or manipulated without undermining one's freedom of will (the problem of 

derivation), and the ambiguity with respect to the relationship between the essential nature 

of the agent and the various desires or levels of desires that the agent has (the problem of 

authority). Any attempt to lessen one tension, however, seems to aggravate the other. 
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For example, given that the first tension can be mitigated somewhat by appealing 

to the decisiveness of the agent, then the question ofidentity becomes more difficult to 

answer since the act of being decisive becomes something, as Frankfurt puts it, "that we 

do to ourselves." (1988, 172) But what 'self is this? And who are 'we' in this context? If 

we are to evaluate such claims as 'She has the will she wants to have', we must know what 

'she' refers to in each part of the sentence: her entire being replete with conflicts and 

various orders of desires, the second-order evaluative self, the highest-order self, the self 

that is identified by first-order desires, or something else. The cogency of the account 

would then rely on the plausibility of assuming the particular view of the 'essential agent' 

that is required. 

To see this, suppose that I have a strong desire to take a bike ride--it is a beautiful 

day, and I am in need of some exercise--but I also have a desire to finish grading my 

students' exams. In pondering which to do, I decide that it would be better if I finished my 

grading since it would be better to only disappoint one person (myself) rather than forty 

people (my students). So I form the second-order desire that my first-order desire to 

finish grading the exams be efficacious. As it turns out, however, I cannot stop thinking 

about how good it would be to go for a ride, and after a few minutes I give up and go 

biking. On Frankfurt's account, my will is not free (since it was not endorsed by my 

second-order volition). But to say only this much is to equivocate. There is a sense in 

which I did not do what I wanted to do, and a sense in which I did exactly what I wanted 

to do. If! identifY with my second-order volition, then my will was not the will I (qua 

teacher) wanted; but if! identify with my first order desire to go biking, then what I did 

was exactly what I (qua cyclist) wanted to do. It is not enough to say that if! identify 



with my first-order desires I am merely a wanton, for it does not follow from this 

identification that I lack a second-order volition. 16 
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On the other hand, if we associate the self with the highest-order desire--which is 

tempting given that the driving intuition behind the hierarchical approach is that free will 

involves evaluating one's lower- (and, presumably, therefore less intrinsic) order desires-

then either the threat of a regress emerges or some account of why we should ignore the 

derivation of the highest-order desire is due--since, again, part of the appeal of hierarchical 

accounts is the intuition that a person with free will should not be driven by unevaluated 

desires. In short, there is a tension between including so little in the 'essential self that 

what distinguishes the agent as an individual is lost, and including so much that the 

separation between the evaluated and the evaluator is lost. 

The difficulty of assuaging both of these tensions is not unique to Frankfurt's view 

however. The central problem that any account of autonomy must face is how to exclude 

those states which would compromise the agent's independence without compromising the 

agent's integrity. Ifwe make the 'true' self too large by identifying it with all of the agent's 

desires, we forfeit the distinction between free will and free action (since the self which 

wills may then be the self which acts) as well as the common feeling of not being in control 

of oneself or wrestling against one's base nature; but if we make the selftoo 'small' by 

identifying it only with the uppermost strata of the hierarchy of desires, then the self 

becomes so etiolated that it is implausibly distinct from what we normally identify as 'us',17 

16 As I argue above, part of the problem is that the relationship between orders of desires is unclear. Is it 
sufficient to ensure freedom of will that we have (by chance) the will that we want, or must it be the case 
that the will we have is the result (or perhaps the source) of our wanting it to be our will? 
17 A further concern with the adequacy of hierarchical accounts is that they are unable, in virtue of their 
sole reliance on the desires of the individual, to accommodate the normative element that is intuitively a 
part of free will. Richard Double offers a brief expansion of this point. (1991, 35) 
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Lehrer's Account 

Keith Lehrer offers an account of an integrated self within a hierarchical view. On 

Lehrer's account, free will is captured counterfactually in terms of preferences (where a 

preference is a considered desire): an agent wills freely if she wills what she prefers to 

will, and would not so will if she did not prefer to.18 This counterfactual holds at every 

level: for any action A and for any preference Pi(A) [or Pi( -,A)], it must be the case that 

the agent has Pi(A) [or Pi(-,A)] because she prefers to have it, and would not have it if 

she did not prefer to have it. Lehrer argues that a fully integrated preference structure-

Le., Pi+ 1 (A) if and only ifPi(A)--constitutes a sufficient condition for autonomy. Since 

this account does not accord a special status to any particular level, it avoids the problem 

of authority to which Frankfurt's account is vulnerable. Yet because this Babelic tower of 

preferences is psychologically untenable, it cannot be a necessary condition for free will-

unless, of course, we do not (and cannot) have free will as a matter of psychological fact. 

As a more comprehensive view of what it is to have free will, Lehrer has recently 

suggested that the various levels of preferences that an agent may have can be unified by a 

keystone preference. Paralleling a coherentist approach in epistemology, Lehrer argues 

that an agent is free (autonomous) only ifhe prefers to have the preference structure he 

has, would not have that structure if he did not prefer to have it, and that this keystone 

preference itselfis something which he prefers to have and would not have ifhe did not 

prefer to have it. Thus the preference that unites the structure (its keystone) is itself part 

of the structure. 

18 This counterfactual dependence supports Lehrer's view that the agent must do, will or prefer X 
because she prefers to do, will or prefer X. Lehrer claims that it is not sufficient for autonomy to be lucky 
enough to have what one prefers to have just as it is not sufficient for knowledge to be lucky enough to 
believe something that is true. (1991, 3) 
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There are several attractive features to this account. First it takes seriously the 

intuition that we must be able to prefer otherwise for our preferences to be ours, and that 

it is in virtue of our preferences being ours that we are autonomous. Second, the inclusion 

of a keystone preference offers a way to integrate the self and thereby avoid the problem 

of identification while maintaining the appeal of a hierarchical structure. Third, Lehrer's 

account does not require that any particular level of preference have a unique status. Each 

of these features, however, initiates a further set of concerns. 

Preferring Otherwise 

Although the problem of explicating counterfactuals is certainly not unique to Lehrer's 

view, it does raise the question of how we are to interpret the counterfactual claim that the 

agent would not have the preferences she does if she did not prefer to have them. This 

question will be discussed in detail in chapter seven. Nevertheless, it is worth noting at 

this point that given the possible worlds account of counterfactuals that Lehrer accepts in 

Melamind--i.e., that a conditional is true just in case in the worlds minimally different from 

the actual world in which the antecedent obtains, the consequent also obtains--the central 

question is what constitutes a minimal difference. Ifwe assume that the laws of nature 

and the initial state of the world are fundamental, then the minimal difference required 

would entail a substantial difference in actual fact. But if we assume that the preservation 

of actual fact is fundamental, then the difference would most likely be a change in natural 

law. 19 

The first construal renders the occurrence of the antecedent causally explicable but 

unsatisfactory insofar as it sanctions the attributions of wildly different characteristics to 

19 cr. David Lewis' 1981 article Are We Free to Break the Laws? 
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the agent in question. For example, the claim 'Sue could have preferred otherwise' might 

be taken to mean that in some of the worlds in which Sue did not have a pushy mother she 

preferred otherwise--but such a world would be very different from Sue's actual world. 

The second construal renders the occurrence of the antecedent satisfactory (in this sense) 

but causally unexplicable. Thus if we are to judge the truth of counterfactuals in terms of 

minimal difference, the outcome of our judgment will depend on what we take to be 

fundamental: the preservation of actual fact or natural law. Since these two alternate 

interpretations reflect the tension between the problem of identification (i.e., transworld 

identity) and derivation (i.e., the etiology of the act), the appeal to counterfactual support 

does not on its own solve the problems which hierarchical accounts must face. 

This same tension can be seen in Lehrer's refutation of determinism. (1990, ch.l) 

Lehrer maintains that a world is minimally different if it bestows no advantage to the agent 

that is not available to that agent in the actual world, and that an agent needs no special 

advantage to choose, or try to perform an action. Since Lehrer also asserts that a 

minimally different world must obey natural law, it is clear that a change in natural law 

would constitute an advantage, and therefore that choosing, or trying to perform an 

action, is not uniquely determined by naturallaw--but this begs the question against the 

determinist thesis with which his analysis is to be compatible. 

In addition, there is some reason to question whether the ability to will otherwise is 

a necessary condition for free will.20 For instance, imagine an agent, Andy, who is free to 

act on his desires, prefers to have the desires he does, and prefers to have the preferences 

he has (including that preference). Unknown to Andy, however, God has fashioned the 

world such that there is, in effect, a mental and physical grid that prevents Andy from 

having any other preferences than he in fact has (and which God foreknows he will have). 

20 This question will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 



114 

Although Andy never realizes this grid is in place, he cannot do, choose or prefer other 

than what he does. Yet the grid, ex hypothesi, never interferes. Andy's life is exactly as it 

would have been had the grid not been in place. Is Andy's will rendered unfree by the 

presence of this grid? The answer to this question depends on which counterfactual we 

take to be more important. Ifwe focus on the claim that Andy could not have done or 

preferred otherwise, it seems that the grid does undercut his freedom. And yet if we focus 

on the claim that had the grid not been in place, Andy's actions and thoughts would have 

been identical, there seems to be no reason to deny that he is as free with the grid in place 

as he would have been without the grid.21 Again, it is not clear what we are to make of 

the counterfactual support involved in Lehrer's account. 

The Keystone Preference 

The problem of identification reemerges in Lehrer's theory at the metalevel--the 'level' of 

the keystone preference. There are two views that we might take with respect to the true, 

or essential, self on Lehrer's account. 

On one hand, it appears that the true self becomes increasingly ethereal as the 

levels of preferences increase: if the true self is that which prefers to have the first-order 

preferences that the agent has, then the true self must be distinct from those first-order 

preferences; if the true selfis that which prefers to have the second-order preferences the 

agent has, then the true selfis distinct from those second-order preferences, and so on. 

The taller the preference structure, the smaller the true self. Since the true self, on this 

21 A similar problem was presented by Locke. (1975, 238) Locke discusses a man who is brought, while 
asleep, into a room to which the door is locked without his knowledge. When the man wakes up, he 
decides to stay in the room. The question that Locke poses is whether the man's action is a free action. 
The answer we give, however, depends on the question we are interested in answering: whether the man 
could have acted otherwise or whether he would have acted otherwise had the door not been locked. 
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view, is increasingly estranged from the majority of desires and preferences that we 

commonly use to identify the agent, it seems we must conclude that who we truly are has 

very little to do with who we actually are. If so, then given that the autonomous agent 

would not have the keystone preference he has ifhe did not prefer to have it--and since 

the keystone preference itself is part of the agent's preference structure--the true self, the 

self that prefers to have the preferences it does, must be separate from every preference 

including the keystone preference. But such a self would have nothing to do with the 

agent in question. 

For example, suppose that Bertrand learned to be a free-thinker on his mother's 

knee, and that preferring to be a free-thinker is part of what it is to be a free-thinker. 

Thus Bertrand has a fully integrated preference structure (within this narrow scope) that 

includes his preference for his free-thinking preference structure. In addition, Bertrand 

asserts that if he were to prefer not have this keystone preference, he would not have it. 

To make sense of this assertion, however, it must be the case the Bertrand does not 

identify himself with being a free-thinker (for a free-thinker could not prefer not to be a 

free-thinker--particularly in virtue of being a free-thinker), and yet it seems clear, given his 

keystone preference, that Bertrand does identify himself as a free-thinker.22 

The second way to view the essential self is in terms of accepted preferences. 

Since the preference structure is accepted (preferred) by the self, Lehrer's account 

identifies the self with the agent's integrated preferences. On this view, ifI prefer to do X, 

prefer that I have the preference to do X, prefer that I have the preference to have the 

preference to do X, and so on, and prefer to have this integrated preference structure, then 

I identify, via this keystone preference, with all of my integrated preferences. This gives a 

22 As mentioned above, this is similar to the problem oftransworld identity in possible world analyses of 
countcrfactuals. 
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much more substantial account of the self. Similarly, ifI were to prefer not to have the 

preference structure I have, my preference structure would not be integrated and I would 

not be identified with that structure. 

There is a problem with this view however. Since the self is to be identified only 

with the agent's integrated preferences, it is not clear what we are to make of cases in 

which there is a conflict of preferences and yet it seems that the agent has free will. For 

example, suppose that Cindy has a first-order desire to smoke a cigarette, a second-order 

preference not to have the desire to smoke, and a third-order preference for her second

order preference. In this case, it seems appropriate to identify Cindy with her integrated 

higher-order preferences but not with her first-order desire to smoke. This is, after all, 

what we typically do with those who have cravings. If she manages not to smoke, her will 

is apparently free. Yet suppose that Cindy has a fully integrated preference structure from 

Pi to Pn that supports her first-order desire to smoke, and a keystone preference not to 

have the preference structure she has. Since the appeal of the hierarchical approach is that 

it accords with our tendency to identify ourselves with our higher-order preferences, it is 

tempting to view Cindy's keystone preference as a Pn+l preference: although she craves 

cigarettes, and has the preference to smoke, she hates having the preferences and desires 

of a smoker. According to this view, it would seem that if Cindy still managed to refrain 

from smoking, her will would remain free. On Lehrer's account, however, the keystone 

preference is part of the preference structure it endorses and is therefore level ambiguous; 

viz., there is no single level with which the keystone preference is to be identified.23 Given 

this ambiguity, it seems we must identify Cindy's true self with her (otherwise integrated) 

preference structure: a devote smoker with one nagging, level-ambiguous preference not 

23 One way to make sense of this would be to suggest that the keystone preference 'resonates' between an 
ultimate evaluation and a lower-level preference somewhat as the carbon bonds in a benzene ring resonate 
belween single and double bonds. 
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to be a smoker. This situation allows for two possible interpretations: either Cindy's will 

is free if she does smoke (for she would then have a fully integrated preference to smoke 

barring the single, floating preference that she has overcome), or she has a divided self. 

The possibility of a divided self, however, leads to a further problem; when there 

are multiple candidates for the keystone preference, there is no way to uniquely determine 

the agent's preference structure. For example, consider the case of a very selfish man, 

Harry, who does just what he pleases whenever he can. Harry prefers to do what he 

wants to do--he values his independence above all else. Yet Harry sincerely wishes that he 

was not a selfish person. It would seem then that Harry lacks autonomy: He does not 

prefer to be selfish and yet selfishness rules his life. As it turns out, however, Harry also 

has the preference for his non-integrated preference structure; he enjoys being someone 

who does not want to be selfish but who nonetheless is selfish. What then are we to make 

of Harry? On one hand, it seems that he is freely enslaved to his selfish desires and hence 

that he is autonomous. On the other hand, it seems his preference to be an aspiring but 

often unsuccessful altruist is itself a selfish preference and therefore part of the structure 

he sincerely prefers not to have, and hence that he is not autonomous. Which we decide 

depends on which preference we take to be his keystone preference.24 

The problem of how we are to view an agent's preference structure is due, in part, 

to the self-referencing nature of the keystone preference. When there is no conflict in an 

agent's preference structure, the ungrounded nature of the agent's preferences (which 

results from the 'self-prefrencing' of the keystone preference), may be, as Lehrer suggests, 

exactly what we want from an account of freedom. The presence of conflict, however, 

24 Since two of Harry's preferences refer to his entire preference structure, there is no way to determine 
which of them is the keystone preference-that is, which one represents the true Harry. Yet if we conclude 
that neither preference uniquely identifies Harry's true self, there is then no way available to him to resolve 
the conflict in his preference structure (since there is no unique Harry which would be identified with or 
against such a resolution). 
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raises the possibility ofparadox.2s For example, if Harry's preference not to have the 

preferences he has is one of his preferences, then it must be that he does not prefer to have 

that keystone preference, but this would imply that he does prefer to have the preferences 

he has, which would imply that he prefers to have the preference not to have the 

preferences he has, and so on. Thus, in the case of conflict, Lehrer's account may lead us 

to conclude that an agent both has, and does not have, free will. 26 

Preference Status 

Lehrer acknowledges that a second-order preference, or even an endless regress of 

preferences, is insufficient to ground the autonomy of the agent. 

One might think that if! have a preference for doing A, a preference for 
having that preference, a preference for having that preference, and so forth, 
then I am autonomous. But that is false. The whole infinite sequence of 
preferences for preferences might be generated by another. It is like the 
distinction between horizontal and vertical causation in philosophy of religion. 
Autonomy requires not just that I prefer my preference but that I he the author 
of that preference, that my preference be grounded in me and not in another. 
(1993, 3) 

25 This is simply the observation that the Truth Teller ('This statement is true') shares the same structure 
as the Liar Paradox ('This statement is false'). 
26 As a further example, consider the following three preferences: 

1) I prefer to have the preference expressed by (2) 
2) I prefer to have the preference expressed by (3) 
3) I prefer not to have the preference expressed by (1) 

Would an agent with these three preferences be autonomous? It is difficult to say. Also, since Lehrer 
suggests (in the same spirit as Frankfurt's appeal to 'decisiveness') that to make up one's mind is to settle 
the matter up and down the hierarchy of one's preferences, how would such an agent ever make up his 
mind? Since it becomes more likely that the preference structure of an agent can be ordered in different 
ways as the complexity of that agent increases, the recognition of a particular preference, or level of 
preference, becomes more attractive as a way of establishing identity. But to do so is to invite the problem 
of derivation. 
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But who, in this quote, is the 'me' in which my preferences are grounded?27 Although the 

level ambiguity of the keystone preference appears to eschew the derivation problem since 

the keystone preference is itself part of the evaluated preference structure, the question of 

whether the structure itself--including the keystone preference--is exogenously grounded 

reemerges. The derivation problem is thus simply shifted to the structural level rather than 

the preference level. 

To put the point a bit differently, if, as Lehrer claims (1991,6), a requirement of 

my autonomy is that I have the preference structure I have because I prefer to have it, 

then my preference for this structure has a special status~ namely, the status of causing (in 

some sense) the structure that I have. Thus either the keystone preference lacks special 

status due to its level ambiguity in which case the problem of derivation applies to the 

structure as a whole, or the keystone preference has a special status in which case the 

derivation problem applies to it. 

Summary 

Frankfurt argues that the agent is, necessarily, identified with her decisive second-order 

volitions. The separation between first- and second-order desires allows Frankfurt to 

distinguish free action (when one's will is not frustrated) from free will (when the will one 

has is the will one wants to have), and to distinguish persons from non-persons: persons 

have second-order volitions, non-persons do not. To be autonomous, on Frankfurt's 

account, is to will what one wants to will. Frankfurt's project can be characterized, 

therefore, in terms of two goals: 1) the exclusionary goal of drawing a line between us 

27 Lehrer, in a paper coauthored with Adrienne Lehrer (1993), notes that the reference of pronouns is 
often resolved by an appeal to pragmatics (e.g., there are two sense of 'we' in the statement 'Twenty 
thousand years ago we lived in caves, but now we live in houses'). I will argue in chapter seven that this 
appeal to pragmatics suggests that there is no single correct view of an agent's true self. 
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and our first-order desires, and 2) the inclusionary goal of denying that we must separate 

ourselves from our second- and higher-order volitions in order to evaluate them. I have 

argued, in terms of the problem of derivation and the problem of identity, that these two 

goals cannot both be met. 

Lehrer's account avoids the problems of identification and derivation at the level of 

individual preferences (since it incorporates the keystone preference into the agent's 

preference structure), but is subject to the same problems at the structural level. In cases 

of conflict, it is possible to have more than one parsing of the agent's preference structure 

and hence more than one answer as to the agent's freedom of will. Similarly, there is no 

clear answer to the question of the derivation of the preference structure itself (including 

the keystone preference). 28 In other words, if the keystone preference is not uniquely 

authoritative--ifit is level ambiguous--then the question of the agent's identity arises, and 

if the keystone preference is uniquely authoritative, then the question of derivation arises. 

In sum, it seems that hierarchical accounts threaten to make us either so small that we 

cannot reach the key to autonomy, or so large that we cannot get in the door. 

Conclusions 

I have argued that the attempt to give an account of autonomy in terms of a hierarchical 

structure of desires or preferences fails because the problems of identity and derivation 

cannot both be resolved by such an account (or, alternately, that the two goals mentioned 

above are not compatible).29 I suggest that the reason for this is that the considerations 

28 It might seem that the appropriate response is to claim that the agent would not have the preference 
stmcture (including the keystone preference for that structure) he has unless he preferred to have it. But 
this will not do since that preference itself must be part of his preference structure. Moreover, it is far 
from clear that this counterfactual self is the agent's true self. 
29 Some support for this suggestion can be gleaned from a comparison with Tarski's hierarchical solution 
to the problem of the Liar Paradox. The exclusionary goal of limiting the truth predicate (about the object 
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which are germane when addressing one problem are different than those which are 

germane when addressing the other. As an analogy, if we are interested in renovating a 

house, there are two ways in which we might approach the project. We can try to make 

the old house look new by refurbishing the original floors and doors, and repairing the 

roof and foundation. Or we can try to make a new house that looks like the old one by 

replacing the floors and the roof, installing new doors, and pouring a new foundation. If 

we are interested in preserving the identity of the old house, we will do the former; if we 

are interested in removing any threat to the integrity of the structure, we will do the latter. 

Similarly, any account of autonomy that tries to capture both the positive (inclusionary) 

and negative (exclusionary) aspects of free will--that tries to preserve the agent's identity 

while avoiding any threat to his integrity--may conflate inconsistent sets of considerations. 

I will develop this suggestion in the third section. 

So far I have argued that the incompatibilist's arguments (Aristotle's sea-battle 

argument and van Inwagen's consequence argument) fail to substantiate the inconsistency 

of logical or causal necessity and free will; that Kant's 'two-world' compatibilism is either 

incomplete or inconsistent; and that the hierarchical approaches of Frankfurt and Lehrer 

are vulnerable to either the problem of identification or derivation. This suggests that the 

metaphysical approach to the problem of free will is incoherent, and that what is needed is 

an alternative approach. The view I will consider next, the pragmatic approach, offers just 

such an alternative. 

language) to the metalanguage allowed him to solve the paradox but prevented any account of truth in the 
metalanguage itself--and hence his theory of truth is, in this sense, incomplete. 
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SECTION TWO 

The Pragmatic Approach 
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The Captain 

Dale Penrose sat on the edge of his bed staring along the crease of his uniform pants dOVvl1 

at his shoes. Even the laces shined. He reached down, took off his shoes, and pulled the 

heel-lifter from his right shoe. He turned it over slowly, examining the dark, polished 

imprint of his foot on the compressed cork. The inserts added only an inch to his height, 

yet it was enough. He was still short but not too short. During his studies at the 

academy, and through the years that followed, he had hidden his heel-lifters from even his 

closest friends. He pulled the other insert from his left shoe, placed it against the right 

insert, then held them both out at arm's length. Those two inches had made so much 

difference to him: the two wedges of cork had meant that he did not have to accept the 

world into which he had been forced. 

There had been only one cadet shorter than Dale at the academy; a freshman when 

he was a senior. Dale had walked up to him on the first day of classes and in front of the 

others had pushed the cadet up against the wall. "This isn't a boy's camp," he had said, his 

heels barely touching the cork inserts as he glared down at the cadet's averted eyes. "Try 

applying again after you've gone through puberty." He could not remember the cadet's 

name, or what had become of him, but he could still see the cadet's flushed face, the 
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shadow of his hat across one cheek. The memory shamed him. There were many faces 

that Dale could not remember--he never looked directly at any of the others so that it 

would not be obvious that he had to look up--but he remembered that cadet's face. 

Dale slipped his shoes on, tied them tightly, then stood up. The hard leather was 

cool against his heels and his calves felt tight. He picked the inserts off the bed where he 

had laid them, turned them over once again in his hand, remembering, then slowly sat 

down, untied his shoes, and slipped them back into place. 

The ship Dale was to captain was named the U.S.S. Alexander Berdin. It was simply 

called the Burden. As he stepped onto the deck, he could sense the men watching his 

movements, listening carefully to each word, forming opinions about his competence and 

character, certain that in those few moments they could tell what the new captain would 

be like. It would take months to change their minds if they guessed wrong. But it was the 

ship herself that held Dale's attention now. He had memorized the statistics, but he was 

eager to get the feel of her. He noted the waterline on the hull, the faded stretch of paint 

near the stem, the worn chaffing rigs, the edge of discolor between the deck and the rail. 

It was not the kind of ship that young cadet's dreamed of commanding. It was old and had 

a history of engine failures. Many of the crew members had a history of failures as well. 

When he had been offered the command he was told that it would be a challenge. 

Dale greeted the officers formally, then walked past them onto the fore deck. He 

stopped near the bow and stood still for a moment, looking toward horizon. He could see 

only a flawless seam between the sea and the sky. He knew that the ship's problems were 

now his. If the main shaft-bearings froze, it was his fault. If the first officer miscalculated, 

it was also his fault. And if a sailor's uniform did not fit properly, it was Dale that would, 

ultimately, be blamed. He smiled, feeling oddly lightened by these thoughts, then, with a 
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surge of unanticipated expectation--the feeling of alacrity he had once known as a boy 

waking up at his grandfather's house on the beach--he stooped down, took his shoes off 

and threw them over the side. 

The story of the young captain who had stood, his bare feet pressed against the cool metal 

of the fore deck, staring out at the horizon, unwilling to look down, would be remembered 

years later whenever the Burden was mentioned. 



Chapter Five 

The Moral Attitudes Argument 

A vain and powerful king once had a statue of himself erected in the public 
square. When the statue was in place, the king decreed that anyone who 
defaced it would be executed. That night, a common man broke the hands 
off the statue. He was immediately arrested. Before the man was executed, 
the king asked him why he had defaced the statue since it was certain that he 
would be caught. "If! had done nothing, my life would have passed without 
notice, II the man replied, "but now everyone will know who I am. II 
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The guiding presumption ofthe pragmatic approach, as I have defined it, is that free will is 

valuable. The fundamental question with which this approach is concerned is how we are 

to view free will vis-a-vis this value. Hence the general project of the pragmatic approach 

is to answer to this question by clarifying and refining what it is that we value about free 

will. The further question of whether we actually have free will is subordinate to this 

Issue. 
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The suspicion that the metaphysical approach is the wrong way to view the free 

will problem, and that we need to focus instead on the value we ascribe to free will, has 

influenced much of the contemporary work on the subject. Daniel Dennett has claimed 

(1984) that a condition of an adequate account offree will is that it remain something we 

care about having, and Susan Wolf has argued (1990) that since complete (metaphysical) 

freedom is something that no one could conceivably want to have, the problem of free will 

should be viewed as primarily a metaethical, rather than metaphysical, concern. Similarly, 

Gary Watson has written that "free will is as much a problem in moral philosophy as in 

metaphysics" and that "[o]ur view of what free will is depends on our view of what 

matters." (1982, 2) As Susan Wolf put it: 

... the condition offreedom cannot be stated in terms that are value-free. 
Thus, the problem offree will has been misrepresented insofar as it has been 
thought to be a purely metaphysical problem. And, perhaps, this is why the 
problem of free will has seemed for so long to be hopeless. (1980, 161) 

Since the pragmatic approach does not assume a particular conception offree will (nor 

even that there must be a unique conception), it is not enough to say that we share a 

common intuition that free will is valuable. l What is needed is an account of why free will 

is valuable.2 

1 The assertion that freedom of will is supremely valuable is common in fiction. Three notable examples 
are Andre Gide's The Immoralist which extols the life of an aristocrat who abandons both prudence and 
morality to follow his unrestrained will, Dostoyevsky's The Underground Man which depicts a man who 
refuses to act in his best interest so that he may exercise his freedom of will, and Aldous Huxley's Brave 
New World which portrays an elysian society whose psychologically conditioned members live peaceful 
but chillingly shallow lives. 
2 James Rachels and William Ruddick have taken a similar approach to liberty: "We value liberty as 
much as we value anything ... The problem is to explain why liberty is so important to us. What is it 
about liberty, or freedom, that makes it so valuable?" (1989, 221) They conclude that without liberty, a 
person cannot have a (biographical) life, and that the value of liberty is therefore grounded in the value of 
life itself. 
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There are several possible answers as to why we do, or should, value free will. It 

may be that free will is intrinsically valuable or that it has valuable consequences. We 

might view free will as a kind of Platonic health or harmony that is valuable in and of 

itself, or for the results it produces (or both). Alternately, it may be that what we value is 

our ascription offree will to others (and the ascription offree will to us by others). This 

chapter will focus on what I take to be the most prominent contemporary argument for the 

value of free will; viz., that the ascription offree will is a necessary condition for the 

continuance of our valued moral attitudes and practices. Briefly, this argument states that: 

1) 
2) 
3) 

We care deeply about the relationships we have with other people. 
Our personal relationships depend on our moral attitudes and practices. 
Our moral attitudes and practices require the ascription of free will. 

We care deeply about the ascription of free ofwill,3 

Following P. F. Strawson, I will assume that our moral attitudes and practices involve 

"reactive attitudes. II Among the reactive attitudes that Strawson mentions are admiration, 

indignation, gratitude, resentment, respect, contempt, pride and shame. Such attitudes are 

termed 'reactive' because we do not decide to have them but rather experience them as a 

reaction to the freely willed behavior of others; e.g., we do not decide to be grateful, we 

react with gratitude. I will also assume that this view represents a pragmatic orientation 

toward the problem of free will. This assumption follows from three central 

considerations. First, our reactive attitudes toward an agent are undermined to the extent 

that we withdraw our ascription of free will to that agent. Second, our deeply valued 

interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships would be markedly etiolated should our 

3 John Fischer, in support of this view, has written that if moral responsibility requires the freedom to do 
othenvise, then, given that we do not know if we have this freedom, our most basic and deeply valued 
attitudes and activities are threatened. (1986, 60) 
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reactive attitudes be undermined. Third, given an instrumentalist account of rationality, 

there can be no reason to give up a fundamental value; viz., it cannot be rationally 

incumbent on us to accept a conclusion that would threaten one of our most cherished 

values. Consequently, it cannot be reasonable to deny the existence offree will (for to do 

so would deprive us of the fundamental value of our personal relationships), and hence the 

problem offree will is primarily the pragmatic problem of what our view offree will must 

be in order to maintain our moral attitudes and practices. 

In this chapter, I will examine the argument above which I will call the Moral 

Attitudes argument or the MA view. Although there is much to be said in favor of this 

view, I will argue that it does not, ultimately, substantiate the assertion that the problem of 

free will is a solely pragmatic issue. 

The MA Argument 

It is difficult to deny the importance of reactive attitudes to our personal relationships. If, 

as Strawson argued, mature love requires such attitudes, then to relinquish these attitudes 

is to abandon the possibility of a such a love. Similarly, without respect, gratitude and 

pride, the ties to our friends and family would be substantially weakened; we could not be 

proud of our child's achievements, grateful for our parent's patience, or respect the fidelity 

of our friends. Also, it is evident that our moral attitudes vary with our assessment of the 

agent's freedom of will. We typically pardon the person who trips and bumps into us, 

whereas we tend to resent the person who willfully shoves us aside; and we respect the 

accountant who resists the temptation to alter the books but not the computer that is 

flawlessly accurate. It seems plausible, therefore, that the value of free will derives from 

the value we place on the personal relationships that define and enrich our lives, and on 

the attitudes and practices that sustain those relationships. 
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Moreover, given the fundamental value that personal relationships have in our 

lives, if we accept an instrumentalist account of rationality, there can be no good reason to 

adopt a perspective (such as the metaphysical perspective of the determinist) that would 

vitiate our attributions offree will.4 In other words, the assumption offree will appears to 

be, to use Kant's phrase, a necessary postulate of practical reason. Hence, given these 

assumptions, it cannot be (practically) reasonable to view the problem offree will in terms 

of an ability that, from an objective viewpoint, we may not possess. S Rather, the problem 

must be resolved practically in terms of the best way to maintain, cultivate and regulate 

our ascriptions of free will. 

The argument in support of the MA view, therefore, can be more adequately stated 

as follows: 

1) 

2) 

3) 

4) 

To live a life in which our personal relationships are fully developed is a 
fundamental value to us. 
Our moral attitudes and practices are essential to the full development of 
our personal relationships. 
An agent with free will is the only appropriate subject for our moral 
attitudes and practices. 
Since it cannot be a requirement of instrumental rationality that we adopt a 
perspective that undermines one of our fundamental values, there can be no 
reason to adopt a perspective that undermines our ascriptions of free will. 

The problem of free will is solely a pragmatic concern of adopting a 
perspective that maintains our moral attitudes and practices. 

4 One obvious objection to the MA view, of course, is to question the instrumentalist account of 
rationali ty. 
S Compare Hume's claim that although from a subjective perspective it seems that we have free will, to 
the observer it is clear that the actions of people are subject to the same necessity as the actions of material 
objects. "We may imagine we feel a liberty within ourselves; but a spectator can commonly infer our 
actions from our motives and character; and even where he cannot, he concludes in general, that he 
might, were he perfectly acquainted with every circumstance of our situation and temper, and the most 
secret springs of our complexion and disposition. Now tllis is the very essence of necessity, according to 
the foregoing doctrine." (1978,408-9) 



131 

The Trouble with MA 

For the purposes of this essay, I will concentrate on the third and forth premises of the 

above argument. There are, however, two concerns that should be acknowledged with 

respect to the first two premises. First, although we might regret the loss of attitudes such 

as gratitude and respect, it is not obvious that we would regret the loss ofindignation, 

shame, resentment and contempt. To defend the MA view, one might claim that the 

positive and negative attitudes are two sides of the same coin, that both positive and 

negative attitudes are necessary for personal relationships,6 or that the desire to avoid 

negative attitudes directed toward us does not entail the desire to eliminate such attitudes 

in general (in the same way that we might endorse the punishment of a crime without 

desiring to be punished for that crime ourselves). It is not clear, however, that a life in 

which there were only negative reactive attitudes (should one be so unlucky as to have 

such a life) would still be more valuable that a life without any reactive attitudes at all. 

Since this issue is not germane to the point I wish to make, however, I will simply assume 

that we value (at least the overall effect of) all of our reactive attitudes. 

Second, there is nothing incoherent in imagining an agent who values knowing, 

and living according to, the truth, even if the knowledge of this truth entails the sacrifice 

of all reactive attitudes.7 Such an agent may simply prefer the alpine simplicity of an 

objective view, however lacking in reactive attitudes, over the verdure of rich personal 

relationships. However, this possibility does not undercut the force of the argument with 

respect to those individuals who do value personal relationships above all else. 

6 For example, it may be that viewing an opportunistic liar with contempt may be as important to the 
development of our personal relationships as the respect we hold for one who tells the truth in a difficult 
situation 
7 This criticism is offered by Susan Wolf. (1990, 21) 
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The Third Premise 

Is it true that an agent with free will is the only appropriate subject for our moral attitudes 

and practices? I take it as a matter of psychological fact that we often have reactive 

attitudes not only toward agents whom we do not consider to be acting of their own free 

will, but toward animals and even objects as well. A short person might deeply resent 

someone who is tall, a driver might blame a pothole for getting in his way, a hermit might 

be grateful to a mouse for its company, and a climber might hate a mountain for taking the 

life of a close friend. The occurrence of such attitudes is commonplace. Moreover, these 

attitudes are not the result of ignorance. The driver is no doubt aware that the pothole did 

not freely choose to get in his way, and the mountain climber would surely admit that the 

mountain did not intend to kill anyone. Similarly, although I do not believe that my 

computer has free will, I do not hesitate to hold it in contempt when it looses track of an 

important file. In sum, it is obvious that ascribing free will to an agent, animal or object is 

not a necessary condition for having reactive attitudes (though it may well be that these 

attitudes are not as abiding or deep as they would be otherwise). 

What is at issue in the argument, therefore, is not that we would forfeit every 

reactive attitude were we to deny the existence of free will. Rather, it is that whatever 

attitudes we would then have would not be appropriate moral attitudes. In other words, 

although I might resent a rock for tripping me, I realize that my resentment in this case is 

inappropriate (or even childish) since rocks do not have free will. There are two issues 

that need to be addressed, however, before we can evaluate what it is for an attitude to be 

appropriate. First, we need to assess the way in which the denial of free will serves to 

undermine our reactive attitudes. And second, we need to clarify the relevant sense of 

'appropriateness'. 
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What We Stand to Loose 

There is an ambiguity as to exactly what it is that we value, and stand to loose, should our 

ascriptions offree will be undennined. Is it our reactive attitudes that are at risk, or our 

attitude about our reactive attitudes? One way to read the MA argument is the claim that 

if, by adopting a perspective that undermines our ascriptions of free will, we come to 

accept that our reactive attitudes are inappropriate, these attitudes would then wither and 

eventually disappear. This reading has a good deal of evidential support. If my friend 

backs me up me when I am threatened, I will naturally react with gratitude; but ifI later 

find out that my friend was forced to do so by my older brother, my gratitude will most 

likely vanish. It may also be that as our appropriate reactive attitudes decrease, so will our 

inappropriate reactive attitudes toward animals and objects. Thus the denial of free will 

might initiate a gradual erosion of all reactive attitudes in much the same way that a denial 

of racial superiority initiates a gradual change with respect to racist attitudes. 

Alternately, the MA argument might depend on the assumption that only 

appropriate reactive attitudes are fundamentally valuable (or, that only appropriate 

reactive attitudes are moral attitudes). On this reading, although we may still have 

reactive attitudes toward others if we deny freedom ofwill--just as we have reactive 

attitudes toward mice and mountains now--the relationships founded on such attitudes 

would be as shallow and fleeting as the relationships we have with mice and mountains. 

As an analogy, although we may try to win at a game as hard as we try to win at life, we 

have a very different attitude toward the outcome of a game; we know (or, perhaps, come 

to find out) that it is only a game. This second reading of what we stand to loose has a 

good deal of support as well. Although we may blame a pot for burning us, it is an 

attitude that we will denounce if pressed, and one which we usually feel a bit embarrassed 

for having; but the blame we direct toward a friend who has betrayed us is difficult to 



eradicate, and it is usually an attitude we think we have a right, ifnot an obligation, to 

continue to hold. 

Admittedly, which of these two readings we adopt makes little difference to the 

cogency of the MA argument since on both readings our valued, personal relationships 

will be undermined. I will argue in the second part of this chapter, however, that this 

ambiguity is not incidental. 

The Relevant Sense of , Appropriateness' 
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The second concern that must be addressed is the sense of 'appropriateness' at issue in the 

MA argument. There are four possible readings: We can assume that an attitude is 

appropriate when it is: 1) rationally justified, 2) morally justified, 3) typical or commonly 

accepted, or 4) psychologically possible. Although I take it that these four readings need 

not be exclusive, I will address them one at a time. 

On the first reading, to assert that an attitude is appropriate is to assert that we are 

rationally justified in holding that attitude, presumably on the basis of our ascription of 

free will to the agent toward whom the attitude is directed and our assumption that the 

action in question was an instance of the exercise of this freedom. So the reason our 

resentment is appropriate when it is directed toward a close friend who betrays us, but 

inappropriate when directed toward the toaster that bums our toast, is that our friend has 

free will whereas the toaster does not. One plausible way of construing this justification is 

as a requirement oflogical consistency; without a reason for distinguishing between close 

friends and toasters, it would be logically inconsistent to blame (or praise) the former but 



not the latter.8 Whatever we are to make of this justification, however, there are three 

questions which this appeal to rationality must address. 
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First, why is free will the only basis for the rational justification of our reactive 

attitudes? We might, for example, distinguish between objects and agents on the basis of 

mental complexity, the disposition of agents (but not objects) to modify their behavior in 

response to the attitudes directed toward them, or even similarity in appearance. It will 

not do to assert that those who have free will are to be conceived of as members of a class 

that is coextensive with those toward whom our reactive attitudes are rationally justified, 

for this is simply to assert that our moral attitudes are rationally justified just in case the 

agents toward whom our attitudes are directed are in the set of agents that are picked out 

by our rationally justified attitudes. In addition, iflogical consistency is the only concern, 

any distinction that selects all and only those agents toward whom our reactive attitudes 

are appropriately directed will suffice, and this would allow for simple correlations. For 

example, even though it may be that all and only those agents who have, at least once, 

regretted waking up from a dream are appropriate subjects for our moral attitudes, it is 

not this criterion that justifies us in viewing them as such. 

Second, if rational coherence is a fundamental value to us--which it seems it must 

be to support the claim that unless our ascriptions of free will have a rational justification, 

our reactive attitudes are inappropriate--there is no longer a pragmatic presumption 

against valuing rational coherence more deeply than the maintenance of our personal 

relationships. So if it should tum out that it is logically inconsistent to praise and blame 

normal adult human beings but not animals and plants, an agent who values rational 

8 This raises the question of autonomy that was broached in the last chapter. As Dostoyevsky put it 
through the words of his underground man, "But what can I do if I don't even feel resentment? . .. My 
anger, in consequence of the damned laws of consciousness, is subject to chemical decomposition. As you 
look, its object vanishes into thin air, its reasons evaporate, the offender is nowht;:re to be found, the 
afTront ceases to be an offence and becomes destiny, something like a toothache." (1972, 27) 
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coherence as much or more than personal relationships might choose to deny that normal 

adult human beings (as well as animals and plants) have free will. 

Third, if logical consistency is not seen as a fundamental value, it is unclear how 

the appropriateness of our moral attitudes can be defined in terms of rational justification. 

If there can be no pragmatic reason for adopting a perspective that undermines our 

attributions offree will, then why must there be a reason to justify our ascriptions offree 

will? In other words, if the value of our personal relationships precludes the possibility 

that we ought (rationally) to question whether we have free will, why is it not the case that 

the value of our personal relationships precludes our questioning whether our reactive 

attitudes are appropriate?9 Given an instrumentalist conception of rationality, it seems 

that there cannot be a rational requirement to distinguish between agents and objects. 

Moreover, any appeal to a non-intrumentalist conception of rational justification would 

conflict with the MA argument since it is an instrumentalist conception of rationality that 

grounds the claim that the problem of free will is a pragmatic issue. 

Hence, even if some argument can be given as to why the appropriate ascription of 

free will is the only basis of rational justification for our reactive attitudes, the appeal to 

rational justification would face a further dilemma: either logical consistency must be seen 

as a fundamental value, in which case the value of maintaining our reactive attitudes can 

be challenged, or there is no reason to require that our reactive attitudes be rationally 

justified. 

The second way in which we might construe 'appropriateness' is in terms of the 

assertion that only those reactive attitudes that are morally justified are appropriate. This 

construal is problematic, however, if we are to interpret it in the sense that it would not be 

9 This is a familiar point in epistemology; if the need for justification is eschewed at some point but not at 
other points, this distinction itself requires some justification to avoid being seen as an arbitral)' and ad 
hoc stipulation. 
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moral to blame or praise those who do not have free will; viz., that our moral attitudes 

and practices, in such a case, would be immoral. 10 For it cannot be the case that we 

should blame those who blame others who do not have free will (since, presumably, those 

who blame others lack free will as well) unless there is some further, and different, 

justification for the condemnation of ' immoral' moral attitudes. 

In addition, if we view 'appropriateness' in terms of moral justification, the fourth 

premise of the MA argument--that it cannot be a requirement of rationality that we adopt 

a perspective that undermines our attributions offree will--becomes otiose. It does not 

follow from the assumption that there is no (instrumental) rational reason for adopting a 

perspective that undermines our ascriptions of free will that there is no moral reason for 

doing so--unless, of course, our moral reasoning is fundamentally a pragmatic concern; 

but that is just the question at issue. ii 

The third possibility is to view appropriateness in social terms: an individual is an 

appropriate subject for our moral attitudes if and only if our moral attitudes are judged to 

be socially normal, or the individual toward whom our attitudes are directed is judged to 

be socially normal. On this view, the appropriateness of being grateful to a friend is to be 

judged in the same way as the appropriateness of wearing black at a funeral. Yet if we 

adopt this view, then the issue of free will is no longer central to the argument. If social 

convention guides which attitudes are normal and which are not, then there is no essential 

role (at least not an obvious role) for the ascription of free will to play, since the denial of 

free will would only reroute, rather than curtail, the force of our social conventions. If 

10 This difficulty reflects the ambiguity mentioned above (see p.133) as to whether it is the maintenance 
of our moral attitudes or our attitude toward our moral attitudes that is at issue. 
11 Again, if we assume that the focus of the MA argument is our attitude about our moral attitudes, then 
it is not surprising that the same issues that are relevant to our moral attitudes reemerge with respect to 
our attitude about these attitudes; viz., if our moral attitudes are supported by pragmatic reasons, then if 
our attitude about our moral attitudes is itself moral, it is reasonable to assume that this second-order 
attitude is also supported by pragmatic reasons. If so, the possibility of a regress becomes a concern. 



everyone began wearing white to funerals, it would soon become inappropriate (in this 

sense) to wear black. 
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The fourth reading we might give to what it means for our reactive attitudes to be 

appropriate is to assume that we cannot, as a matter of psychological fact, have reactive 

attitudes toward those to whom we do not ascribe free will. At first glance, this view 

seems obviously wrong. As mentioned above, we often have complex relations with 

animals and objects, and these relations typically include (or at least seem to include) 

reactive attitudes. Yet a case might be made for this view in terms of duration and depth. 

For example, although we might be grateful for the old car that made it across the country 

without breaking down, such gratitude is often shallow and fleeting (or merely similar to 

true gratitude); whereas the gratitude we feel for our parents endures even after they have 

died. Similarly, an infatuation may end as quickly as it begins whereas the roots oflove 

reach further into who we are and are much more difficult to pull. The plausibility of this 

reading would depend, then, on drawing a distinction between ersatz reactive attitudes and 

genuine reactive attitudes, and asserting that it is a psychological fact about us that we 

cannot have genuine reactive attitudes toward any individual to whom we do not ascribe 

freedom of will. 12 

In sum, the relevant sense in which an individual is an appropriate subject for our 

reactive attitudes is ambiguous between the sense in which the ascription of free will to 

that individual is necessary for the rational or moral justification of our reactive attitudes 

and the sense in which the ascription of free will is necessary to render such attitudes 

socially normal or psychologically possible. To help resolve this ambiguity--and since it is 

likely that the reading of lap propria tel which we adopt will reflect our conception of what 

12 One way to support this latter claim is to assert that we cannot (as a matter of psychological fact) enter 
into a personal relationship with another individual unless we consider that individual to be like us, and 
that it is impossible, as Kant maintained, for us to deny our own freedom of will. 



it is to have free will--I want to look at the MA argument in terms of two dominant 

accounts of free will addressed in the last chapter: the ability to will otherwise, and the 

ability to will what one wants to will. 

The Ability to Will Otherwise 
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Ifwe assume that our will is free if and only if we have the ability to will otherwise, then, 

according to the third premise of the MA argument, it would be inappropriate (in some 

sense) to have reactive attitudes toward an individual who did not have the ability to will 

otherwise. I3 There are two basic objections that this claim must address to be convincing. 

First, Harry Frankfurt has argued (1969, 1988) that instances of causal overdetermination 

present examples in which it is intuitively plausible to hold the agent in question morally 

responsible even though the agent lacked the ability to do (or will) otherwise. Second, as 

Susan Wolfhas argued (1980), it seems that there is an asymmetry in our moral attitudes: 

namely, that although moral blame is inappropriate when the agent could not have done 

(or willed) otherwise, moral praise does not seem to require such freedom. 

Causal Overdetermination 

Suppose that Frank wants to be initiated into a fraternity of animal rights activists, and 

that to do so he must sneak into the back room of the local zoo and release one of the 

animals from its cage. Although Frank has never been to the zoo, he has been told that 

there are four animals in the back room: a bobcat, a cougar, a lynx and a snake. Frank 

hates snakes. But he knows that releasing the snake would cause much less damage to the 

13 A. J. Ayer expressed a similar opinion about free action: "When I am said to have done something of 
my own free will it is implied that I could have acted otherwise; and it is only when it is believed that I 
could have acted otherwise that I am held to be morally responsible for what I have done." (1954, 271) 
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zoo, and hence would entail far less work for the zoo employees--one of whom is a friend 

of his. Frank also knows, given the strength of his desire to join the fraternity, that he will 

go through with the initiation, and hence that he must choose whether to handle the snake 

which he hates to save his friend the extra work, or release one of the cats instead. He 

decides, solely on the basis ofloyalty to his friend, to release the snake. That night, he 

drives to the zoo and releases the snake. Frank is unaware, however, that because of a 

childhood trauma involving the family cat he has a deep-seated phobia of all felines. Had 

his aversion to snakes outweighed his desire to prevent his friend from doing extra work, 

his phobia of cats would have caused him to change his mind and will the release of the 

snake instead. He could not have willed otherwise. Is Frank morally praiseworthy for 

deciding, on the basis of his friendship, to release the snake (which he detests) instead of 

one of the cats? 

It may seem that since Frank only thought he could will to release one of the cats 

rather than the snake, and hence actually had no choice, that he can neither be praised nor 

blamed for his decision. This conclusion, however, fails to address the core issue. The 

focus of such counterexamples is the question of why a condition that never enters into 

the actual causal history of the agent's coming to will what he wills should have a bearing 

on our moral judgment. If nothing would have been different about Frank's role in willing 

the release of the snake had he lacked his unconscious phobia, why should his phobia 

change our judgment of his moral responsibility?14 In other words, if the counterfactual 

14 John Fischer, crediting Carl Ginet, argues (1986, 188) that ifwe accept such counterexamples to the 
necessity of the ability to do otherwise for moral responsibility, we would be morally responsible for far 
too many things. For example, a man who believes he can stop the rain by praying (but who cannot) 
would be morally responsible for the rain continuing if he did not pray. The obvious rejoinder to this 
objection is that the man may be morally responsible for not praying, but not for the continuance of the 
rain since there is no causal relation between the man's praying (or lack of praying) and the rain. In the 
example above, it is presumed that Frank's deliberations were causally relevant to his willing to release 
the snake--not that he merely believed them to be so. 
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event in which Frank's phobia prevents him from willing the release of one of the cats is 

never realized, why should the mere truth of this counterfactual render our moral praise of 

Frank's actual will (and subsequent action) inappropriate?IS 

Van Inwagen has argued that such counterexamples fail to distinguish between 

event-particulars and universals. (1978,216) According to van Inwagen's objection, there 

are two possible events in the story about Frank: 'Frank willed the release of the snake 

because he wanted to minimize the work involved for his friend at the zoo', and 'Frank 

willed the release of the snake because his phobia prevented him from willing the release 

of one of the cats'. Although these two events share the same universal description-

'Frank willed the release of the snake'--they are not the same since their causal origins are 

different. Hence Frank could have willed otherwise insofar as he could have willed either 

of two causally distinct events and hence can be held morally responsible for what he 

willed to do. So, even though Frank is not morally responsible for the universal event he 

could not avoid (willing the release of the snake), he is nevertheless morally responsible 

for the particular event by which it was realized. To use van Inwagen's example, if all 

roads lead to Rome, we are morally responsible only for the road we choose, not for our 

final destination. 

One concern with van Inwagen's criticism is that the individuation of event 

particulars in terms of causal origin is convincing only if the causal distinction is relevant 

to our judgment of moral responsibility. For example, suppose that Frank also has an 

unconscious phobia offour-legged animals. Ifso, then two of the particular events that 

are possible are: 'Frank willing the release ofthe snake because he has a phobia of cats' 

IS Note the similarity here to the sea-battIe argument discussed in the first chapter. Again, it is not clear 
how we are to get from the truth of a counterfactual proposition (that had Frank tried to release one of the 
cats he would have changed his mind and released the snake instead) to the necessitation of the actual 
event (Frank willing the release of the snake). 
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and 'Frank willing the release of the snake because he has a phobia offour legged animals'. 

Yet even though Frank could have willed otherwise in this limited sense, the distinction is 

irrelevant with respect to our assessment of his moral responsibility. The only relevant 

consideration in this case is the more general causal claim that Frank's will was determined 

by a phobia. Similarly, if I am robbed by two men, it is irrelevant whether my fear of the 

gun in the first man's hand or my fear of the knife in the other man's hand causes me to 

hand over my money. 16 What is at issue is that I am forced, by an overwhelming fear for 

my life, to hand over my money. Hence counterexamples based on overdetermination 

must only be fine-grained enough to slip beneath the level of causal generality permitted 

by the situation. So it cannot be, as van Inwagen argues, that it is only the distinction of 

causal histories that motivates counterexamples based on overdetermination.17 

What then are we to make of van Inwagen's argument? I suggest that the appeal 

of van Inwagen's objection is primarily that the distinction of causal origin serves to single 

out two different kinds of events; one which is manipulated or forced and one which is 

not. 18 Ifso, then what makes the two events in which Frank willed the release of the 

snake morally different is that in one case he choose to will the release the snake and in the 

other he was forced, by his phobia of cats, to do so--and not that he could have willed 

otherwise. In other words, it is not that the two events have different causes (for, as I 

16 There may, of course, be cases in which this distinction is relevant--such as in the case where only my 
fear of guns is one that I cannot overcome. 
17 In the same spirit, John Fischer accuses van Inwagen of confusing "the ability deliberately to do 
othenvise with the possibility of something different occurring." (1986, 182) Fischer discusses a similar 
case in which he claims that if the attack on Pearl Harbor had been initiated by the command 'Commence 
the attack' it would not have been a different event (at least in terms of moral significance) had it been 
initiated by the command 'Destroy Pearl Harbor now' instead. (1986, 181) 
18 The same distinction may be involved in what Gary Watson calls 'Brave New World' cases; viz., it may 
be that what is objectionable about being conditioned to have certain desires is not simply that the ground 
of our desires lies outside ourselves, but that it involves intentional manipulation. The determinist will 
assert, of course, that we have no choice about our desires in any case. But whether the two events are 
ultimately different in kind is not at issue here since the counterexample need only assert that if the 
agent's will is free in the singularly determined case then it is free in the overdetermined case as well. 
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argued above, this distinction is not always relevant}, but that the kind of causes involved 

are different. 

As an example, ifI am an expert at disarming assailants but will to hand over my 

money to the men who are robbing me simply because I want to alleviate their financial 

desperation, this decision is different in kind from deciding to hand over my money 

because I am afraid of losing my life. What makes the former event different is that we do 

not feel compelled by altruism in the way we feel compelled by fear--and it is only when 

we are not compelled that we can do otherwise (if we ever can). So even ifit should tum 

out that my belief that I could have disarmed the two men was erroneous (and that had I 

tried I would have failed and been forced, by my fear of death, to will to hand over my 

money), this fact is irrelevant to the determination of my moral responsibility. In short, it 

may be that van Inwagen's objection relies primarily on the assumption that ifthe agent is 

morally responsible in cases of overdetermination it is because she was not compelled to 

act (or will) as she did in the actual sequence of events, not because the counterfactual 

event would have been a different event in virtue of its causal origin. 19 

There are two ways to take van Inwagen's objection in light of this suggested 

reading. On one hand, we can view the objection as asserting that any agent can always 

do (or will) otherwise in any instance that involves compulsion since the agent can always 

act (or will) either because he is compelled to do so or because he chooses to do so. On 

this view, there is always one option open to the agent in cases of overdetermination: he 

can either cause an action to be willed, or he can be caused to will an action. Thus an 

alcoholic can either will to take a drink because he cannot resist alcohol, or because he 

19 As Frankfurt puts it: "The fact that a person lacks alternatives does preclude his being morally 
responsible when it alone accounts for his behavior. But a lack of alternatives is not inconsistent with 
moral responsibility when someone acts as he does for reasons of his own, rather than simply because no 
other alternative is open to him." (1988, 95) 



144 

simply wants to take it. But, again, it is unclear what motivates the intuition that supports 

this objection. We would not, presumably, hold a man morally responsible for willing to 

take a drink merely because he had the option of doing so on the basis of his addiction to 

alcohol or his compulsion to please others. What makes this objection convincing is that 

one of the options available involves a (putatively) voluntary act of will. 

On the other hand, we can view van Inwagen's objection as a shift in focus away 

from the actual act (or will) to the counterfactual act (or will). To use the example above, 

rather than concentrating on the actual sequence of events in which Frank, ex hypothesi, 

freely chose to will the release of the snake to save his friend the trouble of capturing one 

of the cats, our attention is directed toward the possibility of Frank's phobia forcing him to 

will the release of the snake. This raises two concerns, neither of which are easily 

resolved. 

First, it is open to the defender of the overdetermination counterexample to assert 

that what is at issue is the particular event in question, not the determining basis of that 

event, and that the same argument could be applied to the determining basis as well. So, 

for example, the point of the story about Frank is that he could not have willed otherwise, 

not that he could not have tried to will otherwise. This assertion, however, is unlikely to 

persuade those who are convinced that it is only the option between determining bases 

that motivates the intuition that the agent is morally responsible, and that any example in 

which the determining basis is itself overdetermined will either undermine the intuition that 

the agent is morally responsible or rely on a further option between the determining bases 

ofthe event's determining basis. Since it is not clear that this issue can be resolved 

without appealing to presumptions that favor one side or the other, and since the line of 



argument parallels the discussion in chapter seven,20 I will not pursue this concern any 

further here. 
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Second, the shift if focus may indicate a change in the criteria used to evaluate the 

question of whether the agent is morally responsible in cases of causal overdetennination. 

For example, when we focus on the actual sequence of events that led Frank to will the 

release of the snake, the relevant consideration is that we would readily hold him morally 

responsible for exactly the same sequence of events were his will not overdetermined. 

This leads to the conclusion that the ability to will otherwise is irrelevant to our judgment 

of moral responsibility. Yet when we focus on the counterfactual sequence of events, the 

difference between the case in which Frank wills to release the snake because he decides 

to do so and the case in which he wills to release the snake because he is afraid of cats 

renders the causal basis of his will particularly salient.21 This shift in evaluative criteria 

would also help explain the difficulty in resolving the debate. 

In sum, although cases of causal overdetermination do not suffice to show, at least 

decisively, that our judgments of moral responsibility are detached from our assessment of 

the agent's ability to do (or will) otherwise--since it is the nature of such counterexamples 

that the event in question can have a different cause, and hence there is always an option 

open to the agent in this sense--these cases do at least show that the ability to do (or will) 

otherwise may not always be relevant to our judgments of moral repressibility--since the 

sense of moral responsibility in which the consideration of the presence of options (rather 

than the absence of coercion) is germane may not be the only sense which is relevant to 

20 See Lehrer's objection to the conditional analysis of'ean'. 
21 As a comparison, recall Locke's example of the man who was locked in a room when he was asleep. 
The intuition as to whether the man acted freely by remaining in the room typically varies according to 
whether the locked door or the man's choice is emphasized. As Locke noted, it may well be that there are 
two separate issues (or senses of 'free') involved in the example. 
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the assessment of the appropriateness of our reactive attitudes.22 Moreover, it seems that 

the questions that arise when trying to evaluate such counterexamples--such as what it is 

for an action to be voluntary (i.e., non-coereced)--are the same questions that arise when 

trying to explicate the appropriateness of a moral attitude. Hence it is doubtful that an 

appeal to the agent's ability to do (or will) otherwise will resolve the issue of what it is for 

our reactive attitudes to be appropriate. 

Asymmetric Moral Attitudes 

Susan Wolf has also questioned the necessity ofthe ability to will otherwise with respect 

to attributions of moral praise. (1983, 1990) Although Wolf admits that it would be unfair 

to hold a man morally responsible for a wrong action unless he could have stopped himself 

from doing it, she argues that willing the right action for the right reason is a sufficient 

condition for being morally praiseworthy and that therefore the ability to will otherwise is 

not a necessary condition for such praise. As an example, when Luther says, "Here I 

stand, I can do no other," his resolute stance deserves our respect even if it is true that he 

could not have done (or willed to do) otherwise. Similarly, the medieval doctrine that 

saints were unable to sin (non posse peccare), and yet were worthy of adoration, reflects 

this asymmetry in our moral attitudes. 

This view of the conditions for moral praise is not, of course, uncontroversial. 

Luther's statement can be read as a declaration ofthe strength of his reasons rather than an 

assessment of his ability to act (and will) against those reasons. Augustine's assertion that 

a stray horse is better than a rock--and that, therefore, human beings, though they sin, are 

22 This distinction will seem spurious, of course, to those who are antecedently convinced that the 
absence of coercion entails the presence of options. But this conviction begs the question. The 
determinist can still distinguish between voluntruy and coerced actions, and assert that our reactive 
attitudes are appropriate only when directed toward agents who have acted (or willed) voluntarily. 
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better than the angels--also challenges the view that saints cannot sin: what makes them 

saints is that they can sin, but do not. In addition, if we assume (as does Wolf) that an 

individual whose world view has been twisted by an immoral parent is not morally 

blameworthy, it is not clear why we should not withhold moral praise from an individual 

whose world view has been 'straightened' by a moral parent. 

Nevertheless, it is difficult to explain why our attributions of praise and blame are 

often asymmetric with respect to the agent's ability to do or will otherwise. One plausible 

explanation is that we tend to view those who do what is right as people who want to do 

what they do and who would not change their wants in light of new information, whereas 

we tend to view those who do what is wrong as people who either do not want to do what 

they do, or who would change, or desire to change, their wants should they be shown the 

error of their ways. Ifwe rely on this Platonic view, then our moral attitudes are, as Wolf 

suggests, independent (at least cases of praise) from the ability to do otherwise. 

Another possibility, in line with the discussion above, is that the ability to will 

otherwise is relevant only to the extent that it distinguishes different kinds of events. For 

instance, we would not praise Luther if his resolve issued from the fact that he was 

chained to the floor and could not move despite his desire to do so, whereas we would 

praise him if his resolve issued from his religious convictions even if those convictions 

prevented him from choosing any other course of action. If so, then, again, this distinction 

would serve to highlight the difference between the agent acting on his own reasons and 

not having a choice as to how to act. 

We might also explain the asymmetry in attributions of moral praise and blame 

(assuming that there is such an asymmetry) by appealing to a shift in the standards we use 

to evaluate each case; viz., when we are evaluating an agent who performed a moral act, 

we tend to focus on the reasons the agent had (such aS,pace Kant, the demands of moral 
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duty), whereas when we are evaluating an agent who perfonned an immoral act, we tend 

to focus on the forces acting on that agent (e.g., the cravings of an addiction). In other 

words, what we are interested in when we are assessing an agent's moral praiseworthiness 

is not what we are interested in when assessing moral culpability. If so, then moral praise 

might focus, for example, on the agent's integrity, and moral condemnation on the agent's 

autonomy.23 At any rate, the (apparent) asymmetry in our moral attitudes does at least 

call into question the ability to do otherwise as a necessary criterion for evaluating the 

appropriateness of our reactive attitudes. 

Appropriateness and the Ability To Will Otherwise 

At first glance, it seems obvious that it is inappropriate to hold others morally responsible 

for their will if they are forced to have the will they have, and that the best way to capture 

the absence of such force is in tenns of the ability to do otherwise. Yet instances of causal 

overdetermination (such as those offered by Frankfurt) as well as the apparent asymmetry 

of our moral attributions (as observed by Wolf) both argue against this view. As I argued 

above, however, neither counterexample is particularly persuasive. This suggests that the 

ambiguity as to the relevant sense of , appropriate' in the MA argument may be reflected in 

the way we look at the counterexamples. 

For example, when we are comparing morally responsible persons (mature, sane 

adults) with those whom we do not hold morally responsible (insane adults, children, 

animals, objects, etc.), considerations of logical consistency become salient and we tend to 

view the appropriateness of our moral attitudes in tenns of rational justification; i.e., in 

terms of the reasons we have for distinguishing between the two groups. As a result, we 

23 I will develop this possibility in chapters seven and eight. 
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typically concentrate on options. In other words, if we do not hold a mouse morally 

responsible because it must have the will it has, then we should not, on pain of being 

rationally inconsistent, hold a person morally responsible if she must also have the will she 

has. Given this orientation, when we consider examples such as the one in which Frank 

willed to release the snake, we tend to focus on the fact that Frank could not, in virtue of 

his phobia, have willed otherwise--and since Frank has, in this sense, as little option as to 

what he wills as does, say, a horse, our moral attitudes are as inappropriate (in the sense 

that they lack rational justification) when directed toward Frank as they would be when 

directed toward a horse. Similarly, if a saint must do what is right, our moral praise is as 

inappropriately applied to the saint as it is to the car that continues running until it is out 

of gas. 

Alternately, when we compare the actions of a saint to those of a sinner (both of 

whom we take to be morally responsible), moral considerations become salient and we 

tend to view the appropriateness of our moral attitudes in terms of moral justification; i.e., 

we typically concentrate on moral reasons. If an agent acts for the right reasons,24 then 

our praise is appropriate. Thus, to the extent that Frank's willing the release of the snake 

was grounded in the right reasons (to save his friend additional work), we should view 

Frank as morally praiseworthy for willing to release the snake regardless of his phobia of 

cats. Similarly, if a saint wills the right action for the right reasons, it is irrelevant to our 

attributions of praise whether he could have willed otherwise. 

In sum, if we take the concept of free will to be captured by the ability to will 

otherwise--which is, at least at first glance, the most intuitively compelling construal--the 

most plausible reading of 'appropriate' is in terms of rational justification since this 

24 This is the view Kant emphasized when writing about Wille. The ambiguity in Kant's work--between 
Wille and Willkar-has obvious parallels here since Wille and Willkar reflect the 'right reasons' sense of 
freedom and the 'choice' sense of freedom respectively. 
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definition invites us to compare types of individuals. It is not surprising, therefore, that 

the counterexamples discussed above involve cases in which the tendency is to view the 

appropriateness of our moral judgments in terms of moral justification. So if we accept 

that free will is to be captured in terms of the ability to will otherwise, the MA view must, 

ifit is to be convincing, maintain that our moral attitudes are appropriate only if they are 

rationally justified (which renders it vulnerable to counterexamples). This requirement, in 

conjunction with the difficulty of explicating the counterfactual claim that the agent 'could 

have done otherwise', suggests that the MA argument may be served better by a different 

definition offree will. 

Willing What One Wants to Will 

On this account of free will, we can interpret the third premise of the MA argument as the 

claim that a necessary condition for the appropriateness of our moral attitudes toward 

others is that we view them as willing what they want to will. Again, this approach seems 

initially plausible. If an addict does not have the will she wants to have, it is inappropriate 

to hold her morally responsible for her will to take drugs (although she may be morally 

blameworthy for her initial will to take drugs). Moreover, not only is this approach 

consistent with cases of causal overdetermination and the praiseworthiness of saints who 

cannot will otherwise, but it is difficult to imagine a situation in which we would hold a 

person morally responsible for performing an action even though we recognize that her 

will was not the will she wanted.25 

2S There are, however, some troubling cases. Is it appropriate to condemn a father for abusing his child 
once we find out that the father was also abused as a child and hates having the will to be abusive? My 
intuition is that moral condemnation in this case is appropriate even though the father does not want the 
will he has. Yet it is not clear to me whether this intuition is engendered by the suspicion that he can do 
something to prevent such abuse. Perhaps the intuition rests on the conviction that a father who abuses 
his child has willingly eschewed responsibility for his abusive nature (such as would be the case if he 
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The difficulty with this account of free will, however, is that it inherits the concerns 

ofa hierarchical approach. For instance, it seems clear that we would blame a friend who 

willingly lied to us even though he did not want that to be his will if we knew that he had a 

third-order desire that his second-order desire not to have the will to lie remain ineffective. 

Conversely, a woman might will to encourage her daughter without ever forming a desire 

to have, or not to have, this will--and yet it seems quite appropriate to praise her for 

having the will she does. This latter concern can be raised in another way by questioning 

whether any desire (or want) is necessary for the appropriateness of our moral attitudes. 

For example, a Kantian might claim that wanting one's will, in the sense of a natural desire 

to will as one does, is (negatively) relevant only if that desire effectively determines one's 

will. The difficulty, again, is that it is not clear that we should identify the agent with her 

second-order desires. 

The most significant problem with this approach, however, is that this account of 

free will succeeds as a necessary condition for the appropriateness of our moral attitudes 

only at the cost of rendering the conclusion of the MA argument much less interesting. 

Given, as I have argued, that 'willing what one wants to will' is implausible as a sufficient 

condition for free will--since the account does not specify how one is to come to want 

what one wants--the best reading of the conclusion of the MA argument is that part of 

what it is for our moral attitudes to be appropriate is that the agent in question wants the 

will they have; but it is the remaining considerations in which we are interested.26 For 

refused to go to counseling for his problem) and is therefore morally responsible for his will. In general, 
weakness of will is a difficulty for this view; viz., it is always possible to wonder if the agent really wants 
(or does not want) the will he has. 
26 However, if the problems of identification and derivation could be overcome within the account offree 
will itself, it would be a further question as to whether the MA view is then cogent (given this emended 
account offree will). In other words, the difficulties discussed above may be due to the account offrce 
will employed and not the MA view. I suspect, however, that, for reasons mentioned in the last chapter, 
these problems cannot both be solved (since the premises required to solve each problem separately are 
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example, should a heroine addict reluctantly come to acknowledge the hopelessness of her 

situation, and, out of despair, undertake to cultivate in herself the desire to have the will 

(to take heroine) that she must have, does she, if she is successful, thereby come to be an 

appropriate subject for our moral censure? Arguably, she does not; she has merely 

reconciled herself to her fate, and the fated are not free. Thus, since 'willing what one 

wants to will' can only ground a partial account of what it is for an agent to be an 

appropriate subject of our moral attitudes, the MA view (given this account) places a far 

less stringent restriction on the appropriateness of our moral attitudes than it would first 

appear. 

In light of the above discussion, since 'willing what one wants to will' specifies a 

type ofwill--one that is wanted--rather than a type of individual, the most plausible 

reading of the third premise of the MA argument is in terms ofa moral justification. So 

although willing what one wants to will may be a necessary condition for an agent to be an 

appropriate subject of our moral attitudes, what drives the MA argument on this account 

is the implication that one wills what one does for the right reasons.27 Viewing the agent 

as wanting the will he has would then be only a partial justification for our moral attitudes 

(since this condition serves only to pick out those agents who are not morally responsible 

rather than those who are) and the full justification of our moral attitudes would depend 

on our assessment of the (moral) reasons behind the agent's second-order desire. In short, 

viewing free will in terms of willing what one wants to will tends to focus our attention on 

the moral reasons behind that desire (which in tum suggests that 'appropriateness' is to be 

jointly inconsistent), and that the MA argument is convincing only insofar as it assumes an account offree 
will that is vague enough to support the appearance of having neither problem (or solution). 
27 For example, Susan Wolfhas suggested that we need the ability to do otherwise only ifthere is "good 
and sufficient reason" to do so. (1980, 159) Daniel Dennett has claimed that moral responsibility entails 
the inability to do wrong in the future. (1984, 133). And A. 1. Ayer has written that we are only morally 
responsible for actions consistent with our characters. (1954,275). 
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interpreted in tenns of moral justification) rather than one's choice to have (or not to have) 

that desire (which, alternately, would suggest that we interpret 'appropriateness' in tenns 

of rational justification). 

Appropriate Attitudes 

What, then, are we to make of the claim in the third premise of the MA argument that the 

only appropriate subject for our moral attitudes and practices is an agent to whom we 

ascribe free will? Arguably, the importance and centrality of the MA argument to the free 

will debate relies on the conviction that our moral attitudes infonn and constrain our 

conception of free will.28 If so, then we should expect our concept offree will to reflect 

our moral convictions. Yet, as the discussion above indicates, the connection between 

morality and free will is not as clear as it first appears. Moreover, if the appropriateness of 

our moral attitudes depends on our ascription of right reasons to the agent in question, 

without some independent account of what it is for a reason to be right, the connection 

between free will and morality is, to this extent, uninfonnative. Hence it may be that the 

MA argument is neither as central nor as important to the problem of free will as it seems 

to be. But if this is indeed the case, some explanation is due as to why the third premise is 

intuitively compelling. 

As I argued above, there is an ambiguity with respect to the sense in which our 

reactive attitudes are appropriate. Given an instrumentalist conception of rationality and 

the fundamental value of sustaining our moral attitudes and practices, it seems reasonable 

to assert that what is at issue is moral justification. As Saint Augustine put it, "[b loth 

28 This reciprocal relation between free will and morality is, perhaps, the most obvious in Kant's work. 
Kant concluded, after arguing that our sense of moral duty implies both our freedom from natural 
inclination and our freedom to will according to the law of reason, that "though freedom is certainly the 
ratio essendi of moral law, the latter is the ratio cognoscendi offreedom." (1956, 119) 
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punishment and reward would be unjust ifman did not have free will." (1960, 160) It was 

Augustine's conviction that it would be wrong--not just irrational, but immoral--for God 

to punish or reward us if we lacked free wilI, and that since it is inconceivable that God is 

immoral, we must have free will. It is also clear that Augustine, like Kant (see fn.28), 

thought that there was a reciprocal relationship between free will and moral responsibility: 

our moral attitudes toward others are justified only if we ascribe free will to them, and we 

come to understand that others have free wilI on the basis of our conviction that they are 

morally responsible. Yet although this view does inform and constrain our conception of 

free will to some extent, it does not tell us why free will and morality should be connected. 

Although the MA view attempts to explain this connection, the ambiguity with respect to 

the type of justification involved in the interpretation of 'appropriate' undermines the 

explanation. 

This difficulty lends support to alternate interpretations of the appropriateness of 

our moral attitudes. For example, a utilitarian will argue that our moral attitudes and 

practices are ultimately justified (to the extent that they are justified) on the basis of social 

utility: social harm is discouraged by moral condemnation, and social benefit is encouraged 

by moral approbation. The value of happiness (rather than morality) would be basic on 

this view, and the justification involved would be a matter of instrumental rationality, 

thereby allowing for well-goverened moral attitudes (i.e., attitudes that do not degenerate 

into simple dispositions) and a view offree wilI that is grounded in social utility.29 

The most prominent objection to such a consequentialist approach appeals to a 

sense of appropriateness that has so far been ignored: psychological possibility. This 

objection asserts that our moral attitudes are essentially reactive. We do not decide to 

29 A consequentialist justification accords with the MA view in that there can be no pragmatic reason to 
deny the utilitarian justification of our moral attitudes ifby doing so we thereby weaken the personal 
relationships that are a fundamental source of happiness for us. 
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resent someone (on the basis of the consequences of doing so), we simply react to the 

actions of others with resentment; and we do not praise or blame others simply because it 

will be useful in manipulating them, but because they deserve to be praised or blamed. 

Accordingly, if the appropriateness of our moral attitudes is grounded in the conclusion 

that they will be efficacious in procuring our happiness, then they are not moral attitudes. 

This objection is similar to the thesis that as a matter of psychological fact, we cannot 

simply decide to have a certain belief, regardless of how happy it would make us to have 

it, since we can only form beliefs in response to evidence.3o Similarly, we cannot simply 

decide to resent someone, we can only react to them with resentment. For this objection 

to be convincing, however, it must maintain that our attitudes are moral only if they are 

appropriately reactive. Otherwise, the habitual reactions of those who initially adopted 

(or were taught to adopt) certain attitudes for the sake oftheir beneficial consequences 

would count as reactive attitudes (since, for example, they would react with resentment in 

situations where doing so would generally tend to maximize happiness).31 

But, again, what does it mean for an attitude to be appropriately reactive? Given 

the MA argument, the most plausible explanation would be that our attitudes are moral 

only when we are reacting to the behavior of an agent to whom we ascribe free will. This 

would render the probable benefit of holding such an attitude irrelevant. Ifso, our 

attitudes are appropriately reactive just in case we are reacting to the person and not the 

situation; viz., when the object of our judgment is the agent himself. This explanation, 

however, embroils us in a further dilemma. 

30 This is not a very plausible psychological thesis as it stands, of course, since we occasionally do fonn 
beliefs without evidence-e.g. wishful thinking. Yet as a generalization it does serve as a useful analogy. 
31 This observation concedes the response of the rule utilitarian. Kant's claim that the determination of 
the good will must be essentially independent of natural inclinations and desires (i.e. happiness) aligns 
with the objection to this response. 
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As Jonathan Bennett has pointed out (1980), the answer to the question of what it 

is that we are reacting to when we form moral attitudes is far from clear. Ifwe assume 

that we are reacting to certain objective characteristics of the agent in question--viz., that 

the agent's will is free--this assumption pulls against the what Strawson has called the 

participatory character of reactive attitudes. To put this point in terms of the MA 

argument, if we had a reason to adopt an objective orientation (in order to pick out the 

relevant characteristics that the 'right' type of agent must have), then we would have a 

reason to deny free will since it is from the objective standpoint that free will appears 

untenable--and this would contradict the claim that there can be no such reason. Nor can 

it be that we are reacting to persons as such, for there are instances--such as the relation of 

a psychiatrist to a patient--in which we accept that the agent is a person but nevertheless 

maintain that our reactive attitudes would be inappropriate if directed toward that person. 

Moreover, it would be obviously circular to claim that the subject of our reactive attitudes 

is appropriate in virtue of being the kind of agent toward whom our reactive attitudes are 

appropriate.32 

As a result, we are faced with a dilemma. It cannot be that we are reacting to a 

certain type of agent (for this requires an objective perspective which vitiates the reactive 

nature of our moral attitudes), and yet if we focus simply on the participatory nature of 

our moral attitudes, there is no apparent reason to bar moral attitudes toward individuals 

without free will, animals, and even objects (since the criteria by which we distinguish 

between these groups cannot be given a precise specification). 

32 Bennett suggests that part of the answer to this dilemma is that reactive attitudes involve a suspension 
of teleological inquiry: ifwe ask how our reactive attitudes will affect the person toward who they are 
directed, we must take an objective (rather than participatory) perspective. This argues, obviously, against 
the utilitarian position. But Bennett's suggested criterion does not tell us what reactive attitudes are, only 
what they are not. 
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Conclusions 

Although the MA argument is initially compelling, it remains unclear how we are to 

disambiguate the sense of appropriateness that is relevant in the third premise. Ifwe 

assume that to have free will is to have the ability to will otherwise, two problems arise. 

First, the MA argument then becomes vulnerable to counterexamples based on causal 

overdetermination. And second, the appropriateness of our moral attitudes must be 

grounded in rational justification--and this ground is in tension with the intuition that our 

moral attitudes are essentially subjective and participatory. Alternately, if we assume that 

to have free will is to have the will one wants to have, then the conclusion of the MAo 

argument is relatively uninformative. Yet if we approach the argument in terms of the 

most plausible view of appropriateness and conclude that our moral attitudes are only 

psychologically possible as reactions, not only is it unclear what we are supposed to be 

reacting to, but the relationship of our moral attitudes to free will becomes dubious. 

As I suggested earlier, the difficulty of specifying just what is at stake in the MA 

argument may be due to the orientation we adopt toward the problem. Given that what 

we take to be the correct construal of appropriateness depends on our view of the 

relationship between free will and morality, and our construal of this relationship depends 

on our view of what it is for an attitude to be appropriate, we should expect that our 

intuitions regarding moral issues should vary according to the perspective of the example. 

For instance, an example that emphasizes the external forces acting on an agent will tend 

to elicit the intuition that an attitude must be rationally justified to be appropriate (in which 

case the question of choice is salient), whereas an example that emphasizes the character 

of the agent will tend to elicit the intuition that an attitude must be morally justified to be 

appropriate (in which case the question of the agent's moral reasoning is salient). 
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Consider the following example. Sally, who is terrified of being rejected, has 

managed to remain ignorant of her husband's affair. But her husband's lover, who wants 

Sally and her husband to divorce, manages to manipulate Sally into willing a confrontation 

with her husband. Given that Sally could not have resisted this manipulation, it does not 

seem appropriate to respect Sally for having the courage to overcome her fear of rejection 

and confront her husband. This example emphasizes what Sally could not do; viz., she 

could not will otherwise; she had no choice. Alternately, suppose that her husband's lover, 

knowing that Sally was miserable in her state of repression, hypnotically induced in Sally 

the previously absent desire to reflect on her marriage in terms of her deepest desires and 

needs. As a result of this induced reflection, Sally comes to the point where she is willing 

to confront her husband without being paralyzed by the fear of rejection. Since willing an 

action on the basis of a rational evaluation of one's desires and needs is, presumably, a 

paradigmatic instance of free will, it seems appropriate to respect Sally for her decision to 

confront her husband. This second example emphasizes what Sally was able to do; viz., 

she was able to will, for good reasons, to change her life. 

One way to approach the evaluation of the MA argument, therefore, is to ask what 

initial orientation is appropriate with respect to the examples that are used to support or to 

undermine the argument. However, since the MA argument cannot address this question, 

the argument alone is unlikely to convince anyone who is not already inclined to accept its 

conclusion. Moreover, if, as I suggested above, the ambiguity of the term 'appropriate' in 

the third premise cannot be resolved--that is, if the evaluative standards that are elicited by 

one orientation are inconsistent with those elicited by the other--then the MA argument 

cannot help us get any closer to the truth about the relation between free will and morality. 



Chapter Six 

The Personal Association View 

"Real isn't how you are made," said the Skin Horse. "It's a thing that happens 
to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, 
but really loves you, then you become Real. " 

Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
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In this chapter, I will suggest an alternative argument to the Moral Attitudes view that 

accords with the pragmatic perspective but centers the value of free will in the function of 

conferring the status of personhood. On this alternative view--which I will call the 

Personal Association argument or the P A view--having free will and being morally 

responsible outline the coat of arms by which an agent is recognized as a full member of 

society, as a person. I will argue, however, that this view also fails to show that the 

pragmatic perspective is paramount. 
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An Alternative to the MA View 

Suppose that we are interested in providing an account of what sort of piece is able to 

move diagonally, and only diagonally, across the board during a game of chess; that is, of 

what it is to be a bishop. After many hours of observation, we conclude that to be a 

bishop is to be a plastic, metal, wood or ceramic artifact, taller than a pawn and shorter 

than a queen, with a flat bottom and a pointed top. We then see two people playa game 

of chess in which they substitute a penny for a missing bishop, and later we observe a man 

playa game of chess against a computer where the bishop is a fluorescent pattern on the 

screen. It would occur to us at that point that it was a mistake to look for the intrinsic 

qualities that a thing must have to be a bishop, and that 'being a bishop' is a relation 

established by the conventions of the game of chess. In other words, to ask if an object is 

a bishop on the basis of objective qualities would be meaningful only in the context where 

those qualities picked out the appropriate relationship. 'The skinny piece next to the horse' 

might serve to identify a bishop in one game but not in another. 

In the same way, the difficulty of providing an account of what sort of beings have 

free will--that is, of what it is to be a moral agent--on the basis of the characteristics which 

a being must have (such the ability to will otherwise, or having the right psychological 

configuration of desires and levels of desires), suggests that freedom of will may be better 

approached in terms ofa conventionally determined relationship. After all, if the value we 

place on free will is due to the personal relationships it supports, then it is worth asking if 

by ascribing free will to an agent we are not simply according him a particular social status 

rather than making a claim about his metaphysical attributes; and if so, what is at stake 

when our free will is threatened is the loss of that social role (in the same way that what is 

at stake when the penny that stands for a bishop is threatened by a rook is not the loss of 

its monetary worth but its game-defined status). 
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The P A Argument 

Given that free will and morality are to be viewed in terms of social relations, what sort of 

relations are involved, and how are these relations connected? The following account--the 

P A view--suggests a possible answer to this question. 

To understand what a bishop is, we need to ask what its role is within the context 

of a game of chess. Similarly, the P A view asks what the role of ascriptions of free will is 

in a social context. One obvious function of the ascription offree will is to accord both 

dignity and moral responsibility to an agent; to ascribe free will to someone is to accept 

her as a member of society, and therefore acknowledge that she has the same rights and 

obligations as every other member, to view her as one who belongs. Thus, on the P A 

view, the ascription of free will and moral responsibility are constitutive of the way in 

which we relate to persons: we do not determine whether others have free will and on 

that basis accord them the status of being morally responsible, we relate to them as 

persons by ascribing free will and moral responsibility to them. The main distinction of the 

P A view is that it conceives of the ascription of free will as a mark of a particular social 

role or association rather than a jUdgment of an objective characteristic. Thus having free 

will, like being a bishop or being a work of art, is not simply a matter of possessing certain 

characteristics--although it is often expressed in such terms--but of having the appropriate 

contextual role. According to the PA view, free will is manifested not possessed. l To ask 

whether an agent has free will, therefore, is to assume the context in which the question is 

meaningful, and to assess that agent accordingly. 

1 As one might define art (and therefore what it is to have artistic value) in tenns of the role it plays in 
the artistic community (see Dickie, 1984), the PA view defines personhood (and therefore what it is to 
have free will) in tenns of the role the agent plays in the community. 
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The Social Dimension of Free Will 

What reason do we have for supposing that free will is essentially a social relation, or even 

that free will has a social dimension? If, as Jonathan Bennett points out (1980,22), our 

reactive attitudes are essentially expressions of caring about the attitudes of other people, 

then moral responsibility may be foremost a matter of social status, of belonging, of having 

someone to whom one is morally responsible, as well as someone who can be held morally 

responsible.2 If so, then moral responsibility need not be a necessary consequence of one's 

nature (as a Kantian would claim that our moral duty is a consequence of our rationality). 

One might, for instance, become morally responsible by assuming responsibility for one's 

actions~ i.e., by accepting the socially defined parameters of an individual to whom the 

ascription of free will is appropriate. Our autonomy would then be better described in 

terms of what we do rather than in terms of how we are built. 3 

A further observation that supports the social dimension offree will is, as Isaiah 

Berlin has noted (1969, 154-62), that in the struggle for political freedom people are often 

more concerned with gaining respect than they are with gaining various liberties. Similarly, 

an adolescent, fighting to be independent from her parents, may incur more restrictions on 

her activities (e.g. she might loose her allowance and be forced to get a job instead), but 

win the fight insofar as her parents come to regard her as an adult. Admittedly, liberties 

2 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, 'free' originally meant 'dear' and was applied to members 
of the household. To be free was to be a part of the family, not a slave. Similarly, 'liberty' was originally 
associated with being a Roman citizen. This etymological basis indicates that our conception offreedom 
has its roots more in belonging and accountability than in individuality and immunity. 
3 Gerald Dworkin suggests that our autonomy ties us to others since "moral rules often function to 
provide solutions to a coordination problem--a situation in which what one agent wishes to do depends 
upon his expectations of what other agents will do--agents whose choices are in tum dependent on what 
the first agent will do. Such conventions depend upon mutual convergence of patters of behavior ... all 
of these preclude individual invention." (1978, 159) 
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usually accompany respect, but this need not be so. We might show a man more respect 

by imprisoning him than by letting him go free. Accordingly, the dignity and respect that 

comes with being viewed as an individual with free will may be more important to us than 

the loss of the liberty of having no moral responsibiIity.4 It is this observation that explains 

why the global indoctrination in Huxley's Brave New World is so offensive; it is not that 

the citizens, given the lives they have been designed to live, are less autonomous. In fact, 

they are more autonomous than are we insofar as they are able to do and will what they 

deeply desire, and are free from the inner turmoil to which we are prone. What we find 

disturbing is the situation itself--the way in which the citizens come to live the lives they 

do. It is the prospect of being manipulated by others--even if the result is a happier, more 

integrated and coherent life--that the reader of the novel finds degrading; the prospect of 

being treated without respect. S 

4 There are several problems with this observation of course. For one, it is not clear what it means to 
have dignity. If we view dignity as self-respect, then having the will one wants, or being able to do 
otherwise, may be necessary to ground self-respect (in which case the appeal to dignity is unhelpful in 
explicating free will). Yet if we view dignity as a honor conferred on us by society--the honor of being 
treated as an full member of society, as an adult--then free will clearly has a social dimension. It is this 
latter point which I wish to emphasize: to be treated with dignity is to be treated as an agent with free 
will, as someone who is appropriately sensitive to moral censure and approbation. The problem is that not 
only is there some equivocation between these two sense of 'dignity' (e.g., is it that we want to be treated 
with respect or that we want to be worthy of being treated with respect?), but the question of what it means 
to be appropriately sensitive to moral attitudes is difficult to answer. I will address some ofthese 
problems later in the chapter. 
S The intuition here is that even if the citizens in this new world are respected for their character and 
abilities, and held morally responsible for their decisions and actions, there is a (counterfactual) sense in 
which it is not their character and abilities that are respected (but the character and abilities which they 
have been given) and that they are not truly morally responsible since they are not responsible for being 
the kind of person they have been designed to be. Although it is not clear that we can make sense of the 
claim that the citizen's 'true self is to be identified with who they would have been had they not been 
manipUlated, it is clear, I think, that this intuition is the one which Huxley attempts to foster in his novel. 
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Advantages of the PA View 

By viewing the value of free will in the realm of social relations, the PA view gains some 

explanatory advantage over the MA view. For example, if we assume that the ability to 

do otherwise grounds moral responsibility, it is difficult to explain, at least on a purely 

physiological basis, why we excuse those agents whose thinking is affected by a brain 

tumor (which causes them to act oddly) but not those whose thinking is affected by 

normal brain structure since, presumably, both groups are responding to the influences of 

biochemical reactions. On the PA view, the distinction is easily explained insofar as a 

brain tumor, but not normal brain structure, affects social relations.6 Similarly, although 

the insane, the delirious and the very young may have even a greater ability to act or will 

otherwise than do normal adults they are not considered morally responsible on the P A 

view because they do not enter into normal social relations. And, as mentioned above, the 

P A view can also account for the intuitive connection between free will and dignity. 

Though it is not clear how having the ability to do or will otherwise ensures one's dignity 

(particularly if we agree that the insane have the ability to do otherwise but lack dignity), if 

free will entails having a place in society and being treated according, then the connection 

between free will and dignity is obvious. 

Another advantage of the P A view is that it can account for the distinction 

commonly made between what an agent is free to will and what he is able to will. For 

example, we might say 'She is not free to refuse a cigarette' if the woman in question is 

addicted to smoking, but we would not say 'She is not free to refuse to be mortal'. By 

6 Another way to put this point is to claim that although the thought process of the person with a 
debilitating brain tumor may be limited to certain biochemical pathways, so, too, are the thoughts of a 
normal adult, and that the relevant difference is not that the person with the tumor is less able to act 
otherwise but that her actions, and her reasons for their doing so, do not accord with social expectations. 



165 

tying free will with nonnal social relations7, the P A view picks out the nonnal abilities to 

which our talk of freedom is typically restricted. 

The Trouble with PA 

One obvious concern raised by the P A view is that ascriptions of personhood and free will 

are occasionally disjoint. For instance, although we do not ascribe free will to those 

whose lives are controlled by obsessions and compulsions, we nevertheless treat them as 

persons; that is, as beings who deserve to be treated with dignity and respect, and who 

have the same basic rights as any other member of society. The same is true for the insane 

or those in a coma; we do not stop treating individuals as persons deserving of dignity 

simply because they are ill or injured. Nor is it obvious that to acknowledge that an 

individual has free will is to acknowledge that she is a person. One might, for example, 

view a wholly amoral agent as having free will but as lacking a necessary condition (i.e., a 

sense of right and wrong) for being a person. In addition, there is reason to question 

whether free will and moral responsibility are conceptually linked. A child may have free 

will (in the sense that she is aware of what she wants and desires to have the wants she 

has), and yet, since her comprehension of the world as well as herself is immature, she may 

nevertheless be an inappropriate subject for ascriptions of moral responsibility. 

This disparity between personhood and free will is also evident in the difficulty the 

P A view has in capturing the threat of detenninism. I can be a fully integrated member of 

my society, with the dignity and status of any person, and yet still doubt that I have free 

will. I may even fear that it is true that all of my actions are determined. If so, then 

7 It would be helpful, of course, to know exactly what normal social relations are. I take it, however, that 
we have a rough idea of what it is for a man to be unique or different (i.e., near the edge of the parameters 
of social normality) rather than weird or 'off his rocker' (i.e., beyond the parameters of normality), and 
that this rough idea is sufficient to make the point. 
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whatever free will is, it cannot be captured purely in terms of personal associations. In 

addition, since to say that a person has free will is analytic on the PA view, if we assume 

that free will entails moral responsibility (in the absence of mitigating circumstances), then 

the question of whether our moral attitudes toward persons are justified cannot be raised-

yet this is a question that is often asked, and one which is central to understanding the 

threat of determinism. 8 

A supporter of the PA view might respond to this objection by pointing out that 

the insane, the compulsive, those in a coma, and the immature are actually not thought of 

as persons but as potential, former, incipient, or even intermittent persons: viz., that we 

ascribe personhood to such agent's on the basis of the lives they led, the lives they will 

lead, or the lived they could lead, but not on the basis of what they are or their present 

lives. According to this response, when a psychiatrist suspends her reactive attitudes 

toward her patient, she is suspending her patient's status as a person and viewing that 

patient, temporarily, as no more than a puzzle to be solved, a project to be completed. 

Moreover, when we do question whether a person should be held morally responsible for 

an act or will that is not coerced, we do so only by questioning the distinction between 

persons and objects, and it is this worry--that we may loose the dignity of being treated as 

a person--that explains the threat of determinism. 

8 There is a deeper issue here as to what it means to ask this question. On one construal of the PA view, 
to raise such a concern would be to pull 'free will' out of the context in which it is defined, and render the 
question meaningless. P.F. Strawson apparently supports a similar position when he writes that the 
framework of attitudes itself is given with the fact of human society, and that "as a whole, it neither calls 
for, nor permits, an external 'rational' justification." (1962, 23) If, however, we construe the PA view as a 
simple functionalist account, this question merely challenges the sufficiency of the view (in much the 
same way that Moore's 'open question' argument challenges the sufficiency of a naturalistic view of 
goodness). For example, one might agree that an agent (or even a robot) functions as a person in human 
society and yet still doubt whether that agent is morally responsible or has free will. As I will argue in 
chapter seven, one plausible way to understand this question is to recognize that its meaning depends on 
an implicit shift in contextual considerations. 
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Although this response goes some way toward patching the connection between 

ascriptions offree will and ascriptions of personhood, there are additional concerns. For 

instance, even if this connection can be maintained, it seems more likely that we come to 

treat an agent as a person only after we discover (or infer) that they have free will.9 In the 

same way, it is more plausible to think of people as embedded in normal social roles in 

virtue of certain capacities and abilities they have that allow them to integrate with society 

rather than that they have such capacities and abilities in virtue of their social role. We 

also tend to think of one's personhood as a more stable attribute than a social position; i.e., 

it does not seem that we would forfeit our freedom of will were we to be excluded from 

society. So although the PA view does allow for a possible explanation of the connection 

between being a person and having free will, it is unable to provide an adequate account of 

this relationship--particularly with respect to the question of whether personhood or free 

will is foundational. 10 

To put this concern in a slightly different way, given that an attitude is a mode of 

relating to an object, and that a moral attitude is a mode of relating to a person, although 

the P A view helps explain what such a relation might be, since it is silent as to the nature 

ofa person apart from this relationship, the adequacy of the account can be questioned. II 

For example, ifit is enough that an agent fulfill the social role ofa person to be a person, 

9 As an example, our treatment of animals seems to be dcpendcnt on what we discover about their ability 
to plan, make considcred choices, and form intentions. 
10 An additional concern is that since we often come to deny that an individual is morally responsible in a 
particular case as we come to understand the forces to which he was subject, it seems we could also come 
to dcny that individuals are, in general, morally responsible. Tout com prendre, c'est tout pardonner. If 
so, then the connection between being a person and being morally responsible is untenable. 
11 As an example of the same concern, Sorcn Kierkcgaard's writings are often criticized for emphasizing 
the subjective aspect of faith--i.e., that it is the relation of an individual to the object of faith that is 
fundamental--while ignoring the question of what this relationship is to be directed toward. Since this 
cmphasis allows the object offaith to be a marble statue rather than the true god, Kierkegaard's account of 
faith appears to be inadequate. (See Adams, 1977.) 
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then would a well-programed automaton be a person?12 Moreover, it will not do to say 

that any agent (or object) with which one has a personal relationship will suffice as (and is 

necessarily) an appropriate subject of our moral attitudes since we have close, personal 

relationships with those we do not hold morally accountable (such as infants) and we 

blame and praise those with whom we lack personal relationships (such as the president of 

a company that produces chlorofluorocarbons, or the pet that abandons us by dying). 

Perhaps the defender of the P A view could account for such examples by appealing to the 

projection of appropriate personal relationships, but such a defence would require a more 

definite account of what it is for a personal relationship to be appropriate. 

Summary 

Susan Wolf has claimed that we view ourselves one way when thinking about moral 

responsibility and another way when thinking about freedom. (1980, 157) This is not 

surprising. When we focus on free will, we tend to contrapose persons and objects, or 

individuals with free will and individuals who are compulsive, coerced or manipulated. 

This encourages an objective view point from which the question of what options are 

available to the agent becomes relevant. Whereas when we focus on moral responsibility, 

we tend to rely on our moral intuitions, our reactions (or our imagined reactions) to the 

people involved. This encourages a subjective view point from which the question of the 

agent's reasoning and motivation become relevant. The P A view takes the subjective 

perspective seriously. As it would be insufficient to describe one's love solely in terms of 

the qualities of the beloved, or a work of art solely in terms of the materials of which it is 

composed, it is insufficient on the P A view to speak only of the intrinsic characteristics 

12 The answer to this question is, of course, quite controversial. For an example of a negative (anti
functionalist) reply see Searl (1984). 



and abilities of the agent apart from the perspective of the social relationship in which 

those characteristics and abilities have meaning. 
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As mentioned earlier, if we take the PA argument to assert that terms such as 'free 

will', 'person' and 'moral responsibility' make sense only within the context of an 

established social relationship, then to ask, for example, whether a hermit has free will 

would be render 'free will' meaningless--something like saying, "Forget about chess, is this 

thing a bishop or not?" 13 Yet even ifit is true, initially, that it only makes sense to 

question an agent's freedom of will from within the context in which the words are used 

and come to have their meaning--that is, from within a participatory perspective--it does 

not follow that it is always illegitimate to question our method of assessing an agent's 

freedom of will. As an example, in the wayan established legal procedure can provide the 

schema for its own legal evaluation, our participatory procedure for assessing an agent's 

freedom of will may come to provide the schema for assessing the procedure itself. 14 If 

we can question our attitudes toward objects, it seems that we can come to question our 

attitudes toward people as well since the latter perspective is a natural extension of the 

former. It is far from clear, however, whether these two perspectives can be reconciled. 

It would seem, then, that whether the P A view gets the relationship between being 

a person and being morally responsible backward depends on what we take to be forward. 

In Freedom and Resentment, Strawson characterized these two perspectives as the view 

of the 'pessimist' and the 'optimist'. The pessimist wants to know the justificative basis for 

our moral practices, and demands that those we judge morally must actually deserve our 

13 This same point can be made in epistemological tenos. For example, Lawrence BonJour (1985) 
discusses the need for what he calls the doxastic presumption: a metabelief about the coherence of one's 
system of beliefs. BonJour claims that epistemic justification for this presumption is neither possible nor 
required since epistemic justification is only defined--and hence only makes sense-within a system of 
beliefs. 
14 This possibility has obvious parallels to the difficulties presented by the Liar's Paradox. I will discuss 
some of these difficulties briefly in chapter eight. 
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condemnation or praise. This requires that those whom we hold morally responsible have 

free will. The optimist, on the other hand, claims that free will means nothing more than 

the absence of certain conditions (such as coercion) that would make moral judgments 

inappropriate. This makes social utility the central concern. It was Strawson's conviction 

that neither perspective is correct. IS But, as I argued above, it seems that this tension is 

not easily avoided. 

One alternative is to assert that the division of the free will problem into a question 

of either relationships or abilities is too exiguous a parsing, and that the tension between 

the MA view and the PA view may be a result of this frugality. In the following section, I 

will present an account of free will that allows for either perspective but which maintains 

that there is no position that will allow for both perspectives. 16 

Conclusions 

The question of the relationship between free will and moral responsibility discussed in the 

last two chapters can be characterized in terms of the following reductio.l7 

Let 'R' stand for the proposition that we are morally responsible for at least 
some of our actions (or our will to perform those actions). 

Let 'F' stand for the proposition that we have free will. 

IS Strawson wrote that "what is above all interesting is the tension there is, in us, between the participant 
attitude and the objective attitude. One is tempted to say: between our humanity and our intelligence. 
But to say this would be to distort both notions." (1962, 9) A. 1. Ayer, recognizing a similar tension, 
wrote that when he recoiled from the idea of any beneficent conditioning because it seemed an 
infringement of the dignity of man that it was as ifhe half-consciously held the metaphysical belief in 
self-determination that his reason repudiated. (1980, 13) 
16 Richard Double has argued that: "We may give up the personal attitudes when we view person from a 
global perspective, or we may continue to hold those attitudes toward persons who choose reflectively. 
Either perspective is reasonable." (1991,225) And Isaiah Berlin wrote that the two concepts of liberty 
(negative and positive) "are not two different interpretations of a single concept, but two profoundly 
divergent and irreconcilable attitudes to the ends of Hfe." (1969, 166) 
17 This argument is obviously oversimplified, but it is helpful in organizing the controversy nonetheless. 
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Given the following three assumptions18 

1) R 
2) R:::> F 
3) IF 

we can derive (by modus tollens) the contradiction: R & IR. 

There are three obvious responses to this reductio: 1) We could deny the first premise. 

This is an attractive response for the same reasons that behaviorism is attractive, but it 

shares many of the same problems and also opposes a deeply held conviction. 2) We 

could deny the second premise. This response was the focus of the critique of the MA 

argument. 3) We could deny the third premise. This is the response of the libertarian and 

often appeals to the unacceptability of the other two responses: i.e., it is more reasonable 

to assume that we have free will than to deny that we are morally responsible or that free 

will is a necessary condition for moral responsibility.19 

There are, however, two further responses which are not as obvious. First, we 

could refuse to accept the rational force ofthe reductio. The insight of the pragmatic 

approach to the problem offree will is the acknowledgment of the possibility of this 

response. When the cost of rejecting each of the assumptions in a reductio becomes 

sufficiently high, it is more reasonable to reject the reductio itself rather than one of the 

premises.20 This response is, in effect, a reductio of the reductio. 

18 I take it that each of these assumptions are independently plausible (particularly in different contexts) 
and that their apparent inconsistency constitutes, roughly, the puzzle most of us feel when confronted with 
questions about the relationship between freedom of will and moral responsibility. 
19 This is the option that van Inwagen endorses. "If incompatibilism is true, then either determinism or 
the free-will thesis is false. To deny the free-will thesis is to deny the existence of moral responsibility, 
which would be absurd. Moreover there seems to be no good reason to accept determinism ... Therefore, 
we should reject determinism." (1983, 223) 
20 Another way to think of this response is as the denial of the conditional [(C & -,C)::::> -,A] (where 'A' 
stands for an assumption from which the contradiction is derived). The epistemic cost of rejecting this 
inference is so high that it is seldom questioned, yet it may not always be one we are unwilling to pay. 
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Second, we could deny the validity of the reductio. Given the fonnulation above, 

this response amounts to denying the validity of modus tollens. Hence it is not surprising 

that this response is not obvious. Nevertheless, this is the response I will endorse in the 

next section. 

The proponents of para-consistent logic, for example, accept the cost of embracing certain contradictions, 
but try to limit the resulting inferences. 
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SECTION THREE 

The Linguistic Approach 
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The Conversation 

The sun was hot by the time Jessie had loaded his Jeep with popsicles and started his 

route. He flicked on the music and leaned back, steering the Jeep with his knees. It 

would not be long before the kids started to show up. He enjoyed the jumpers the most. 

In every group of kids there was at least one jumper, hopping in place, too excited to 

stand still--and the closer he got, the more the jumper would jump until even the big kids 

would start to bob up and down on their toes in syncopation. Screamers were horizontal 

jumpers. The screamers would come running across the lawns, shouting for him to stop, 

their money clenched in one fist, and when they got to the truck they would thrust their 

money-fist up at him and wait, staring, knowing that there could be no doubt as to what 

they wanted. The jumpers had the energy; the screamers had the faith. The straights had 

their order organized according to how much they liked each family member--and they 

always asked for free bubble gum. 

In his mirror, Jessie saw a small boy running to catch him. A girl ran behind him, 

struggling to keep up. The boy stopped, yelling at her to hurry, then threw his hands in 

the air and spun around as ifhe did not know what else to do. A spinner, the rarest kind 

of jumper. When the boy started running again, he tripped on the curb and hit the 
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pavement hard. Jessie swerved to a stop, yanked on the brake, then leapt out to help the 

boy. He had not heard or seen the truck coming up the block. He only saw the driver's 

startled face for a moment before edge of the truck bed ripped into his arm. 

A drop of sweat ran down Polly's face. The suds were almost up to her nose. It was her 

first day off from the zoo in over two weeks; today she would not have to smell like 

manure, fruit and ground beef. She ducked her chin into the water, blew a few of the 

bubbles up into the air, then stood up and stepped out of the tub. She had just finished 

breakfast and was sitting in the sun on the front porch when Jessie's Jeep rolled to a stop 

at the curb. 

Jessie walked up the steps haltingly, his face closed with pain, then sat down next 

to Polly. His left sleeve, wet with blood, clung to his skin. His expression was calm but 

his eyes were bright, and a light sweat shone on his forehead. 

Polly frowned. "Who are you?" 

"I know ... " Jessie swallowed hard. He tried to think of the name of Polly's 

roommate but could not remember. He had met her just the day before in front of the 

house. Perhaps she had not told him her name. He was sure he had not asked. 

"Good. But I don't." Polly waited for a moment but Jessie didn't answer. She 

glanced at his arm. "Why are you bleeding?" 

Jessie winced as he shifted to look at his arm. "Habit," he whispered, wishing he 

had not stopped. It had seemed like the best place to go a few minutes ago, the closest. 

Polly rocked forward to take a closer look. "Do you mind?" She waited until 

Jessie shook his head then gently peeled the shirt away from the wound. She had seen 

deeper cuts at the zoo many times before, but now, away from work, the blood seemed 

unreal, an illusion. She eased back the jagged flap of skin. "Come inside. It's not too bad 
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but it needs cleaning." 

Jessie followed her in to the house and sat down on the couch, bending forward 

over the coffee table so that the blood would not drip on the carpet. Polly gathered the 

peroxide, tape and gauze from the bathroom, then soaked a towel in warm water and 

brought everything out to the living room. She helped Jessie offwith his shirt, then sat 

down next to him. The gash filled instantly with bright blood as she pulled back the tom 

skin. 

"I take it you were looking for Lesa, II Polly said, dabbing the blood away with the 

comer of the towel. 

Jessie nodded. "I didn't ask her name." 

"I doubt she would have told you. She doesn't like men much. Actually, she's not 

bad when you get to know her, but she's been a bit touchy ever since the operations." 

"What operations?" 

"You name it. Last time they took her ovaries out." 

"Why?" 

"Who knows. Knowing Bob he probably just did it for--" She raised two fingers, 

marking imaginary quotes in the air. II--research. I guess he figures there's not much to 

loose." 

"What do you mean there's no much to loose? What's wrong with her?" 

"Nothing. She's just a little old. " 

"What do you mean old?" 

"You don't know what old means?" 

Jessie sighed. "I don't know what you mean. Everyone's a little old." 

"Yeah," Polly said, pressing against the edge of the cut. "I guess so. " 

"Is she going to be all right?" 
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"She hasn't been all right since they started with her, but she'lllive--ifyou call that 

living--at least until they kill her." 

"You mean from all the operations?" 

"Or a shot." 

"Why would they .... " Jessie shook his head. He couldn't seem to think clearly. 

"When will she be home?" 

"Who?" 

"Lesa." 

"You mean out in front again?" 

Jessie frowned, uncertain. "I mean ... home." 

"Oh," Polly said, glancing up at his face, "like heaven-home?" 

"Just ... home-home." 

"I don't know what you mean." 

"You don't know what home means?" 

"Not when you say it." 

Jessie sighed. "Just tell me when she gets off work. " 

"You mean Lesa?" 

"Yes," Jessie snapped. "Lesa--your roommate Lesa." 

"Lesa is a jaguar." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"You don't know what ... " Polly bit her lip softly, reconsidering. "We are talking 

about the jaguar at the zoo, right?" 

"I wasn't. What are you telling me about a jaguar for?" 

"Isn't that who got a hold of you? Since she's not on exhibit anymore we take our 

friends back to see her sometimes. She's a great cat really. But we thought something 
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like this might happen. You wouldn't believe all the paper work when a visitor gets hurt. 

Not to mention ... " Polly took a quick breath and looked up. "Oh! This is all because of 

Juna isn't it?" 

"That depends on how many legs Juna has. " 

"Two." 

"Then yes ... maybe. Is Juna an animal?" 

"A chimp." 

"No." 

"Yes he is--I should know." 

"I wasn't hurt by an animal. " 

"Then why did Shelly send you over here?" 

"Shelly?" 

"My roommate." 

"And all the research was on ajaguar?" 

"Of course." 

Jessie closed his eyes. "Of course." 

"So how did you get hurt?" 

"A truck hit me. " 

Polly nodded. "That damn Dickerson. He drives like an idiot. With all that food 

in the back, that little cart of his weighs a ton." 

"It was a plumbing truck. " 

"In the parking lot?" 

"On Jefferson street." 

Polly shook her head, confused. "No wonder Shelly didn't even put a compress on 

it." She pressed the gauze into place and taped it down. "If this happen on Jefferson," 
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Polly said, laying the gauze over the wound then tearing off a strip of tape, "why did you 

come here?" 

Jessie watched as she pressed the tape down along the edge of the bandage. "To 

see Lesa." 



Chapter Seven 

The Linguistic Approach 

You must do something, but inasmuch as with your limited capacities it will 
be impossible to make anything easier than it has become, you must, with the 
same humanitarian enthusiasm as the others, undertake to make something 
harder. 

Soren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript 
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The linguistic approach, as I have defined it, takes it as given that we have free will. This 

is not a metaphysical claim, for this approach need not assume that there is a particular 

faculty, property, or ability to which 'free will' refers, but an acknowledgment of the fact 

that we ascribe free will to ourselves and others, that 'free will' has a use in our language. 

The presumption here is that what we are interested in, with respect to the problem of free 

will, is what we are doing when we say that an agent has, or does not have, free will. The 

fundamental question with which this approach is concerned is what value, or use, such 

ascriptions have in our language. Hence, the linguistic approach can be characterized by 



the attempt to clarify what it means to say that an agent has free will with an eye on 

assessing the value or usefulness of doing so. 
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Although there are several ways that this approach might be developed, I will 

concentrate on the phrase 'could have willed otherwise'--or, more specifically, on the use 

of 'can' and 'could'. This is to assume, of course, that what we mean, at least in part, when 

we say that an agent has free will is that he could have willed otherwise. 

Austin's Frog 

J. L. Austin once wrote (1961, 179) that just when we think some philosophical problem 

settled, we often uncover the word 'can' grinning residually up at us like the frog at the 

bottom of the beer mug. This chapter is a defense ofa version of the conditional analysis 

of free will that Austin was addressing when he introduced this simile. Although I wiIl 

argue that in the context of free will, 'can' typically functions to demarcate and express a 

set of un articulated propositions that may be represented conditionally, my contention is 

that the adequacy of a conditional analysis of 'can' remains unsettled--that Austin's frog 

remains at the bottom of the mug, and hence that we need to reevaluate what we should 

expect from an analysis of , can' in the context of free will. 

An Outline of the Debate 

The chapter is organized according to what I take to be the central argument concerning 

the conditional analysis of 'can'. On the assumption that it is important, with respect to 

our view of both ourselves and our moral judgments, to have a clear understanding of 

what we mean when we say that an agent could have done otherwise, a schematic outline 

of this argument can be characterized in terms of the following debate between the 



Dedicated Conditionalist (DC) and the Anti-Conditionalist (AC). 

DC: To understand how we use 'could' without becoming mired in the complex 
problems of modalities, we need only assert that 'A could have done (or 
willed) X' is equivalent in meaning to 'A would have done (or willed) X if A 
had chosen to do so'. 

AC: This equivalence does not hold: A condition is not always involved in the 
meaning of ' could', and when one is, it is not a causal condition. 

DC: This objection can be met by a careful reevaluation of the sense of , could' 
that is germane to free will, and by restricting the proposed equivalence to 
this sense. 

AC: Even if we grant the need for such a restriction, there is a further, and more 
general, problem. Since it is consistent with the conditional analysis to 
assume both that the antecedent is a necessary condition for the agent's 
ability to do, or will, a particular action, and that the antecedent does not 
obtain, the analysis is unacceptable. 

This is where the debate usually stops, and the conditional analysis is pronounced 

untenable. I will argue, however, that the debate can be extended as follows. 

DC: This alleged problem begs the question. 

AC: To say that the problem begs the question, is question begging. Without an 
explanation for the intuition that supports the rejection of the conditional 
analysis in such cases, the suggested equivalence must rely on an ad hoc 
defense. 

DC: An indexical conditional analysis provides an explanation for this intuition. 

AC: Such an analysis may account for the use of , could' in some situations, but it 
fails to capture what we mean by 'could' in the context of free will. 

DC: This objection relies on a presumption of what we should expect from an 
analysis of ' could', and we need to reevaluate this presumption. 

I will follow the outline of this debate throughout the chapter. 
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The Analysis 

DC: To understand how we use 'could' without becoming mired in the complex 
problems of modalities, we need only assert that 'A could have done (or 
willed) X' is equivalent in meaning to 'A would have done (or willed) X if A 
had chosen to do so'. 
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G. E. Moore claimed (1912, 138) that even though there is a sense in which (given that 

evelything has a prior cause) we never could have done what we did not do, there is also a 

sense in which we sometimes could have done what we did not do. This latter sense is 

brought out, according to Moore, in the difference between statements such as 'I could 

have walked a mile in twenty minutes' and 'I could not have run two miles in five minutes'; 

the former is within my power, the latter is not. Given this difference, Moore suggests 

that 'I could have' can be viewed as shorthand for 'I should have, if I had chosen'.l 

This analysis is attractive for four reasons. First, it aligns well with a common use 

of 'could'. When asked what I mean by 'Jim could have passed his chemistry class', it 

would be natural to reply, 'Ifhe had applied himself, he would have passed.' Second, the 

analysis is compatible with the most resolute deterministic intuitions. To say that a 

woman would have acted differently if she had so chosen does not deny that there are 

sufficient antecedent conditions that determined her choice. Third, in the context of moral 

judgments, to talk about what an agent could have done in terms of the choice she made 

seems perfectly appropriate. Fourth, since the analysand is in the indicative form, this 

avoids the complications of explicating terms such as 'possibility' or 'natural law' which 

otherwise might be involved in the analysis of a subjunctive statement. 2 

1 Actually, Moore initially suggested that 'I could have' should be interpreted as 'I could have if I had 
chosen', but then changed this to avoid the complication of including 'could' in the analysis. Although 
Moore used 'should' in the apodosis of the conditional analysis, since 'would' sounds less stilted to me, I 
will use 'would' in both the first and third person case. 
2 I will argue in the conclusion of this chapter that this is not quite true. Nevertheless, the initial appeal 
of the conditional analysis does gain some support from this advantage. 



The Reiection of Equivalence 

AC: This equivalence does not hold: A condition is not always involved in the 
meaning of ' could', and when one is, it is not a causal condition. 
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J. L. Austin disagreed with Moore. Austin claimed (1961) that it is not always the case 

that an if-clause is needed to explicate a sentence in which 'could' is the main verb, and 

that the condition involved (when one is involved) is not a causal condition.3 He argued 

for his first claim by presenting what he took to be an 'all in' sense of ' can'. According to 

Austin, 'I could have sunk the putt' does not mean that I did not try to sink the putt, nor 

does it imply that if the conditions had been different I would have succeeded, but that I 

did try to sink the putt, and that I could have done so in exactly the same conditions. In 

such cases, Austin concluded, no antecedent condition is indicated. 

In support of his second claim, Austin observed that 'If! had chosen, I would have 

run two miles' is not an admission that such a choice suffices to guarantee that I would 

have run two miles, but to assert, for instance, my strength of resolve. 4 In addition, Austin 

argued that asserting (p::::> Q) is not the same as asserting Q on the basis ofP, for we feel 

obliged to support the truth ofP only in the latter case. For example, when we say 'He 

could have read Emma last night' we are not simply making the claim that if certain 

conditions had obtained he would have read Emma, but that certain conditions--such as 

the availability of adequate light--did in fact obtain even though he did not read the book. 

3 Austin's third claim was that 'could have if .. .' does not, even occasionally, mean 'would have if .. .'. 
This objection, however, is a response to Moore's peculiar presentation of the conditional analysis. (See 
fn. 1) Austin took Moore to be arguing that 'I could have .. .' is to be expanded to 'I could have if .. .' and 
then analyzed as 'I should have if .. .'. I will assume that the conditional analysis does not rely on such an 
preliminary expansion. On page 196, I will explain the tendency to assume this expansion. 
4 Austin also claimed that if the condition were a causal condition, we should be able to infer the 
contra positive but not the consequent simpliciter, and yet we do not infer from 'He can run if he wants to' 
that 'If he doesn't want to, he cannot run'. We do, however, infer 'He can run'. But, again, this objection 
is peculiar to Moore's presentation (see fn. 1). Apart from this particular presentation, Austin's remark 
does not apply: We would infer from 'He will run if he wants to' that 'He will not run if he doesn't want 
to', but we would not infer 'He will run'. 



The Sense of 'Could' 

DC: This objection can be met by a careful reevaluation of the sense of , could' 
that is germane to free will, and by restricting the proposed equivalence to 
this sense. 
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Although Austin claimed that only a scientific bias prevents us from admitting an 'all-in' 

sense of could, it is not at all clear that such a bias is unjustified. If my friend claims she 

could have holed the putt, I might well ask, "If you could have done it, then why didn't 

you?" After all, presumably my friend does not mean that she could have brought it about 

that the very put that did not go in, did go in (for it could not have done both) but rather 

that she could have brought it about that the put that did not go in as things were, would 

have gone in as things could have been, and if so, it is reasonable to infer that things 

would have been different--presumably whatever she would have done to bring that state 

of affairs about. To simply assert that two distinct events are etiologically identical is 

unconvincing, and any change in etiology allows for a conditional analysis. 

Austin's second objection, that asserting a conditional is not the same as asserting 

the consequent on the basis of the antecedent, will be answered in detail later (see p.196). 

Two observations are worth making at this point however. First, since we typically infer 

from a conditional involving permission that the condition is necessary but not sufficient,S 

we should restrict the sense of 'can' under discussion (given the context of free will) to 'is 

able to' rather than 'is permitted to'.6 Hence 'Allen can read Emma' should be taken to 

mean 'Allen is able to read Emma' not 'Allen may, or has the opportunity to, read Emma'-

and the felt obligation to argue for such conditions as the presence of the book, adequate 

5 See Hilton et. at., 1990. For example, 'If you are registered, then you can vote' indicates that being 
registered is a necessary condition for voting, that you may vote if you are registered. Whereas 'I will 
leave the room if I want to' indicates that my wanting to leave is a sufficient condition for my doing so. 
6 This is similar to the distinction between free will (or ability) and free action (or opportunity). Although 
I cannot not pursue the possibility of analyzing the 'can' of permission or opportunity in terms of a 
necessary condition here, the suggestion seems a plausible one to me. 
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lighting, and so on, is more convincing given the later reading. Second, although Austin's 

objection seems right (e.g., if! did not believe in an afterlife, I would deny that Houdini 

could come back from the grave, although I might admit that he would come back from 

the grave if there were a way to do so), what is at issue is, arguably, the possibility (or 

impossibility) of the antecedent--and that is the focus of the next objection. 

The Consistency Argument 

AC: Even if we grant the need for such a restriction, there is a further, and more 
general, problem. Since it is consistent with the conditional analysis to 
assume both that the antecedent is a necessary condition for the agent's 
ability to do, or will, a particular action, and that the antecedent does not 
obtain, the analysis is unacceptable. 

Keith Lehrer, following Chisholm, has argued7 that when the implied antecedent of a 

conditional analysis is also a necessary condition for the agent in question to perform the 

action, when this antecedent does not obtain, the vacuous truth of the conditional (if it is 

interpreted materially) does not warrant the assertion that the agent could have performed 

the action.8 For example, if we assume that 'John could have jumped the crevasse' means 

'John would have jumped the crevasse ifhe had given it his all', and yet know that John 

has always had a paralyzing fear of heights and therefore could not have given it his all, it 

is disingenuous to assert that he could have jumped the crevasse.9 Hence the conditional 

analysis cannot be all there is to the claim 'A could have done X'. 

7 See Lehrer (1968 and 1990) and Chisholm (1964). For an interesting discussion of both authors, see 
Aune (1967). 
8 Although this discussion will focus on 'doing X' rather than 'willing X' (in order to more easily address 
Lehrer's objection), I assume that the issues and arguments are the same. 
9 Lehrer's example is similar: "A person who has a severe obsessive phobia concerning blood may be 
unable to choose a red candy ball from a dish, may choose a green one instead, though, circumstances 
being what they are, the person would have obtained a red candy ball had he chosen to do so." (1968, 31) 
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Lehrer's argument--which I will call the consistency argument--can be formulated 

more generally in terms of the following reductio. 

1) 

2) 

3) 
4) 
5) 

Assume that 'A could have done X' is logically equivalent to 'A 
would have done X ifC'. 
'A would have done X ifC' is consistent with 'A could have done X 
only ifC', and '....,C'. 
Assume 'A could have done X only ifC' and '-.c'. 
lt follows that 'A could not have done X'. 
But then 'A could have done X' is then consistent with 'A could not 
have done X' (by substitution of equals). 

Since (5) is a absurd, we should reject premise (1).10 

Lehrer concludes that since (2) and (3) entail 'A could not have done X', the statements in 

(2) cannot (on pain of deriving a contradiction) entail 'A could have done X', and hence 

that 'A would have done X ifC' cannot be equivalent to 'A could have done X'. The 

conditional analysis must therefore be wrong. 

The Second Premise 

DC: This alleged problem begs the question. 

It is important to note that Lehrer's reductio depends on the word 'could' in the second 

premise to derive a contradiction. But what are we to make of , could' in this premise? If 

we assume, in line with the conditionalist thesis in premise one, that 'could' is equivalent to 

10 There is a difficulty in determining what counts as a licit substitution for the variables in this 
formulation. Lehrer's examples substitute a physical action for X and a mental state (such as willing or 
desiring) for C. Yet if we apply this same formulation to the question of whether A can do C where C 
represents a mental state (such as willing), one might object that although desiring to desire may make 
sense, willing to will does not--we simply will. However, the same objection applies to Moore's claim that 
to say 'A could have chosen differently' is to say 'A should have chosen differently, if A had chosen to 
choose so'. 
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'would if 11 , then by substituting 'A would have done X if e' for 'A could have done X' in 

'A could have done X only ife', we get 'A would have done X ife, only ife'. But then 

premise two is patently false (since, given '-.c', it follows that A would not have done X if 

e).12 No one would agree that my story is consistent ifI claim that I am poor, that 

making less than $3,000 a year is a necessary condition for being poor, and that I make 

over $30,000 a year. Hence, since premise two can only be consistent if the conditional 

analysis is false, to assert that it is consistent begs the question. 

This conclusion, however, is too quick for two reasons. First, the point of Lehrer's 

argument is that 'A would have done X ife', 'A could have done X only ife', and ''''''C' are 

considered to be consistent statements in normal, relevant conversation, and that it is only 

the substitution of ' A would have done X ife' for 'A could have done X'--which is what 

the conditionalist thesis in premise one asserts--that generates the inconsistency. In other 

words, ifI assert that I\> is a synonym for 0 and my friend points out to me that in normal 

sentences containing 1\>, the substitution of 0 results in a contradiction, I should withdraw 

my assertion. 

But this assumes that the synonymy I assert is less convincing than the normal 

sentences my friend asserts, and it is not clear that this is the case in Lehrer's argument. 

For example, ifI accept the equivalence of ' X is soluble' with 'If X is placed in water, it 

will dissolve', then I will reject the claim that 'If X is placed in water, it will dissolve', 'X is 

soluble only if it is placed in water', and 'X is not placed in water' are consistent; in 

particular, I will say that the claim 'X is soluble only if it is placed in water' is either false, 

11 A possible (though inaccurate) construal ofthis argument is to assume that, given the substitution of 
'would if for 'could' in the second premise, C is a necessary and sufficient condition for A's doing X. But 
on this view, the fifth premise is not a contradiction. There is nothing contradictory in asserting that 
although A could have done X if C, A would not have done X. 
12 This is particularly obvious ifwe assume that the conditional is material, for then 'A would have done 
X if C, only if C' and ''''C' are themselves inconsistent since {(C ::> A) ::> C} is true if and only if C is true. 
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or employs a different meaning of , soluble' than I accept. In the same way, it is open to 

the convinced conditionalist to claim that 'A could have done X only if C' is either false, or 

employs a different (and less convincing) meaning of ' could'. 

Second, the conclusion that the consistency argument begs the question may seem 

too quick because the conditionals involved are counterfactual and hence should not be 

interpreted materially. 13 It is unlikely, however, that a plausible account of counterfactuals 

will alter the argument. For instance, if we accept the equivalence of 'A could do X' and 

'C > A would have done X' (where I>' represents a counterfactual conditional), and 

interpret 'C > A would have done X' as 'If John had been two inches taller, he would have 

gone on the roller coaster', then '(C > A would have done X) > C' states that ifit is true 

that John would have gone on the roller coaster ifhe had been two inches taller, then he 

would have been two inches taller--which is a rather odd assertion at best. 

The situation is no different if we appeal to a possible worlds analysis of 

counterfactuals. Suppose, as David Lewis has suggested (1973), a counterfactual is true if 

in the sphere of possible worlds most similar to the actual world, whenever the antecedent 

obtains, the consequent obtains as well. Ifso, to say 'A will do X ifC' is to claim that in 

c 

Fig. 2 

all relevantly similar possible worlds where C obtains, 

A does X. (See fig.2) Similarly, if we assume that the 

conditional '(C > A will do X) > C' is true, then within 

the sphere of possible worlds most similar to the actual 

world in which 'C > A will do X' is true, C obtains. In 

particular, given that 'C > A will do X' is true in the 

actual world, C must obtain in the actual world. But 

l3 For example, given an account of counterfactuals that denies the validity of contraposition, and views 
modus tollens as modus ponens executed on the contraposition of the conditional, the inference from 'A 
could have done X only ifC' and '-.C' to IA could not have done XI would be invalid. 



190 

then it would be simply false to claim that -'C is consistent with the truth of the first two 

conditionals. So, again, in the absence of any prior conviction, Lehrer's argument only 

shows that either the consistency assumption or the conditionalist thesis must be rejected. 

AC: To say that the problem begs the question, is question begging. Without an 
explanation for the intuition that supports the rejection of the conditional 
analysis in such cases, the suggested equivalence must rely on an ad hoc 
defense. 

The problem with claiming that Lehrer's reductio begs the question is that the only reason 

to deny the consistency of the second premise is to defend the conditional analysis, and 

this makes it palpably ad hoc. Since a normal speaker would be much more inclined to 

accept the consistency of the statements in premise two than the equivalence in premise 

one, the burden of proof is on the conditionalist. After all, the intuition behind Lehrer's 

objection is compelling: It is simply false to claim that a man could have done otherwise 

simply because it is true that had the conditions necessary for him to be able to do so 

obtained (which they did not), he would have done SO.14 

The Restricted Conditional Analysis 

DC: An indexical conditional analysis provides an explanation for this intuition. 

One way to defend the conditional analysis against the objection above, is to claim that we 

need to be clear about what is being asserted by a 'could' statement. Although Lehrer's 

reductio seems to rely only on the sub-premise that 'C' does not obtain, the intuitive force 

behind his objection is clear: It is not just that John does not choose to jump the crevasse, 

it is that it is impossible, given his fear of heights, for him to do so, and hence it is not true 

14 As Alvin Plantinga put it, "One might as well claim that being in jail doesn't really limit one's 
freedom on the grounds that if one were not in jail, he'd be free to come and go as he pleased." (1974, 32) 
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that he can jump the crevasse. What is true is that he could not jump the crevasse. Yet it 

may be true that John could have jumped the crevasse in the sense that he was strong 

enough to do so, just not in the sense that he was mentally prepared to do so. This 

suggests that it is the relevant sense of 'could' that is at issue. IS 

To develop this suggestion, we need to resolve the issue of what is to count as a 

acceptable substitution for 'c' in 'A would have done X if Ct. (See fit. 1 0) Suppose that it 

is true that John's acrophobia would have prevented him from wanting to jump the 

crevasse but not, had the need been great enough, from deciding to jump. If so, his 

acrophobia is relevant only if we analyze 'John could have jumped the crevasse' in terms of 

the sufficient condition of wanting rather than deciding to jump.16 Although it is tempting 

to assume that the possibility of the antecedent should playa part in the criteria of 

acceptability, this not only undermines the compatibilist appeal of the conditional analysis, 

it weakens the analysis by reintroducing a modal term. Alternately, the conditionalist can 

maintain that the analysis need only be iterated to address the question of whether the 

antecedent could have obtained; viz., it is one thing to claim that John would have jumped 

the crevasse ifhe had tried, and another to claim that John could have tried. In other 

words, rather than assuming that conditional analysis always implies a concatenation of 

conditionals (A would have done X ifC, and A would have done C ifD, and so on), the 

15 In reference to Chisholm's argument against the conditional analysis (which is quite similar to 
Lehrer's), Bruce Aune argues that "Chisholm must assume that the relevant sense in which a man cannot 
do otherwise may be the same as the sense in which he cannot choose otherwise ... Yet for most 
yhilosophers, choosing and willing are not voluntary actions." (1967, 193) 
6 Similarly, given Lehrer's story of the man who is terrified of blood (and the color red) and hence is 

unable to eat red candy, we can nevertheless imagine a situation in which he is so distracted that he tosses 
a red candy into his mouth inadvertently. So although he could (accidentally) eat a red candy, he could 
not (intentionally) eat a red candy. As a further example, should we say that John will jump the crevasse 
if he tries, chooses, wills, decides, tries and does not have acrophobia, chooses and has the strength to do 
so, or decides and has the will power to enact his decisions? One might even analyze 'He could have 
jumped the crevasse' as 'He would have jumped the crevasse if had he made it to the other side'. Neither, 
it seems, could highly unlikely conditions be excluded, such as 'John would have overcome his fear of 
heights if he had had a series of highly specific and unusual strokes'. 
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conditionalist can claim that only when the antecedent itself is at issue, should the question 

of whether the antecedent could have obtained be given a conditional analysis. 

This is unlikely to be persuasive, however, to those who hold that 'could' is 

reintroduced with respect to the antecedent because the conditionalist analysis fails to 

capture what we mean by 'could' in the first place. In the discussion that follows, I will 

argue that if we adopt an indexical account of ' can', we can accept the consistency of 

Lehrer's second premise without rejecting the conditional analysis. 

The Parameters of 'Can' 

Angelika Kratzer has suggested (1977) that 'can in view of ... ' should be considered as 

the foundation ofthe modal term 'can'. So when we are asked, "Could he have done 

otherwise?" the appropriate response would be to ask, "In view of what?" To use 

Kratzer's example, when a judge asks himself whether a murderer could have acted 

otherwise than he actually did, the meaning of his question is probably whether, given 

certain aspects of the situation, the murderer could have acted otherwise. Kratzer admits 

that the judge may well be unable to specify these aspects, but contends that this context

dependent focus is present nonetheless. Kratzer held that to view 'can' in this way helps 

explain the felt similarity of meaning in an otherwise bewildering plethora of statements in 

which 'can' seems to work quite differently. 

If we adopt Kratzer's suggestion, the statement 'That snow slope could avalanche 

at any moment' can be taken to mean 'In view of certain conditions, that snow slope could 

avalanche'. This result is similar to Moore's initial suggestion that 'could' be interpreted in 

terms of 'could if. . .' (see fit. 1 )--and it is just as unhelpful. 17 However, if we employ a 

17 Later in her article, Kratzer adopts a possible worlds analysis to avoid this problem. 
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conditional analysis in line with Kratzer's proposal, we can take the statement to mean lIn 

view of certain conditions, if a particular event (or series of events) occurs, that snow 

slope will avalanche'. To claim that this is what we actually mean, however, requires 

further argument since it is not at all clear that we have any particular event (or series of 

events) in mind, or even that we are certain the snow slope will avalanche should such an 

event (or series of events) occur.18 Nevertheless, this general approach is promising. 

To make this approach more precise, we can state that given a certain set of 

conditions r and a particular event B, (r u B) is sufficient for the occurrence ofX. In the 

example above, the members ofr might include an unstable snowpack, the presence of 

temperature-gradient snow, and a wind-loaded cornice, and B might be the weight of a 

skier. Hence, on the assumption that all the members ofr obtain, if B obtains, X will 

occur.19 Similarly, we could express the claim that X cannot occur by asserting, on the 

assumption that the members ofr obtain, that there is no B such that (r u B) is sufficient 

for the occurrence ofX. 

The members ofr would be determined by context. For example, to say that a 

psychiatric patient could injure herself is to indicate that there is a set of conditions (r) 

that includes, inter alia, her psychological state, such that, on the assumption that these 

conditions obtain, should some trigger event (B) occur (such as an improper dosage of 

medication) she will, given the truth of the background presumptions (such as the stability 

of chemical and biological reactions), injure herself. B may represent a conjunction or 

disjunction of events as well. For instance, in the example above, B might be either the 

presence of a sharp instrument or a sound that triggers a particularly painful memory in the 

18 This uncertainty is usually epistemic, but it need not be so. For example, the collapse of a critical 
section of depth-hoar might depend on the occurrence of indeterminate sub-atomic events. 
19 Ken WarmbrM (1982) develops an account of conditionals based on the claim that a conditional is 
true if the tacit suppositions under which it is asserted are true and the suppositions together with the 
antecedent imply the consequent. He also cites similar suggestions by Ramsey and Chisholm. 



patient. Such contextual flexibility does not normally result in confusion because the 

domain of discourse (in view of what 0 and r are determined) is typically restricted by 

conversational implicature.2o Since one obvious lacuna with this account is that the 

aspects in view of which the 'could' statement is made are seldom (if ever) sufficient for 

the occurrence OfX.21 Therefore, a tacit set of presumptions, L, is also indicated. 
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Ifwe limit this account to the topic of free will, it is similar to Moore's conditional 

analysis in that it can be abbreviated as the claim that 'A can do X' should be interpreted as 

'A will do X if 0'. But it is importantly different in that it makes explicit the assumption of 

the members ofr, a conversationally restricted domain of discourse, and the presence of 

background presumptions (L). We can make this account more formal as follows. 

For a particular agent A, and a particular action X, 'A can do X' indicates that: 

1) There is a set of conditions r such that it is implied that the members of r 
obtain and that "'iI(y) (y E r only ify is a necessary condition for the 
occurrence ofX). 

2) There is a set of conditions L such that it is tacitly presumed that the 
members of L obtain and that 'V(z) (z E L only ifz is a necessary condition 
for the occurrence of X, and z It D. 

3) It is asserted that (L u D is insufficient for the occurrence of X, but that 
there is some contingent condition 0 such that {o u (r U L)} is sufficient 
for the occurrence ofX. 

20 For instance, if we are told by her therapist that Sally could not have broken the window, we would 
assume that certain psychological facts about Sally (such as her passivity) are germane, whereas if we are 
told the same thing by the building architect, we would assume that the certain physical facts are relevant 
(such as the durability of the glass or the inaccessibility of the window). Similarly, if the superintendent 
tells us, in the course of explaining the tenns of Sally's damage deposit, that Sally could not have broken 
any windows, we would assume that certain legal conditions are at issue. 
21 J. L. Cowan, in a recent manuscript (1993, 9), has pointed out that when you are told by a travel agent 
that you can fly to New York, there are many things that might prevent you from flying-e.g., a lack of 
time or money, oversleeping, or being shot by a sniper-and hence that: "The employer of 'can' simply 
docs not have the infonnation required for even the most casual and everyday 'will if ... '. That is 
precisely why it is only the weaker 'can' rather than the much stronger 'will if ... ' which is in fact 
employed." 
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4) The domain of discourse (for both y and z) is determined by conversational 
implicature.22 

As an example, "John could have jumped that crevasse" can be analyzed in the appropriate 

context as the assumption that, inter alia, John had the physical strength to make the 

jump, the background presumption that, inter alia, the edge of the crevasse had sufficient 

integrity to hold his body weight, and the assertion that the condition of his determination 

to overcome his phobia, though contingent at the time, did not in fact obtain. 

One of the problems that this restricted conditional analysis (RCA) must face is 

how the members ofL, r, and 0 are determined. David Lewis has suggested (1979) that 

in our 'language game' there is an implicit rule of accommodation for comparative salience; 

viz., the cooperative nature oflanguage requires that we accommodate our interpretation 

of a speaker's statement so that the statement conforms, if possible, to the rules of our 

language. In short, we try to make sense of what is said. If a friend tells me that his son is 

on vacation, I assume that he has a son; and ifhe tells me his son is not a son to him, I 

expand the context with respect to the second occurrence of , son' to include more than 

biological considerations.23 We can view the assignment of the members ofr and L as 

governed by a similar rule: i.e., when interpreting a 'could' statement, we look for a 

comparatively salient set of assumptions (r) such that, on the basis of our background 

beliefs (L), should some relevant, contingent condition (0) obtain, it would make sense to 

say that the action in question will occur.24 We might also include a rule of parsimony 

22 The general idea behind this formulation is analogous to a visual field in which 1: is the (unfocused) 
background, r is the (focused) foreground, and 0 is the object of attention. 
23 Similarly, when we say 'Her job caused her to get ulcers' we understand that her job is not a sufficient 
causal condition, and that there are other factors--e.g., her tendency to worry, her diet, and the sensitivity 
of her stomach lining--that are involved. Such contributing factors are included in 1:. 
24 There are interesting similarities between the assignment of set members in the RCA according to 
language rules and the selection function utilized to explicate a possible worlds analysis of'ean'. See 
Stalnaker (1968), and Kratzer (1977). 
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such that the members assigned to rand 0 are minimal. 

Although there are further problems that must be addressed, it is worth developing 

the RCA first in light of the objections raised earlier by both Austin and Lehrer. 

Replies to the Counterexamples of Austin and Lehrer 

The RCA can account for the difference between asserting P on the basis of Q--which 

Austin took many of our 'could' statements to involve (1961, 170)--and asserting (Q :::> P) 

since there is an obligation to argue for the assumption that the members ofr obtain. So 

although one need not feel obliged to argue in support of 0, this does not mean that a 

'could' statement asserts only the conditional (0 :::> X). For example, suppose that Fred 

says, "My daughter Mary could have won that bike race", and when pressed as to his 

meaning replies, "If she had not been intimidated by her teammate, she would have won. " 

If his claim is challenged, the challenge would be directed at the conditions he assumes to 

obtain, such as Mary's physical condition. If, however, Fred is informed that the race was 

fixed, he would not feel obliged to support the members ofr. Instead, he would 

reevaluate his claim within a new context, expanding the domain ofr to include what was 

formerly in L; i.e., the fairness of the race. 

The rules of accommodation and parsimony also allow the RCA to provide an 

account of why we often explain 'could' statements in terms of ' could if ... ' (which was 

Moore's initial suggestion--see th.l) since to evaluate a 'could' statement is, often, to 

expand the domain such that (at least part of) Li becomes a member ofrk. For example, 

suppose that Peter is a compulsive liar in situations of conflict, but has decided to confront 

his wife about a particular touchy situation. Should his sister, Karen, be asked if Peter can 

actually confront his wife, she might respond, "It depends. Ifhis wife doesn't take it too 

hard I think he can." In this case the domain has been shifted; r is no longer restricted to 
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Peter's psychological state, but includes his wife's attitudes and reactions as well. The 

uncertainty expressed by Karen's use of , can' in the conditional asserts that Peter's success 

depends on some further contingent condition that is not satisfied by his wife's emotional 

state. If this were not the case, the domain would not have been shifted, and Karen would 

have said, "If his wife doesn't take it too hard he will."2s 

Karen might also defend her assertion by saying "Peter is a strong willed man--ifhe 

sets his mind to do it, he can." Her use of 'can' instead of 'will' suggests that she wishes to 

support to what she takes to be the most contentious member ofr; Peter's will power. 

However, Karen's use of , can' might also indicate that she no longer assumes that one (or 

more) of the members ofr or ~ obtains, and has incorporated that member (or set of 

members) into 0.26 Another possibility is that Karen is simply making explicit the implied 

contingent condition 0i. If so, then although she would be understood, she would be 

speaking improperly. 

It is the recognition of shifts in the domain of discourse (in accordance with the 

rules of accommodation and parsimony) that allows the RCA to explain the appeal of 

Lehrer's argument as well. Ifwe let i stand for the (initial) context of assertion, and 

represent the extensions ofr and ~ as ri and ~i, the first two premises of Lehrer's 

argument can be stated as follows. 

1) Assume that 'A couldi have done X' is equivalent to 'A wouldi have 
done X if oj'. 

2) 'A wouldi have done X if oil is consistent with 'A coulda have done 

X if 0a' and ,oa'. 

25 Perhaps it would be more accurate to put this in terms of what Karen should (rather than would) have 
said. Although on reflection most speakers recognize the distinction between 'If she doesn't get angry, he 
will do it' and 'If she doesn't get angry, he can do it', the distinction is often lost in ordinary conversation. 
26 Expanding 'could' statements in terms of 'could if .. .' can also be explained if 0 is a conjunction, 
thereby allowing the antecedent to be expressed as a conditional--e.g., 'If Mary had been confident and 
lucky, she would have won' can be expressed as 'Mary could have won had she been confident'. 



198 

There are two possibilities of what subscript we are to substitute for a.. 

According to the RCA, 0 ~ r since (r u l:) is insufficient for the occurrence ofX. 

If we assume that the context remains consistent throughout Lehrer's argument and 

substitute i for a. in the second premise, we get 'A couldi have done X only if oil, and '-.oj'. 

But this would make 0i a member ofri since 0i would then be an implied necessary 

(though insufficient) condition for the occurrence of X (since {o u (r U L)} must contain 

every necessary condition for the occurrence ofX, and 0i is, in this case, neither merely 

presupposed nor asserted to be contingent}. For example, if 'Mary could have won the 

race' is to be analyzed as 'Mary would have won the race if she had been more confident', 

it would be inconsistent to then assert that 'Mary could have won the race only if she had 

been more confident' for this entails that her confidence was not sufficient (in conjunction 

with {r U l:}) for her to have won. 

Alternately, we could take the second premise to assert that 0i is a necessary 

condition for the state of affairs to obtain in which A couldk have done X. This would 

mean that 0i is a member ofrk and that there is a further condition ok such that ifit 

obtains, X will occur. It follows that rk cannot be the same as ri since only the former 

contains 0i as a member, and hence that there has been a shift in domain. Given this 

second reading, 'A wouldi have done X if oi' is indeed consistent with 'A couldk have done 

X only if oil, and '-.oi', but this does not lead to a contradiction since 'A couldi have done 

XI is consistent with IA couldk not have done XI. For instance, it is consistent to assert 

that Marry couldphysically have won the race, but deny that she couldmentally have won the 

race.27 

27 In general, nested conditionals can embed assumptions sets that are inconsistent with each other. Or, 
to use David Lewisl terminology, ifa speaker advances a conditional, the antecedent of which is 
inconsistent with the original supposition set, the game has changed. 



Considerations of Context 

AC: Such an analysis may account for the use of , could' in some situations, but it 
fails to capture what we mean by 'could' in the context of free will. 
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One central concern with the RCA is the contingency of o. If 0 is simply stipulated as a 

condition that is up to the agent in question--such as willing, trying, or choosing to do x-
an argument is needed as to why this condition should be immune to the question of 

whether it, too, could occur.28 It will not do to appeal solely to an implied recursion 

where '0 could obtain' is also given a conditional analysis since this raises the demand for a 

base case that is unquestionably within the agent's control. And yet if the contingency ofo 

is to be expressed as the claim that there is no sufficient cause for either 0 or --.0, it is 

unclear whether the RCA can accommodate such a claim. Although it is reasonable to 

assert that part of what is assumed when we say 'A can do x' is that nothing suffices to 

prevent or ensure 0, and hence that a member or subset of (r u ~) states, in effect, that no 

sufficient cause for ""0 or for 0 obtains, this begs the question against the deterministic 

position with which the analysis claims compatibility and threatens to eschew any 

explanation for the occurrence of X 

Another basic concern with the RCA is that it does little to appease the demand to 

know if A could have done (or willed) otherwise all things considered--and this is the 

demand with which free will is concerned. It will not do to say that an agent acted freely 

simply because he would have done otherwise if 0 had obtained when there is a sufficient 

condition for --.0 that is not included in the domain of discourse.29 After all, it is precisely 

28 This may have been the motivation behind Moore's suggestion that the distinction between what an 
agent can and cannot do is that he will do the former (but not the latter) if he so chooses. Showing that 
there are cases in which the agent cannot will a particular act, however, is the gist of Lehrer's argument. 
Nevertheless, philosophers such as Augustine, Descartes, Kant, Reid and others have denied that the 
question is always (or ever) legitimate. 
29 It is the compatibility of the conditional analysis with a sufficient cause for -.0 over which the agent 
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those cases (such as the one Lehrer presents) in which an agent is free in a particular 

context, but is not free on a more inclusive view, that argue against a conditionalist 

account of free will. Hence if the RCA is unable to account for what an agent could have 

done given an unrestricted domain, it will fail to capture what we mean by 'could' in the 

context of an agent's freedom of will. 

The All-In Sense of , Could' 

DC: This objection relies on a presumption of what we should expect from an 
analysis of ' could', and we need to reevaluate this presumption. 

In response to the first concern above, consider the following three sentences: 'John, the 

acrophobe, can solo the face ofEI Capitan', 'Dale, the pasta connoisseur, can convert 

semolina into ATP', and 'Sue, the biathlete, can run a mile in five minutes.' The first 

sentence tempts us to read it in an unusual (perhaps ironic or sarcastic) way since there is 

no plausible circumstance in which John would complete (or even start) such a climb. 

Similarly, the second sentence suggests a context in which there is some reason to assert 

what would otherwise remain a tacit presumption. Only the third sentence uses 'can' in an 

appropriate manner. To make sense of the differences between these three sentences, we 

can claim, in line with the RCA, that the assertion of a 'can' statement is appropriate only 

when there is no assumed condition 1; that entails either 0 or -.0. If so, then the assertion 

of the first sentence would be inappropriate given the natural assumption that John's 

acrophobia entails -.0, and the second sentence would be misleading since we would 

assume that Dale's digestive system ensures 0 (i.e., that the semolina he ingests will be 

converted to ATP). Sue's description as a biathlete, however, restricts the context to her 

does not have, and never did have, control that often drives anti-compatibilist arguments. See Peter van 
Inwagen, 1975. 
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athletic ability, leaving 0 (e.g. that she is not intimidated by her teammates) undetermined 

within the context ofassertion.30 

This account of the contingency of 0 leaves two crucial questions unanswered. 

First, if there is a condition 1; that entails either 0 or --.0 in such a complicated manner that 

the entailment is too difficult for a particular agent to grasp, we may not blame him for 

asserting that A can do X, but we would nevertheless want to deny the truth of his claim. 

For instance, if Harold has been told that Betty has agoraphobia but does not know what 

agoraphobia is, although it would be understandable ifhe were to say that Betty can (if 

she wants to) go shopping at the flea market, we would think he was wrong in saying so. 

Second, if 1; is relevant only in a broader context, it seems we should conclude that the 

statement made in the narrower context is simply mistaken or naive. It would seem, 

therefore, that what is needed is an account of , can' that allows us to say that the agent can 

in fact do A or -,A. 

However, it does not argue against the RCA to observe that more information may 

negate a previous claim with respect to what a particular agent in a particular context can 

or cannot do. It would be accurate for Harold to say that Betty cani go shopping (where 

context i limits the members ofr to physical considerations such as the proximity of the 

market); inaccurate for him to say that she canj go shopping (where context) is expanded 

to include Betty's agoraphobia); and accurate for him to say that she cank go shopping 

(where context k includes the fact that Betty's intense desire for bargains outweighs her 

fear of strangers). So to make sense of Harold's assertion that Betty can go shopping, we 

30 This does not, of course, exclude the possibility that S is a member of :E. However, if there is a S that is 
assumed to obtain and that entails the occurrence of B (such as in the case with Dale's digestive system), 
then if this entailment is also assumed--i.e., a member ofr--unless the connection is missed, 0 would 
then, contrary to definition, be a member ofr as well. This situation is particularly obvious when 0 is a 
necessary condition for the occurrence of X, since if S and the entailment were either implicitly assumed 
or tacitly presumed--viz., if S and 0 were elements of r or :E--then (r u :E ) would be sufficient for the 
occurrence of X (which, again, would be contrary to definition). 
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must take his statement in context and evaluate it appropriately. To say that Betty cank 

go shopping in contextj is as misleading as asserting that she cani go shopping in context 

j. On this view, every 'could' statement is defeasible since ~ mayor may not be assumed 

in various contexts.31 Hence a distinction must be made between evaluating a 'could' 

statement with respect to r (in which case we say that the speaker's assertion is either 

appropriate or inappropriate), and evaluating it within an expanded (or constricted) 

context which may include a defeater for the original 'could' statement. What is at issue, 

therefore, is the legitimacy of restricting the relevant conditions--or, conversely, the 

legitimacy of demanding an unrestricted domain--which is the second concern mentioned 

above. 

Suppose that we knew all there was to know about a given situation such as 

Mary's bike race. It seems that we would then be in a position to assert that Mary could 

have actually won the race. However, if the RCA is correct, to say that 'Mary couldro 

have won the race' (where 'ro' indicates a universal domain), is to say that 'Mary wouldro 

have won the race ifBro'. But can we make sense of this claim? If, for example, Bro is to 

be interpreted as the condition that Mary is not intimidated by her teammates, then the 

question on which objections such as Lehrer's rest--i.e., whether it was possible for Mary 

not to be intimidated by her teammates--cannot be asked since, as noted earlier, to ask if A 

can do B is to expand the domain of discourse rather than challenge the implicit 

assumption ofr. But the domain cannot be expanded when the initial context is all 

inclusive. This suggests that either the RCA is incorrect, or that 'couldro' is either 

uninteresting or undefined.32 There are two considerations which support the second 

31 Compare John Pollock's account of defeasible reasoning (1986) in which ifP is a reason for S to 
believe Q, R is a defeater for this reason if and only ifR is logically consistent with P, and (P & R) is 
either a reason to believe --Q (a rebutting defeater) or denies the validity of the inference (an undercutting 
defeater). 
32 In restricted contexts, L typically contains fundamental presumptions such as the laws of nature, the 
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suggestion. 

As an analogy, suppose that we are interested in giving an analysis of average 

speed, and propose that what we mean by 'A is moving at speed X' is 'IfR then A will 

move Y r meters in Zr seconds' where R stands for a given reference frame. If so, then 

given the reference frame ofa baseball stadium, the speed of the pitch will be the distance 

the ball travels between the pitcher's mound and home plate divided by the time it takes 

the ball to traverse this distance as measured by the stadium clock. And if we use the 

moon to fix our frame of reference, the speed of the pitch will be the distance traveled by 

the ball through lunar space divided by the time it takes the ball to travel from the pitcher's 

mound to home plate as measured by a lunar clock. In each situation, there is a contingent 

factor (the ratio ofY to Z), an assumed set of conditions (including the accuracy of the 

measurements), and an presumed set of conditions (including the reference frame). To ask 

if the ball is ill fact moving at a particular speed, however, is to make explicit a particular 

frame of reference and to assume its ascendancy; something like a view of the universe as 

a whole--but there is, of course, no such view.33 Hence, it does not violate our use of the 

word 'speed' to assert that apart from a limiting reference frame, the word is undefined. 

Moreover, there is no reason to suppose that a more inclusive reference frame is better; 

appealing to galactic time will not get you out ofa speeding ticket.34 

verity of our basic beliefs, and principles of reasoning. But once L becomes a subset ofr (as it does when 
the domain of r is universal), a speaker who asserts 'A couldro have done X' is obliged to argue for the 
assumption of these elements without a basis of shared, presumed truths on which any argument relies. 
Hence the demands of the determinist may be impossible to meet in principle in much the same way that 
the demands of the skeptic may be impossible for any epistemological account to meet (insofar as every 
premise that might be used in ajustificative argument must also be supported by a justificative argument). 
I will return to this point in the next chapter. 
33 Just as we often think of 'to the left or as a two-place relation rather than a three place relation 
(forgetting that the position of the observer can change the value), we typically think of speed as a ratio of 
two fixed quantities and think there must be a fact to the matter. 
34 Along the same lines, although we may value the existence of options (insofar as we stand a better 
chance of fulfilling our desires if we have more opportunities), the existence of too many options may 
actually be undesirable (insofar as the plethora of options dilutes and confuses our desires); viz., it does 
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Similarly, to ask if A could have in/act done X is to assume the ultimacy ofa 

particular context. But why should we assume that there is such a context? And why 

should we assume that a more inclusive domain always provides a more accurate appraisal 

of ' could'? When asking a potential chauffeur if he can drive, it would be misleading to 

include the fact that no vehicle is presently available to him; we do not want to know ifhe 

is able to drive at that particular moment. But when asking if a friend can drive to the 

movie, it would be misleading to exclude the fact that no vehicle is available.3s This 

suggests that evaluating a could-statement in the context of free will may also be a matter 

of focus, of picking the right kind of considerations rather than trying to survey them all.36 

If so, then what an agent can do is a matter of focus rather than breadth. An 'all-in' focus 

would then be a contradiction in terms. 

To put the point in a slightly different way, even if we defer, as does Kratzer, to a 

possible world analysis to interpret a particular 'can' statement, the question remains as to 

whether a determinate interpretation is possible. For example, as David Lewis has noted 

(1973), once we accept the validity of the law of conditional excluded middle--as does 

Robert Stalnaker (1 968)--then counterfactuals such as 'If Bizet and Verdi were 

compatriots, Bizet either would or would not be Italian' cannot be asserted consistently 

with the two conditionals 'It is not the case that if Bizet and Verdi were compatriots, Bizet 

would be Italian' and 'It is not the case that if Bizet and Verdi were compatriots, Bizet 

not folIow from the fact that a little freedom is good that a lot offreedom is better. 
35 Peter Unger has argued (1975) that since the contextual standard of comparison can always be raised, 
relative terms (such as 'flat') can never literally apply. A similar argument can be given to the effect that 
no action or will is ever free. Perhaps, as David Lewis suggests, the right response to this line of 
argumentation is to claim that if the score is changed often enough, you are no longer playing the kind of 
a ~ame in which a score makes sense. 
3 This view is supported by the common claim that free will is not a matter of having a will that is self
caused, but rather one that is subject to the right kind of cause (or causes). 



would not be Italian'.37 As Lewis puts it: 

However little there is to choose for closeness between worlds where Bizet 
and Verdi are compatriots by both being Italian and worlds where they are 
compatriots by both being French, the selection function still must choose. I 
do not think it can choose. {l973, 80} 
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On Lewis' own theory the law of conditional excluded middle is invalid. It is important to 

note, however, that the appeal to 'similarity' (or 'minimal difference') is, at least arguably, 

no better suited to provide a context-independent interpretation of counterfactuals since 

similarity itself appears to be context sensitive. As Hilary Putnam has written: 

The number of similarities one can find between any two objects is limited 
only by ingenuity and time. In a particular context, 'similarity' may have a 
more restricted meaning, of course. But to just ask 'are A and B similar?' 
when we have not specified, explicitly or implicitly, what kind of similarity is 
at issue, is to ask an empty question. (1981,65) 

Hence it may bet that it is only when we fail to recognize the contextual parameters of 

'could' that we are tempted to posit a universal domain; a ledge on which we could stand 

and see the universe if we could only climb high enough. 

Ifwe accept that there is no all-inclusive context, it is easy to see why Moore's 

conditional analysis is unconvincing: in ignoring rand L it says too little, and in ignoring 

the restriction to context, it says too much. Although there are several substantive 

problems which the RCA must face (some of which will be addressed in the next chapter), 

the RCA does provide an answer to why the problem of free will should be so slippery as 

well as a way in which the problem might be clarified; namely, by examining the question 

of what it is we should expect from an analysis of ' could'. 

37 Notice that the considerations germane to this discussion are interestingly similar to the concerns 
raised earlier with respect to Aristotle's sea-battle argument. 
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Conclusions 

I have argued that the RCA offers an account of how we typically use the word 'can' (and 

'could') by appealing to the implicit contextual parameter. It is this parameter that offers 

an explanation of the puzzling nature of'can'--Austin's frog.38 Although the formulation 

of the RCA is somewhat cumbersome, the idea behind it is simple; our conversational 

focus shifts as readily as the focus of our eyes, sectioning the world into three parts: the 

item of interest (0), the immediate surroundings (n, and the background (L). And just as 

it seems we are focussed on everything before us at once even though we are actually only 

looking at a narrow range, so it seems our talk of what an agent could have done takes all 

considerations into account--but we can no more talk about what an agent could have 

done all things considered than we can talk about how the world looks apart from a 

particular viewpoint.39 If this is so, then what is needed is a reevaluation of what view we 

are interested in having. 

38 Perhaps, like Lewis Carroll's Cheshire cat, the grin of Austin's frog is more substantial than the body, 
and it will inevitably end up laughing at us from the bottom of whatever container we suppose it to be in. 
39 Similarly, Richard Double concludes (1991,217) that "although there are many sense of 'freedom' 
that one might articulate, there is no deep sense of 'freedom'." 



Chapter Eight 

'Know' and 'Can' 

207 

This chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section, I will elicit support for the 

analysis of 'can' offered in the last chapter by addressing the epistemological problem of 

skepticism (which I will argue parallels the challenge of the determinist). In the second 

section, I will argue that some of the recent work in truth theory can also be viewed as 

lending support to this analysis. 



Skepticism and Determinism 

The only point of which I feel certain is that such verbs as can and know have 
each an all-in, paradigm use, around which cluster and from which divagate, 
little by little and along different paths, a whole series of other uses, for many 
of which, though perhaps not for all, a synonymous expression ('opportunity', 
'realize', and so on) can be found. 

lL. Austin, Ifs and Cans 
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One way to characterize the task of epistemology is in terms of providing an account of 

knowledge that reconciles the belief that we have (at least some) knowledge with the 

apparent soundness of the skeptic's argument. Similarly, we can construe the problem of 

free will as the difficulty of reconciling our belief that our will is (at least at times) free 

with the apparent soundness of the determinist's argument. 1 In this subsection I will argue 

for three points: 

1) A promising approach to the challenge of the skeptic can be 
developed by analyzing 'know' along the same lines as an indexical, 
conditional analysis of 'can'. 

2) The similarity in the structure between the skeptic's argument and 
the determinist's argument is explicable in terms of the way in which 
'know' and 'can' function in our language. 

3) Recognition of the similarity between the skeptic's argument and 
the determinist's argument supports, and provides a way to 
improve, indexical accounts in both fields. 

1 Although I will refer to both the skeptic and the determinist, I do not mean to imply that a single thesis 
is represented in each case. What I do wish to capture is the general claim that we are (in a fundamental 
sense) in error when we assert that 'A knows P' or that 'A freely wills to do X'. 



209 

The Epistemic Dilemma 

There are a good many things that we claim to know, and many more which we claim not 

to know. If challenged, we typically respond by providing reasons that support these 

claims. Yet it is this response that invites skepticism: if our knowledge claims rest on our 

reasons, then it seems that our reasons must rest on further reasons--and since our most 

basic reasons, like the tortoise under Atlas's feet, must be unsupported, our knowledge 

claims are also unsupported. Thus the skeptic confronts us with a dilemma: eithp.r we 

reject our conviction that there are things that we know, or refute the skeptical argument. 

This leaves us with three options: embrace one of the horns of the dilemma, deny that 

there is a dilemma, or simply ignore the problem.2 

One way to capture the skeptic's demand for further reasons is to formulate the 

argument in terms of known logical entailment.3 For example, suppose that I claim to 

know that my car is overheating because the needle on the temperature gauge is in the red. 

If! known that this reason is sufficient to ground my claim only if! know that the gauge is 

functioning properly--and I do not know that it is functioning properly--then I apparently 

do not know that my car is overheating. We can generalize this line of reasoning in terms 

of the following reductio: 

1) 
2) 
3) 
4) 

S knows q. 
S knows that q logically entails h. 
If S knows q, and S knows that q logically entails h, then S knows h. 
S does not know h. 

S does not know q.4 

2 I take it that, when pressed, we may well admit the cogency of the skeptic's argument and yet refuse to 
accept that we do not have knowledge. 
3 The claim that knowledge is closed under known logical entailment is, of course, contentious. For 
example, see Nozick (1981) and Dretske (1981). 
4 Notice that this argument assumes that it is more plausible to reject (1) than (2), yet both are instances 
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The Free Will Dilemma 

It is often apparent to us that we act on our own free will, even ifby doing so we limit our 

ability to will freely in the future. Our freedom of will is evident to us when we are neither 

forced to will as we do nor prevented from having the will we want to have. The 

determinist will quickly point out, however, that for our will to be (non-arbitrarily) ours, it 

must be grounded in who we are--in our wants, choices, reasons, or whatever it is that 

serves as the determining ground of our will--and that who we are must, ultimately, be 

grounded in circumstances beyond our control. Thus the determinist presents us with a 

dilemma: we must either reject our conviction that we have freedom of will, or refute the 

determinist's argument. So if we accept this dilemma, we must either embrace one of its 

horns or live with the uneasy tension of the contradiction it presents. 

The determinist's demands can be captured counterfactually in terms of the ability 

to will otherwise. For example, suppose that I claim that my will is free with respect to 

my decision to have a beer since I could have willed not to have a beer. Yet if! admit that 

this counterfactual is sufficient to ground my claim only if the conditions under which I 

could have willed not to have a beer were also something I could have willed (such as 

having the ability to ignore social pressure), then unless this further requirement is met, it 

seems my claim is unsupported. This argument can be generalized as: 

1) 
2) 
3) 
3) 

A freely wills x. 
If A freely wills x, then A could have willed ox. 
A could have willed oX only if A could have willed z. 
A could not have willed z. 

A does not freely will x. 

of (claimed) knowledge. 
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A Restricted. Indexical Account of 'Know' 

The conditional analysis of , can' offered in the last chapter suggests a similar analysis of 

'know'. Specifically, an indexical account of knowledge might be given such that to assert 

'A knows p' is to assert that A's knowledge of p implies a set of premises (r) assumed by 

A to be true, and a set of premises (L) merely presumed by A to be true, such that (r U L) 

constitutes a justificative argument in support of p, where the domain of each set is 

restricted by contextual considerations determined by the relevant epistemic community. 

On this account, 'know' would function, at least in part, as a way to express unarticulated 

sets of assumptions and background beliefs. S Although this account of 'know' would 

provide an answer to the skeptic's challenge--since, presumably, the context in which we 

agree with the skeptic's argument would be different from the context in which we assert 

that we have knowledge--an argument as to why we should accept the contextual 

sensitivity of knowledge is due. 

The Context of Knowledge 

Fred Dretske (1970), Alvin Goldman (1976, 1986), Ernest Sosa (1986) and others have 

argued that we need only consider the contextually relevant alternatives when assessing 

the knowledge of an inquirer. To use an example attributed to Carl Ginet, when we are 

driving through the country and see a bam, we need not consider the possibility that what 

we see is a papier-mache facsimile since such a recherche possibility is simply not relevant. 

However, when we are driving past, say, a Hollywood movie set and see what we take to 

S In the same way that we need not be able to express the member(s) of 0 in order to appropriately assert a 
could-statement. it is not necessary that we be able to eX1>ress the content of 'p' to assert a knowledge 
claim. I might, for example, assert that everything that John said was true even though I do not know 
what he said. 
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be a barn, we should consider the possibility that it is only a facsimile. In short, the criteria 

for knowing that a given structure is a bam (and hence the information imparted by 

claiming to have such knowledge) is not the same in the context of a movie set as it is in 

the context of a drive in the country. It is this appeal to relevance that allows for a wedge 

between everyday attributions of knowledge and skeptical alternatives.6 

A similar point can be made with respect to the social features of the situation. 

Gilbert Harman (1973) discusses an example ofa man who comes to believe on the basis 

of a newspaper headline that an assassination has taken place but who is unaware of the 

subsequent, though false, denials issued by the media. Since it seems inappropriate to 

credit the man with the knowledge of the assassination simply because he is ignorant of 

these denials--whereas it would be appropriate if the denials were limited to an isolated 

group of individuals--the information possessed by the relevant epistemic community is 

evidently pertinent to our assessment of knowledge. 

In addition, Ernest Sosa has pointed out (1986, 1991) that the standards of 

reasoning to which we hold an inquirer are contextually sensitive. For instance, a teenager 

who is respected for her knowledge of relationships by her peers may be regarded as naive 

or simply mistaken by her parents and their peers. In general, a society that is highly 

developed intellectually will employ different standards of reasoning than one that is not. 

Sosa suggests that to capture this contextual relativity, a necessary condition for knowing 

that p is that one is in a position to know that p (where the criteria for being in a position 

to know depends on the standards of reasoning within one's epistemic community). 

6 There are, of course, substantial (and perhaps insuperable) difficulties in explicating the relationship 
between the specific features of the context-and the alternatives that are made relevant (or irrelevant) by 
those features--in a way that does not beg the question. As Gail Stine observed (1973, 252), in the 
situation in which papier-mache barns were once present in the area (but are no longer) it is less clear that 
the alternative is irrelevant. I will return to this problem later. 
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Context and Skepticism 

The skeptic will argue, however, that even if our willingness to say that an inquirer does 

or does not know p is contextually sensitive, it remains an open question as to whether the 

inquirer in/act knows p. For example, no matter how unlikely it is that the barn we see in 

the country is actually a facade made of papier-mache, if we have no reason for rejecting 

this possibility (and if our reasons for doing so are not also defended against skeptical 

alternatives), then there is a chance, however slim, that what we see is not a barn--and if 

so, it would be false to claim that we know that we see a bam. Similarly, if the inference 

from some obscure clue that the structure before us is actually a facade is above the 

standards of our epistemic community, it seems odd to say that we know that what we see 

is a bam simply in virtue of our limited standards.7 Moreover, the difficulty of specifying 

the reference class that determines what is relevant in a particular situation suggests that 

any appeal to relevance will either be hopelessly vague or blatantly ad hoc. To provide a 

convincing resolution to the skeptic's dilemma, therefore, we need some explanation as to 

why the skeptical argument does not undermine any account of knowledge that appeals to 

contextual sensitivity. 

Stewart Cohen has argued (1988) that we can avoid the skeptic's challenge by 

recognizing that we need not accept the principle of closure under known logical 

entailment on which the challenge relies. 8 Cohen presents the skeptical challenge as a 

7 Notice that the intuition that supports this argument against the contextual nature of 'know' is the same 
intuition that supports Harman's argument for the social sensitivity of knowledge; viz., since the agent 
would have drawn a different conclusion had he been in possession of more information, it is 
inappropriate to claim that he knew p. 
8 For example, ifwe say that we know that there is a bam in the field, and admit that this knowledge 
entails that what we take to be a barn is not in fact a facsimile, then if we do not know that the barn is not 
a facsimile, we do not know that there is a bam in the field. Robert Nozick also denies that knowledge is 
closed under known logical implication (1981,206) and offers instead the following four conditions for 
knowledge: 

1) p is true 
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modus tollens argument similar to the epistemic dilemma presented above. 

I} If 8 knows q, and 8 knows that q entails ,h, then 8 knows ,h. 
2} 8 does not know ,h. 
3} It follows from (I) and (2) that 8 does not know q. 

According to Cohen, we should view (I), (2), and (3) as constituting a paradox--a set of 

inconsistent propositions all of which have considerable independent plausibility. (1988, 

94) Cohen's resolution to this paradox relies on the shift from the context in which we 

assert that 8 knows q to the context in which we assert that 8 does not know ,h. If we 

are not talking about the same sense of 'know' in these two contexts, then there is no 

paradox, since, given that '8 knowsi q' and '8 does not knowk ,h', any principle of closure 

would be impossible to formulate without equivocation.9 

Cohen's resolution depends on two claims: attributions of knowledge are context 

sensitive, and the skeptical argument is unconvincing once this contextual sensitivity is 

made explicit. To support the first claim, Cohen compares the way we use 'know' to the 

way we use 'flat': as attributions of flatness vary with context (e.g., Kansas is flat to an 

airline passenger but not to a bicyclist), attributions of knowledge also vary with context 

(e.g. from the perspective of her peers a teenager may know a lot about love, but not from 

2) S believes, via method or way of coming to believe M, that p 
3) ifp weren't true and S were to use M to arrive at a belief whether (or not) p, then S 

wouldn't believe, via M, that p 
4) ifp were true and S were to use M to arrive at a belief whether (or not) p, then S would 

believe, via M, that p. 
Nozick stresses that neither (3) nor (4) require that knowledge be closed under known logical implication. 
9 Cohen develops this resolution in reference to the lottery paradox. When we concentrate on the 
statistical chance of a woman with a single ticket winning the lottery, we realize that although it is 
extremely unlikely (given a high number of tickets and a fair lottery) that she will win, there is 
nevertheless a lin chance that she will win. From this we conclude that she cannot know that she will 
loose. Yet if the woman learns from a close friend that the lottery is fixed, we are willing to say that she 
does know that she will not win. The difference, according to Cohen, is that in the first case the appeal to 
probabilities makes the chance of error salient, whereas in the second case the appeal to a reliable source 
does not. 
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the perspective of her parent's). 10 Cohen argues for the second claim by observing that if 

we reformulate the skeptical argument using indexical subscripts as follows 

1) If S knowsi q, and S knowsi that q entails -.h, then S knowsk -.h 
2) S does not knowk -.h 
3) It follows from (1) and (2) that S does not knowi q 

the closure principle presented by (1) is undermined. For although we are tempted (by 

charity) to evaluate the consequent of (1) in the context of our everyday attributions of 

knowledge (subscript i), the use of modus toll ens requires that we reevaluate the 

consequent in terms of the skeptical claim (subscript k) in premise (2). Consequently, the 

plausibility of the first premise requires that we read the conditional as 'lfS knowsi q, and 

S knowsi that q entails -.h, then S knowsi -.h', but the validity of the argument requires 

that we read (1) as 'lfS knowsi q, and S knowsi that q entails -.h, then S knowsk -.h'.11 

This treatment of the skeptical argument parallels the treatment ofLehrers consistency 

argument that I suggested in the last chapter. 

Epistemic Relevance 

To make this approach to an account of knowledge convincing, however, two problems 

need to be resolved. First, as mentioned above (see p.213), it is not clear that what is 

epistemically relevant in a given context can be delineated without either begging the 

question or resorting to ad hoc stipulations. If, for example, relevancy is determined by 

probability--e.g., if the alternative ofa papier-mache bam is irrelevant in Ohio because the 

probability of there being such a facsimile in Ohio is extremely low--then the approach is 

subject to the concerns brought out by the Lottery paradox. If the odds are the same, it 

10 Compare Peter Unger's discussion of 'flat' (1975) mentioned in chapter seven. 
11 Robert Nozick offers a similar evaluation of the skeptic's argument (1981,240). 
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seems implausible to suggest that a gambler must consider the possibility of getting a 

number card in order to know that he will be dealt a royal flush, whereas a driver need not 

consider the possibility of being in an accident to know that she will arrive at her 

destination. 

Nor will it do to say that relative alternatives are picked out by type--e.g., that in 

the context of buying a car only mechanical considerations are relevant--since the type of 

situation would then depend on what we took to be relevant. One might, for example, 

conclude that only social considerations (such as the trustworthiness of the salesperson) 

are relevant since buying a car is a social transaction. And to view as irrelevant those 

alternatives that undermine our every day knowledge claims begs the question against the 

skeptic. After all, the one alternative that seems relevant in all cases in which S claims to 

know p is that p may be false. 12 

In light of the discussion of domain restriction with respect to the RCA, a more 

promising account of epistemic relevance is suggested, by the linguistic considerations of 

accommodation and parsimony. On this account, an alternative would be relevant only if 

it were contained in the set of explicit assumptions (f), and the members of this set would 

be determined by the rules of linguistic cooperation; specifically, a knowledge claim would 

be interpreted so that it is as informative as possible without rendering it implausible. To 

see why this account fares any better, however, we must first address the issue of an all-in 

sense of 'know'. 

12 Cohen offers the following definition of relevance: an alternative (to q) h is relevant (for S) = df S's 
epistemic position with respect to h precludes S from knowing q. (1988, 101) In response to the criticism 
that 'relevance' is a vague term, Cohen notes that 'relevance' is no more vague than our attributions of 
knowledge and should not, on that account, be dismissed as overly obscure since our intuitions about 
relevance are at root intuitions about knowledge. Cohen admits that this response begs the question 
against the skeptic, but "no more than the skeptic begs the question against common sense." (1988, 113) 
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The All-In Sense of , Know' 

As mentioned above, it is open to the skeptic to assert that the sense of 'know' that is at 

issue is not a context-relative sense but an all-in sense; that every alternative is relevant. If 

so, then the comparison of terms such as 'flat' with 'know' is misleading since although we 

acknowledge that 'flat' is a relative term--Le., that a surface is only flat in comparison to 

something less flat--we do not say that S knows p in comparison to R: S either knows p 

or S does not know p. It is not that we know p is some situations but not in others; we 

simply know p or we do not. Thus any information that undermines the truth of p is 

relevant. 

Given the formulation I proposed at the beginning of this section, if all the 

premises that justify S's beliefin p are assumed to be true (i.e., if the set of background 

presumptions, k, is the null set), then r would contain every premise necessary for the 

complete justification of p. But it is not clear that there is such a set. 13 And if there is not, 

then the skeptic is asking for more than could be provided by even an ideal inquirer. In 

chapter seven, I argued that to assume that there is an all-in sense of 'can' is similar to 

concluding that by expanding the reference frame one gets closer to the 'actual' speed. In 

the same way, it may be that we are seduced into thinking that since expanding the 

information available to a cognizer provides a larger base from which to address 

alternatives, there must be an all-inclusive justificative base, and hence an all-in sense of 

'know' .14 Yet if 'know' is only defined within the epistemic procedure of adducing, on 

13 Patrick Grim has argued (1991), exploiting Cantor's diagonalization argument, that there is no such 
thing as a set of all truths, and hence no omniscient knower. A similar argument might be given for 
omniscience with respect to a single proposition. If Grim is right, then it is at best unhelpful to view 
complete justification (or knowledge) in terms of the conclusion a cognizer would draw if she knew all 
truths, or to say that A knows p if her reasoning would not be undercut were all pertinent truths available 
to her. I will explore Grim's argument further in the final section of this essay. 
14 Again, the reasons for doubting this conclusion parallel those for doubting the all-in sense of'ean'. 
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demand, justificative arguments, and if such arguments are available only when there is a 

contextually defined set of tacitly accepted presumptions on which to base one's premises ( 

L), then an all-in sense of 'know' is undefined. 

Moreover, it seems that we are often interested in more than one epistemic point 

of view. I argued in the last chapter that the interpretation of'ean you drive?' is different 

when we are interviewing a chauffeur and when we are asking a friend if we can have a lift 

to the theater (since the issue of whether a car is available at the time is relevant only in 

the latter case). In the same way, when a novice chess player is asked by a grand master if 

she knows how to play chess, she may well say that she does not (insofar as she has not 

studied the standard opening gambits or end games), but would quickly acknowledge that 

she does know how to play chess should another novice ask her the same question. 

Similarly, a man who is asked by a stranger ifhe knows the woman across the room (who 

happens to be his wife) will most likely admit without hesitation that he does, and yet ifhe 

is asked the same question by a close friend after a fight with his wife may just as readily 

acknowledge that he does not. One way to look at such examples is that what is entailed 

by a knowledge claim is relative to the situation. IS If so, then what constitutes an expert 

point of view (to use Sosa's phrase) depends on the question that is to be answeredl6; viz., 

on the context. Hence, even ifthere is an all-in sense of , know', it may not be the only 

sense that is at issue in the skeptic's argument. 

15 The answer to such questions as 'Do you know what time it is?' or 'Do you know how many degrees 
there are in a triangle?' can also vary depending on the contextually implied entailments; that is, on the 
inferences we are (or are not) to draw. 
16 As Adrienne and Keith Lehrer have noted, what we take to be an expert depends on what we take the 
question to involve. For example, ifwe are interested in finding out whether potatoes should be grouped 
with vegetables or pasta, a chef will give us on answer and a botanist will give us another answer. Which 
answer we accept as authoritative depends on our intent in asking the question. (See Adrienne and Keith 
Lehrer, 1993) 
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Contextual Shifts 

Contextual shifts with respect to knowledge are common. For instance, suppose I know 

that Sally is at home because I just talked to her on the phone. If someone doubts my 

knowledge, I will naturally appeal to this evidence. If, however, I am asked whether I 

know that Sally's roommate was not pretending to be Sally on the phone, I would not 

reassert the same evidence. Rather, the set of premises I explicitly assumed to be true (Ij 

would be expanded to include what I had previously merely presumed to be true; that 

Sally's roommate was not deceiving me. The skeptic must assert that I do not know Sally 

is home in the first case (or sense) because I do not know that Sally is home in the second 

case ( or sense). This assertion is captured by the principle of epistemic closure; 'If S 

knows q, and S knows that q logically entails h, then S knows hi. 

If, however, the closure principle is plausible only within a consistent context, then 

if there is more than one sense of 'know' at issue in the skeptic's argument, the validity of 

the principle is undermined. The way in which this shift in context might be exploited can 

be seen by considering the following counterexample to modus ponens offered by Vann 

McGee. 

Opinion polls taken just before the 1980 election showed the Republican 
Ronald Reagan decisively ahead of the Democrat Jimmy Carter, with the other 
Republican in the race, John Anderson, a distant third. Those appraised of the 
poll results believed, with good reason: (1) If a Republican wins the election, 
then if it's not Reagan who wins it will be Anderson, and (2) A Republican will 
win the election. Yet they did not have reason to believe: (3) Ifit's not 
Reagan who wins, it will be Anderson. (1985, 462) 

At first glance, it looks like modus ponens fails in this case. As McGee points out, 

however, the problem stems from the fact that the first premise is a conditional whose 

consequent is itself an conditional. The reason the conclusion of the argument appears to 



be unacceptable is that it invites a reading that is not restricted to the original condition 

that it is a Republican that wins. 17 
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Given the contextual relativity of , know', a similar situation arguably applies to the 

application of modus toll ens in the epistemic dilemma: 

1) 
2) 
3) 
4) 

S knows q. 
S knows that q logically entails h. 
If S knows q, and S knows that q logically entails h, then S knows h. 
S does not know h. 

S does not know q. 

We can reformulate the principle of closure in (3), by exportation, as: 'If S knows q, then 

if S knows that q entails h, then S knows hI. Thus the domain of the conditional 'if S 

knows that q entails h, then S know h' is restricted by the context of assertion in which'S 

knows q' is true (in the same way that the claim that 'If it's not Reagan who wins, it will be 

Anderson' is restricted to the context in which it is true that a Republican wins). The 

assertion that'S does not know that hI, however, depends on a different context for its 

plausibility; a context which relies, ultimately, on the plausibility of an all-in sense of 

'know'. This observation allows us to acknowledge that each premise of the skeptic's 

argument has independent plausibility (given the appropriate context) and yet deny that 

the conclusion follows since there is no single context in which the both the conclusion 

and the premises can be asserted with plausibility. So although the form of the skeptic's 

argument appears to be valid--since it is, putatively, an instance of modus ponens or 

modus tollens--it is the appeal to context that allows us to deny its validity. 

17 Notice the similarity to the problem of embedded conditionals that I addressed in the last chapter. 
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Summary 

In the previous chapter, I argued that the RCA can provide an explanation as to why free 

will (or, more specifically, 'can') might seem, when considered in the abstract, to demand 

an all-in sense, as well as why it might seem that 'can' is at times used inappropriately. I 

also argued that a more inclusive domain may often be more informative (as a larger 

reference frame encompasses narrower perspectives) and hence may be a common 

conversational desideratum, but that it does not follow that there must be an all inclusive 

domain, or that a more inclusive domain is required to evaluate a statement about what an 

agent could have done. From this I concluded that the RCA can account for both the 

force of the determinist's argument (in that the argument appeals to a more informative 

context) and the feeling that it misses the point (insofar as it is irrelevant to the case at 

hand). My intent in this subsection was to show that the same conclusions can be drawn, 

mutatis mutandis, with respect to knowledge. Specifically, I argued that the epistemic 

dilemma and the free will dilemma (presented at the beginning of this subsection) can be 

resolved by recognizing the indexical nature of 'know' and 'can' respectively~ that we 

should view both 'know' and 'can' as linguistic shortcuts that enable us to demarcate 

un articulated sets of conditions or premises~ and that the arguments used to undermine 

determinist's challenge parallel the arguments used to undermine skepticism. 

In the next subsection, I will exploit some of the recent work in truth theory to 

support this claim of parallel argumentation. 
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Truth and Freedom 

... and you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free. John 8:32 

Given the parallel between an explication of , know' and 'can' (and the traditional view that 

the knowledge of p entails the truth of p), as well as the concerns raised by Aristotle's sea

battle argument with respect to the truth of future propositions, it is not surprising that 

there should be a parallel between the difficulties involved in giving an account of truth 

and those involved in giving an account of free will. In this subsection, I will briefly 

outline two ways in which the issues in truth theory can be addressed in line with the 

discussion of free will presented so far: the focus of interest with respect to giving an 

account of truth, and the plausibility of an indexical account of truth. 

The Focus oflnterest 

I suggested at the beginning of this essay that the problem of free will could be organized 

according to three basic questions: What is it?, Do we have it?, and What value is it? The 

problem of what it is for a proposition (utterance or thought-state) to be true is amenable 

to a similar organizational structure. Analogous to the metaphysical approach, we can 

take it as given that we have a rough idea of what truth is--e.g., a proposition is true just 

in case it corresponds with the actual state of the world--and that the central issue is how 

to avoid the Liar's Paradox. Alternately, we might assume, as do those who adopt a 

pragmatic approach to free will,. that the use of 'true' has an obvious value to us and that 

the main question is how we are to understand the nature of truth in light of this pragmatic 



value. Third, we can view the problem of giving an account of truth in terms of asking 

what the value of ascribing truth (or falsity) to propositions might be. This view is, of 

course, similar to the linguistic approach. I will look briefly at each last approach. 

The Correspondence Theory of Truth and the Liar Paradox 
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As the ability to will otherwise seems, at first glance, the most plausible account of free 

will, the correspondence of a statement with the facts to which that statement refers seems 

the most plausible account of what it is to tell the truth. Yet both of these accounts face 

the immediate problem of explicating the central terms of the account. For instance, in the 

same way that it is difficult to interpret the counterfactual claim that an agent could have 

done otherwise, it is difficult to see how to extricate a correspondence theory of truth 

from problems of self-reference. Thus the Liar Paradox is the truth theoretical analogue 

of Austin's frog, for in the same way that the word 'can' emerges just when we think the 

puzzle of free will solved, so the Liar Paradox inevitably emerges just when we think we 

have provided an adequate theory of truth. 

On a simple correspondence theory of truth, our claims about the world are true if 

and only if they reflect the actual state of the world. If! say there is a bike in the garage, 

my statement is true if and only if there is indeed a bike in the garage. But this simple and 

intuitive view leads to paradox.18 For example, it is difficult to see how, on this account 

of truth, we could interpret the following sentence: 

1) (1) is false. 

18 Donald Davidson, crediting C.I. Lewis, has written (1990, 303) that the central objection to the 
correspondence theory is that there are no facts to which the statement in question is to correspond since 
the proposed facts--such as the objects that may be named by the statement--make sense only relative to a 
reference frame, and if this reference frame is to be included in the facts as well, then there is only one 
fact to which all statements correspond: the universe. 
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This difficulty leaves us with three possibilities: we can accept the Liar Paradox and assert 

that it doesn't cause much trouble, we can offer a way of tailoring the common conception 

of truth to avoid the paradox, or we can simply abandon the correspondence theory of 

truth. I will focus, at this point, on the second option. 

Tarski and the Hierarchical Approach to the Liar Paradox 

Tarski's project was to preserve the traditional (Aristotelian) conception of truth but in 

such a way that it was immune to paradox and hence could suffice as a scientifically 

legitimate definition of the truth predicate. 19 To this end, he showed that if we define an 

unambiguous formallanguage--an object language consisting only of stipulated primitive 

terms, rules of inference and definition, and the criteria of well-formed sentences--and 

restrict the truth predicate to an essentially richer metalanguage (that can translate the 

object language but cannot be translated into it), then the truth predicate can be applied to 

the object language without the threat of paradox. Thus Tarski was able to define truth in 

terms of the intuitively plausible biconditional 'P is true iff p' where p stands for an 

arbitrary sentence of the object language and 'P' is the metalanguage name of that 

sentence. 

Tarski's insight was to adopt a hierarchical approach that utilized the (essentially 

richer) semantic status of the metalanguage to avoid the Liar Paradox.20 This approach is 

19 It was not Tarski's aim to give a theory of truth for a natural language. Tarski held that "[t]he problem 
of the definition of truth obtains a precise meaning and can be solved in a rigorous way only for those 
languages whose structure has been exactly specified" and that for natural languages "the meaning of the 
problem is more or less vague, and its solution can have only an approximate character." (1944, 355) 
20 It is also worth noting that the core of Tar ski's approach is the denial of the presumption that generates 
the Liar's Paradox--viz., that the language in which the truth predicate is defined is schematically closed-
and that this approach parallels Cohen's denial of the presumption that knowledge is closed under known 
logical implication. To put the point rather tendentiously, given that an account of truth or knowledge 
cannot be both complete and consistent, both Tarski and Cohen have opted for an incomplete but 
consistent account. 
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similar to Frankfurt's hierarchical resolution the problem of free will, particularly in light of 

Frankfurt's reliance on the special semantic status of the agent's second-order desires; viz., 

although the agent's second-order desires incorporate first-order desires, they cannot be 

fully translated into first-order desires without vitiating the intuitively plausible distinction 

between free action and free will on which the account rests. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the objections to which Tarski's definition of 

truth is wlnerable are similar to those to which Frankfurt's account is wlnerable: As the 

question of the derivation and authority of an agent's second-order desires undermines the 

adequacy of Frankfurt's account, Tarski's definition leaves us hungry for a more adequate 

and complete theory oftruth.21 Not only is the crucial concept of translation undefined on 

Tarski's account22, but we are left without an explanation as to what the various levels of 

truth predicates have in common, as well as why we should accept an account of truth that 

cannot accommodate common, and intuitively respectable, statements such as 'All true 

statements are true'. Moreover, as Saul Kripke has pointed out (1975,691), Tarski's 

account is unable to resolve the level-ambiguity23 between such sentences as 

{l) The majority of Nixon's assertions about Watergate are false 

(2) Everything Jones says about Watergate is true 

where (1) is spoken by Jones and (2) is spoken by Nixon when Nixon's assertions, other 

than (2) which remains un assessed, are equally balanced between the true and the false. 

21 For examples of this objection see Kripke (1975), McGee (1990), and Soames (1984). 
22 As Donald Davidson points out (1990, 285, n.16), the centrality of the concept of translation is 
particularly evident in sentences such as 'The first sentence written by Plato is true' since there is no way 
to eliminate the truth predicate on Tarski's account without first defining truth in Plato's language. 
23 By allowing for the level-ambiguity of the keystone preference, Lehrer's hierarchical approach to the 
problem offree will violates the restriction that higher levels of preference be untranslatable into lower 
levels of preference and thus is not immune to paradox. As discussed in chapter four, however, Lehrer 
suggests that a pathological (if not paradoxical) account of free will is just what we should expect. 
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The Deflationary Theory of Truth and the Pragmatic Approach 

The pragmatic approach, as I defined it, accepts, as foundational, the value of ascriptions 

of free will and attempts to assess how free will is to be defined by examining the use of 

'free will' in our language. In the same spirit, Stephen Leeds has written (1978) that all we 

really need to know about the notion of truth is that it has serves two valuable functions: 

to express semantic assent and dissent, and as a logical device for expressing un articulated 

sets of propositions. To say 'That's true' is to use truth in the first way; to say 'Everything 

that John said is true' is to use truth in the second way. Leeds denies that we need to 

suppose that there is a compelling definition oftruth for arbitrary languages, and 

concludes that there is nothing more to the concept of truth than these two uses. 

Paul Horwich adopts the same approach. He accepts the function of the truth 

predicate as foundation from which to start (as does Leeds) and from this basis questions 

the traditional definition of truth. According to Horwich (1990), the meaning of , true' is 

given by its use, and its use is determined by our disposition to accept any instantiation of 

the schema '<p> is true ifand only ifp'. The only theory of truth that is possible or 

needed, Horwich argues, can be given by an infinite list of instances of this biconditional. 

The objections to the deflationary theory of truth are similar to those faced by the 

pragmatic approach to free will. In the same way that the P A view can be challenged on 

the basis of its inability to specify what it is that our reactive attitudes are a reaction to 

(which suggests a tacit appeal to the characteristics of the agent), the deflationary concept 

of truth can be questioned as to the explanatory basis of the usefulness of the truth 

predicate (which suggests that there is a tacit appeal to truth conditions). For example, 
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Hartry Field has argued {1987, 78)24 that since the purpose of positing thought-states is to 

explain behavior, and since this requires that we attribute truth conditions to the thought

states of others, the explanation of the behavior of others demands that we give truth 

conditions an explanatory role--which the deflationary account cannot do. To use Field's 

example, just as it is not enough to view chemical valence merely in terms of a list--since 

what we are interested in is what it is about valence that determines chemical reactions--it 

is not enough to view truth merely in terms of a list ofbiconditionals--since what we are 

interested in is what it is about the truth of thought-states that explains our successes in 

governing our own lives and predicting the behavior of others. 25 So although it follows 

that a member ofa stipulated list of true statements is true, this may not be all we need to 

know (nor all that we infer) about the concept oftruth itself.26 

An Indexical Account of 'True' 

Tyler Burge has argued (1984), along lines sympathetic to the RCA view, that we should 

adopt an indexical-schematic account of the truth predicate. Like both Horwich and 

Tarski, Burge accepts the truth schema '<p> is true ifand only ifp' but maintains that the 

schema functions to pick out an extension ('true' or 'false') only when it is indexed to a 

particular context, and that the context is determined by conversational implicature.27 As 

24 Also, see Putnam, 1978. 
25 Horwich argues that we do not need an explanation as to why the equivalence schema ('<p> is true if 
and only if pI) holds as we need to know the nature of chemical valence because there are no laws of 
nature that are applicable with respect to truth. Still it is not clear that a deflationary account of truth can 
eschew the need to explicate the coterie of related concepts (e.g., assertion conditions) that support the 
account. 
26 A further concern, which will be developed in the next chapter, is that the minimal theory of truth 
which Horwich espouses cannot be conceived of as a set of instances of the equivalence schema since 
there would then be a distinct true proposition with respect to each subset of instances and, according to 
Cantor's diagonal argument, such a set could not be enumerated. 
27 Burge evokes three conversational principles which he entitles justice, verity and minimalization. 
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an example, if our partner in a game of cards rightly observes that no one had the ace of 

clubs, her observation, 'No one had an ace of clubs', is only true relative to the context of 

the game (since it is doubtful that no one anywhere or at any time had the ace of clubs). 

This appeal to the indexical nature of truth allows Burge to resolve the Liar's 

Paradox in the following way. When we read a sentence that contains the truth predicate, 

it is conversationally implied that we are to evaluate the sentence to which it refers with 

the truth schema appropriate for the occurrence of , true' in the evaluating sentence. In the 

case of the Liar, since the sentence being referred to is the evaluating sentence itself, the 

paradoxical result forces us to reevaluate the sentence at a more inclusive level, which 

again leads to a paradoxical result. So when we first evaluate the sentence 'This sentence 

is not true' we assume that the sentence which says it is not truei must either be truei or 

not truei. Since the evaluation would be contradictory in both cases, we are forced to 

reevaluate the sentence and conclude that either it is truek that the sentence is not truej, or 

that it is not truek that the sentence is not truei. This forces us to reevaluate the sentence 

again at the next level and so on. Hence the Liar is meaningful to the extent that it 

provides an initial schema for evaluating its own truth, but since the schema fails to fix an 

extension--due to the shift in evaluative parameters--the sentence lacks a truth value.28 

Since Burge maintains that there is no way to 'de-indexicalize' the notion of truth, 

there is no case in which a statement is in fact true.29 Thus the indexical account of truth 

28 Jon Banvise and John Etchemendy (1987) have argued that there is an implicit restriction involved in 
the truth predicate in much the same way that there is an implicit restriction to the perspective of the 
observer in the two-place predicate 'to the left of. 
29 Stephen Stich has also argued (1990) that if we accept that beliefs are true (or false) in virtue of the 
interpretation function that maps brain-state tokens onto propositions (or the like), and that the acceptance 
of this function is both idiosyncratic and unreflective (since, as he argues, there are countless purely 
formal syntactic patterns that can be assigned to the interaction among mental sentences, none of which is 
intuitively more plausible than the others), then it is only social tradition (rather than the instrumental or 
evolutionary superiority of true beliefs--as opposed to, say, true· or true·· beliefs) that sanctions accepted 
truth conditions. A similar concern can also be introduced into Tarski's hierarchical account if we accept 
the indeterminacy of translation from the object language to the metalanguage. 
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accepts the truth schema, '<p> is true if and only if p', but avoids the Liar Paradox by 

asserting that this schema is able to fix an extension only when it is indexed to the relevant 

conversational context. 30 

The central concern with such an indexical account is whether the terms 'relevance' 

and 'evaluation' can be explicated without an implicit appeal to truth conditions. Also, it 

may be that Burge's account is subject to a version of the Strengthened Liar. For example, 

it is not clear how we should interpret, given Burge's account of the Liar Paradox, the 

following sentence: 

1) (1) is either true or purely schematic. 

Conclusions 

Free will, knowledge and truth are linked by the common concept of evaluation. As an 

agent, on the metaphysical approach to free will, must evaluate her own desires, the 

skeptic demands that the knower evaluate the premises of every supporting argument and 

the epistemic principles that guide that evaluation. Similarly, the Liar Paradox represents 

a case in which a statement must evaluate itself. I have argued that the RCA is the most 

plausible approach to the problem of free will, and that a similar analysis is promising as an 

approach to the problem of giving an account of knowledge. The sketch offered above of 

three possible approaches to truth theory also suggests that an indexical account of truth 

may be able to capture the intuition that supports the correspondence theory (in a way that 

a deflationary account cannot) without deferring to a formalized language to avoid the 

Liar Paradox. In each case, it is the appeal to conversational context, and the denial that 

30 Analogously, to ask 'Do we have free will?' simpliciter--i.e., apart from contextually demarcated 
parameters--is to invite a continual shift in evaluative standards between the metaphysical, pragmatic and 
linguistic approach to the question, and hence to render it unanswerable. 
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the concept in question has an all-in sense, that allows the analysis to avoid the dilemma 

that is initially presented. 
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SECTION FOUR 

The Correct Approach 



The Answer 

Out of the corner of his eye Phouchg could see the sea of tense expectant faces 

down in the square outside. 

"We're going to get lynched, aren't we?" he whispered. 

"It was a tough assignment," said Deep Thought mildly. 

"Forty-twol" yelled Loonquawl. "Is that all you've got to show for seven and a 

half million years of work?" 
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"I checked it very thoroughly," said the computer, "and that quite definitely is the 

answer. I think the problem, to be quite honest with you, is that you've never actually 

known what the question is." 

"But it was the Great Questionl The Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe and 

Everything," howled Loonquawl. 

"Yes," said Deep Thought with the air of one who suffers fools gladly, "but what 

actually is it?" 

A slow stupefied silence crept over the men as they stared at the computer and 

then at each other. 

"Well, you know, it's just Everything ... every-thing .. " offered Phouchg weakly. 
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"Exactly!" said Deep Thought. "So once you do know what the question actually 

is, you'll know what the answer means. II 

"0, terrific, II muttered Phouchg, flinging aside his notebook and wiping away a 

tiny tear. 

"Look, all right, all right," said Loonquawl, "can you just please tell us the 

question?" 

"The Ultimate Question?" 

"Yes! II 

Deep Thought pondered for a moment. 

"Tricky, II he said. 

"But can you do it?" cried Loonquawl. 

Finally: IINo, II he said firmly. 

Both men collapsed onto their chairs in despair. 

"But I'll tell you who can, II said Deep Thought. 

IIWho? Tell US!II ... 

III speak of none but the computer that is to come after me, II intoned Deep 

Thought, his voice regaining its accustomed declamatory tones. II A computer whose 

merest operational parameters I am not worthy to calculate--and yet I will design it for 

you. A computer that can calculate the Question to the Ultimate Answer, a computer of 

such infinite and subtle complexity that organic life itself shall form part of its operational 

matrix. And you yourselves shall take on new forms and go down into the computer to 

navigate its ten-million-year program! Yes! I shall design this computer for you. And I 

shall name it also unto you. And it shall be called ... the Earth. II 

Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy 
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Chapter Nine 

The Correct Approach 

To this point, I have presented the linguistic approach--and specifically the RCA--as the 

most plausible approach to the problem offree will. In this chapter I will examine whether 

this is indeed the case. I have divided this chapter into two parts. The first part will be 

dedicated to showing how the appeal to context--which is crucial to the RCA--can resolve 

the ambiguities to which both the metaphysical and pragmatic approaches are subject. In 

the second part, however, I will argue that the question of whether the RCA is the correct 

view engenders a further paradox similar to the Liar Paradox. Specifically, I will suggest 

that if an indexical approach is correct, then it cannot be the correct approach (since any 

such evaluation would also be subject to considerations of context and interest), and ifit is 

incorrect, then it is incorrect for reasons that support its acceptance. 



Context and the Free Will Problem 

It is certainly not the least charm of a theory that it is refutable; it is precisely 
thereby that it attracts subtler minds. It seems that the hundred-times-refuted 
theory of a "free will" owes its persistence to this charm alone; again and 
again someone comes along who feels he is strong enough to refute it. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil 
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The cogency of the RCA, and of the linguistic approach in general, rests on two basic 

claims: 1) the appeal to context both explains and resolves the dilemmas to which the 

metaphysical and pragmatic accounts are wlnerable, and is, therefore, the preferable 

approach, and 2) the all-in sense of 'can' which Austin took to be the explanandum of an 

account of free will--and which the linguistic approach cannot accommodate--is either 

mundane or chimerical. This chapter is dedicated to examining the first claim. The final 

chapter will address the second claim. 

Context and the Metaphysical Approach 

In the first chapter, I divided the metaphysical approach into two arguments against the 

existence of free will: the argument from logical necessity, and the argument from causal 

necessity. I then suggested that the apparent cogency of these arguments trades on an 

equivocation generated by a contextual shift across a conditional; viz., that we evaluate 

the antecedent of the conditional in a different context than we evaluate the consequent, 

and that this shift in evaluative standards is due to implicit conversational considerations. 

The aim of the following discussion is to rehearse and support this suggestion. 
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Context and the Sea-Battle Argument 

In the first chapter, I used Aristotle's sea-battIe argument and the argument from the 

foreknowledge of God as examples of how it might be argued that our actions, even if 

causally contingent, are logically necessitated. A natural extension of these arguments 

precludes free will, for, by the same argument, it seems we must have the will we do. I 

will restrict the discussion here to Aristotle's sea-battle argument and assume that the same 

remarks apply, mutatis mutandis, to the argument from the foreknowledge of God. 

Recall that if we ignore the distinction between events and propositions, Aristotle's 

argument can be schematized as: 

1) Necessarily, either S is true or -,S is true. 
2) If S is true, then S must occur. 
3) If -,S is true, then it is impossible for S to occur. 
4) Therefore, either S must occur, or it is impossible for S to occur. 

or, more formally, 

1) O(S v""S) 
2) S :::J OS 
3) ""S :::J O""S 
4) Therefore, OS v O""S 

To simply infer the conclusion from the first premise is to commit an obvious modal 

fallacy; the fallacy of inferring the necessity of the disjuncts from the necessity of a 

disjunction. So for the inference to be valid, it must rely on the information provided by 

premises (2) and (3), the distinction between events and propositions, or both. Hence to 

understand the argument, we need to clarify the role that these two conditionals, and the 

disambiguation of events and propositions, plays in the argument. 
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As a start, I want to consider a much simpler case. Suppose we are told that the 

inference 

1) 
2) 

-oB 

can be made valid by the additional of premise P. It is clear that P must either rule out B 

on the basis of one or both of the other two premises, or on its own (which would make 

the premises superfluous and the argument misleading). Since P cannot utilize (A ::>B) in 

any straightforward manner (since affirming either the antecedent or the consequent would 

lead to a contradiction), a plausible candidate for P is (-oA::> -oB) or whatever implies it. 

Yet since the addition of(-oA::> -oB) would make the second premise superfluous, the best 

candidate for P is the conditional [(A::> B) ::> (-oA::> -oB)]--which, of course, amounts to 

inferring a biconditional from a conditional. l 

We can view the sea-battIe argument in a similar way. Given the schematization 

above, the argument might be presented as the claim that the obviously invalid inference 

from the necessity of a disjunction to a disjunction of necessities can be made valid by the 

addition of an unstated premise P. One possibility for P is to rely on two closely related 

modal conditionals that are true, (0 S ::> S) and (O-oS ::> -oS), and infer, as in the example 

above, [(OS::> S) ::> (-oOS ::> -oS)] and [(-oS::> -oS)::> (-oO-oS ::> S)]--which amounts to 

inferring a biconditional from a conditional. The contrapositive of the consequent of these 

1 As a matter of conversational cooperation, we typically interpret statements in the most informative 
way possible without sacrificing credibility. Consider the conditional 'If you have climbed Mount Everest, 
you know what it is like to be out of breath'. If this statement were made in the context of a discussion 
about what it is to breath hard, it would be unwarranted to infer that if you had not climbed Everest you do 
not know what it is to be out of breath. But if this statement were made to a group of climbers to wanting 
to claim that there is no mountain as grueling as Everest, then the inference would be supported. Also, 
compare the discussion of deductive failure in Goldman, 1986 ch. 13. 
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two conditionals would then give us (S :::J 0 S) and (-.S :::J O-'S).2 So just as it is typical to 

infer 'If Sue is not forced to do her homework, she will not' from 'If Sue is forced to do 

her homework, she will (grudgingly) do it'--i.e., (OS :::J S):::J (-.OS :::J -'S)--when 

considering the sea-battle argument we may draw a similar inference. 

Alternately, and more plausibly, P might utilize the distinction between events and 

propositions. The surprise of the sea-battle argument is that it derives (OSe v O-'Se) from 

O(Sp v -'Sp). At first glance, this inference is obviously fallacious. The necessary truth of 

the proposition that, before our solar system was formed, our sun would either have nine 

planets or it would not, does not entail that either our sun necessarily has nine planets or 

necessarily does not. As I argued in the first chapter, however, there is an ambiguity with 

respect to the necessity involved in the argument; viz., the most plausible interpretation of 

(Sp :::J 0 Se) and (-,Sp :::J 0 -,Se) in view of the maintaining intelligibility, is in terms of 

'past' necessity, whereas the most plausible interpretation of the conclusion (OSe v O-'Se), 

in view of maximizing content, is in terms oflogical necessity, and hence the context that 

renders the middle premises intelligible is not the same context in which the initial premise 

and the conclusion are informative. 3 

This equivocation can also be made explicit in terms of logically possible worlds. 

Suppose that in half of all logically possible worlds, S occurs; in the other half, S does not 

occur. Given that Sp is true, any claim based on this condition must be restricted to only 

2 The contrapositive of counterfactual statements is notoriously dubious of course. Given that it is true 
that if! ran in the race I would not win, it does not follow that if I did win I would not have run in the 
race. I take it that the reason contraposition fails in this case is that it asserts that I would have not run in 
the race in which I would have run. In other words, the first counterfactual indexes not winning to the 
condition of running in the race, and this index makes the contrapositive absurd. If, however, we assume 
a different context--say one in which I walked and was to only one to finish the race because I walked 
(and did not run)--the contraposition would be supported. Also, the ambiguity between trunt in the sense 
of 'moving quickly' and 'participate int the race encourages two different readings. 
3 It may also be that we are tempted to read (Sp :::> 0 Se> in terms of causal necessity--i.e., the truth of the 
proposition that S will occur in the future indicates that there is a sufficient cause for S. 
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half of all logically possible worlds~ viz., the worlds in which S occurs. So in the context 

in which Sp is true, S occurs in all logically possible* worlds (where '*' indicates the 

conditionally restricted domain) and hence is logically necessary*. Consequently, although 

it does indeed follow from the truth of Sp that Se is necessary*, it does not follow that Se 

is necessary. Since the first premise of the argument--O (Sp v -'Sp)--is true in all logically 

possible worlds, and given that, on the basis of the second and third premises, either Se is 

necessary* or -'Se is necessary*, the conclusion can be read in two ways. If we read the 

conclusion with an eye toward maximizing information (which is conversationally implied 

since conclusions, if trotted out, are usually meant to be informative--and which is the only 

reading that entails what Aristotle took it to entail~ namely, fatalism), then the argument is 

invalid. If, on the other hand, we take the conclusion to assert that either it is necessary* 

for that S occur, or necessary* that S not occur, then the conclusion is uninteresting. 

Context and the Incompatibilist Argument 

We can approach van Inwagen's consequent argument in a similar manner. The argument 

is surprising (informative) because it sanctions the inference from O[(S & L) ~T] to NT.4 

But what would we have to add to make this inference valid? Given inference rule A, the 

most likely place to begin is to assume that one of the sub conclusions of the argument 

must be OT (for NT would follow immediately from OT by rule A). The inference from 

O[(S & L) ~T] to OT, however, represents the same modal fallacy in the schematization 

4 Recall that van Inwagen employes the following premises and inference rules. 
NS No one has, or ever had, any choice about the pre-adamite state of the world. 
NL No one has, or ever had, any choice about the laws of nature. 
Rule A Op ~ Np If it is necessary that p, then no one has, or ever had, any choice about p. 
Rule B Np, N(p => q) ~ Nq. If no one has, or ever had, any choice about the conditional 'Ifp then q', 

then given that no one has, or ever had, any choice about p, no one has, or ever had, any choice 
about q. 
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of the sea-battle argument (since [(S & L)::J T] is equivalent to [-,(S & L) v T]); viz., 

deriving the necessity of a disjunct from the necessity of a disjunction. Given that the only 

means of applying the predicate 'N' (other than by stipulation) is via rule A, it would seem 

that the argument, ifit is to be informative, must therefore show that T is necessary. 

When we flesh the argument out, however, the added premises--other than NS and 

NL--all follow from the application of inference rule A and inference rule B. 

1) 0 [(S & L) ::JT] 
2) 0 (S ::J(L ::JT» 
3) N(S ::J(L ::JT» 
4) NS 
5) N(L::JT) 
6) NL 
7) NT 

The crux of the argument is the inference from the third premise--by the introduction of 

NS and NL, and the use of inference rule B--to NT. It is this inference I want to examine. 

Should we accept NS? Inference rule A states that if it is logically necessary that 

p, then no one has, or ever had, any choice about p. Although this rule seems plausible 

enough, notice that it invites the inference from NS to 0 S. S I suggest that it is this 

inference that lends credibility to inference rule A. Presumably, the preadamite state of the 

world is fixed in the same way that the past is fixed and hence has a kind of necessity. It is 

in this sense that no human being has, or ever had, any choice about the preadamite state 

of the world. (As above, I will indicate this sense of necessity with a '*'.) But this is a 

weaker sense of necessity than logical necessity. Not all logically possible worlds have the 

same past. If so, then the fourth premise should be N*S rather than NS. Similarly, though 

S Again, this is to infer a biconditional from a conditional. Notice, however, that when we are told that 
no one has, or ever had, a choice about a logically necessary truth, it is natural to assume that if the truth 
were not logically necessary (or necessary in some sense), someone would have, or would have had, a 
choice about it. 
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no one has, presumably, any choice about the laws of nature, it is not because the laws of 

nature are logically necessary.6 Hence we might substitute NUL for NL. Once the type 

of necessity involved is disambiguated, however, rule B introduces an equivocation into 

the argument. For example, when B is applied to the third and fourth premises, it can be 

interpreted as either [N*p, N(P :::> q) ~ Nq] or [N*p, N(p :::> q) ~ N*q]. 

It may seem that this equivocation is unimportant since what is at issue is that no 

one has, or ever had, any choice about T regardless of whether this lack of choice is due 

to logical necessity or some other type of necessity--but this is exactly what is at issue. 

Since the compatibilist maintains that the sense in which our actions are necessitated is not 

the sense which undermines our freedom of choice, if the incompatibilist argument is to be 

convincing, it must be unambiguous with respect to the sense of necessity involved. After 

all, there is no disagreement over whether our will is determined in some sense. The 

compatibilist may agree that we have no choice about the distant past and the laws of 

nature and yet disagree that we have no choice about what we will to do. Consequently, 

since, as van Inwagen admits, rule B cannot be shown to be valid, the incompatibilist 

argument remains unpersuasive. 

Context and the Two-World View 

As I argued earlier, one exegetically justified response to Kant's two-world' view it that 

trades on the equivocation between negative freedom or choice (WilIkiir) and positive 

freedom or reason (Wille). One way to see this equivocation is to consider the following 

6 As John Halpin argues (1993, 31), given that the laws of nature are to be formulated counterfactually, 
they must remain intrinsically perspectival since counterfactuals can, in general, only be given a truth 
value with respect to a particular context. 
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argument which represents a summary of Kant's position as developed in the first Critique 

and the Groundwork. 

1) We all have a sense of duty, a conviction of how we ought to act. 
2) Since 'ought' implies 'can', it follows that we can do what we ought to do. 
3) The one characteristic that all moral beings have necessarily is rationality; 

we have a sense of duty in virtue of being rational. 
4) Since the effectiveness of our will is contingent on natural circumstance, it 

follows from (2) that the only demand of morality is that we determine our 
will to do what our sense of duty requires. 

5) If the determining ground of our will--our reason--were subject to natural 
law, there could be circumstances in which we could not will to do what is 
morally required. 

6) Hence, we can know transcendentally that we are autonomous; that our 
will is subject only to the laws which reason imposes on itself. 

What makes this argument interesting is that it purports to deduce our autonomy merely 

from our sense of duty; which, at first glance, seems as audacious as concluding that we 

are free on the basis that we feel free.7 Since I have examined some of the supporting 

premises for this argument in chapter three, I will limit this discussion to an ambiguity that 

is, I think, particularly telling: the sense in which the 'we' in the argument is us. 

In the first premise--'We all have a sense of duty, a conviction of how we ought to 

act'--the reference is to moral agents, people like us. The second and third premise, as 

Kant makes clear in his writings, indicate that the essential nature of a moral being is that 

such beings can either determine their will according to reason or according to natural 

inclination: we have a sense of duty because we can choose to do one or the other. God 

necessarily acts according to the law of reason and hence is not moral; animals necessarily 

act according to natural inclination and hence are not moral. Our will is not necessitated 

in either way. Thus in the first three premises, the best construal of , we' is the class of 

7 Hume, of course, took the opposite tract: just because we have the sensation that our will is free, it does 
not follow that our actions are any less necessitated than the interactions of material objects. 
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rational beings who can, but need not, determine their will according to the law of reason. 

This sense of 'we' embraces both the intelligible and sensual dimension of moral agents. I 

will call this inclusive sense of 'we', 'wei'-

Ifwe hold this sense consistent, however, the fourth premise asserts that the only 

demand of morality is that wei determine oUfj will to do what ouri sense of duty requires. 

But what is it for us as beings with both rational and sensual dimensions to determine our 

will in this way? Surely it is not our sensual self that determines to have a rational will. A 

more plausible construal of this premise is that we as rational agents (wer) determine ouri 

will according to the law of reason. This construal is reinforced by the fifth premise since, 

presumably, natural law would support, rather than interfere with, our sensual nature. 

Thus the fifth premise is best read as asserting that if the determining ground ofourr will-

i.e., our reason--were subject to natural law, there could be circumstances in which wer 

could not do what is morally required ofusi. By the same reasoning, we should interpret 

the conclusion as the assertion that wei can know, transcendentally, that wer are 

autonomous; that ourr will is subject only to the laws which reason imposes on itself. 

Thus the sense of 'we' in the first premise is not the sense of 'we' in the conclusion. 

The assertion that we can determine our will other than on the basis of reason, and 

hence that we have a sense of moral duty, is dubious given 'wert, since on this reading, we 

are essentially rational not sensual. On the other hand, the conclusion that we are 

autonomous in virtue of reason's immunity to natural law is dubious given 'wei'. This is 

the same problem I discussed in chapter three with respect to the ambiguity between Wille 

and Willkiir; if the faculty that ultimately determines our will is grounded in the intelligible 

world, it is not clear how we can ever act immorally, and if it is grounded in the natural 

world, it is not clear how we can ever be held responsible. Thus the cogency of Kant's 
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moral duty argument relies on the ambiguity of a central term 'we'; an ambiguity that can 

be resolved by appeal to the context of assertion. 

Context and the Hierarchical Account 

The equivocation between senses of agency discussed with respect to Kant's moral duty 

argument is evident in Frankfurt's account as well. Given a class of agents that are 

psychologically complex enough to have a hierarchy of desires, whether such agents have 

free will--i.e., whether they have the will they want to have--depends on what we mean by 

'they'. Without knowing the level of desire that identifies the agent, as well as why that 

level and not another should serve to identifY the agent, we cannot make sense of the 

claim that he has the will he wants to have. 

The central concern, however, is not simply that there is an ambiguity that needs to 

be resolved with respect to the identification of the agent, but that this ambiguity cannot 

be resolved without sacrificing part of what Frankfurt needs to make his account 

convincing. If the agent is identified solely with his second-order volitions, the problem of 

derivation becomes prominent: if we are not to be identified with the first-order desires 

we happen to have, then why should we be identified with the second-order desires we 

happen to have? If, on the other hand, some argument can be given as to why our second

order desires are more 'ours' than our first-order desires, then it seems that our first-order 

desires are not (truly) ours. But this bifurcation of the selfis troubling: I may not approve 

of my first-order desires, or I may acknowledge that my first-order desire were not of my 

making, but they are, nevertheless, my first-order desires, and hence part of who I am. 

Moreover, without a clear account of identification, Frankfurt's account yields no 

conclusion as to whether an agent with conflicting orders of desires does, or does not, 

have free will. 
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It is tempting to conclude, on the basis of this problem, that a better account of 

identity and derivation is needed. I suggest, however, that the perspective we adopt when 

we ask who we are is different than the perspective we adopt when we ask who we are 

not--and that there is no single perspective that can answer both questions at once. When 

we ask who we are, considerations of motivation (identification) are salient; when we ask 

who we are not, considerations of influence (derivation) are salient. If so, then the 

ambiguity in Frankfurt's account is generated by trying to satisfY the demands of two 

incommensurable perspectives. 

Context and the Pragmatic Approach 

As I argued in chapters five and six, there is an unresolved equivocation in the pragmatic 

account as to the nature of our reactive attitudes. If we assume that the appropriateness 

of our moral attitudes relies on a rational justification, this assumption pulls against the 

claim that we can have no rational reason for undermining our moral attitudes; and if we 

assume that the appropriateness of our moral attitudes relies on a moral justification, this 

assumption sidesteps the question of what it is for a judgment to be moral. Similarly, it is 

unclear what our reactive attitudes are reacting to. Ifwe are reacting to a certain kind of 

object, this creates a tension with the participatory perspective the argument supports. 

Yet if we explicate our reactive attitudes in terms of personal relationships, it is unclear 

how an objective perspective could threaten our reactive attitudes and becomes the 

account descriptively suspect (since personal relationships are often not involved in our 

reactive attitudes).8 

8 As an analogy, if we define a work of art solely in terms of the relationship it establishes between the 
artist and the artistic community in which the artist lives, the question 'In in virtue of what does this work 
of art allow this relation?' must either be rejected as incoherent, in which case our definition is incomplete 
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I suggest that the context in which it makes sense to ask whether an agent is 

morally responsible is different than the context in which it makes sense to ask if our moral 

judgments are justified. It is typically assumed that the perspectives generated by these 

two different contexts can be subsumed under the right account of moral responsibility. It 

is this assumption that I am questioning. 

Perspectives 

Although, for the reasons presented above, I do not think that either the metaphysical or 

pragmatic approach succeed in answering the problem of free will, it would be premature 

to dismiss them entirely. There is something that both of these approaches gets right: the 

recognition of perspective. A traditional view of the problem of free will can be 

characterized in terms of the following simple dilemma. 

1) 
2) 

We must have free will to be morally responsible. 
Natural science gives us reason to suppose that we do not have free will. 

We must either reject natural science or deny our moral responsibility. 

One of Kant's most intriguing insights was the recognition that this dilemma could be 

avoided by making a distinction between the intelligible perspective (from which we must 

admit our moral responsibility) and the empirical perspective (from which we must admit 

the rule of natural law). This allowed Kant to deny both horns ofthe dilemma. He could 

then assert that although autonomy is unintelligible from the scientific perspective, science 

is incomplete from the intelligible perspective. But whereas Kant proceeded to argue that 

a metaphysical basis could be offered that would reconcile these two perspectives, it is my 

since, presumably, not any object will do, or we must appeal to a non-relational criterion, in which case 
the definition is inconsistent. 



contention that we can adopt one perspective or the other, but not both. This is not to 

endorse the conclusion of the simple argument above but to assert that the perspective 

from which its first premise makes sense cannot be translated into the perspective from 

which its second premise makes sense.9 
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The pragmatic approach, as I have defined it, also makes a distinction between the 

different perspectives which one might adopt toward the question of moral responsibility: 

the subjective perspective which fosters a participatory attitude, and the objective 

perspective which fosters a detached attitude. The insight here is that the simple dilemma 

above demands an objective perspective, and since this perspective threatens our valued 

personal relationships, we have no reason, from a subjective perspective, to adopt such a 

view. As I have argued, however, the pragmatic approach must remain incomplete for it 

cannot address the question of what makes our moral attitudes appropriate without 

adopting the objective perspective it must denounce. 

9 As Paul Benson concludes: "There may be no such thing as freedom of an action simpliciter. There 
may only be frcedom in relation to specifiable domains ofvaluc." (1987,486) 



The Correct Perspective 

In rare and isolated instances it may really be the case that such a will to truth, 
some extravagant and adventurous courage, a metaphysician's ambition to 
hold a hopeless position, may participate and ultimately prefer even a handful 
of "certainty" to a whole carload of beautiful possibilities ... 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil 
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To this point, I have presented the linguistic approach--and specifically the RCA--as the 

best approach to the problem of free will. I will argue, however, that the question of 

whether it is the correct approach cannot be given a definitive answer, for, like the Liar 

Paradox, if we assume that an indexical, conditional approach is correct, then it cannot be 

the correct approach (since any such evaluation would also be subject to considerations of 

context and interest), and ifit is incorrect, then it is incorrect for reasons that support its 

acceptance. 

As a start toward supporting this claim, it is helpful to look again at the difficulty 

of providing a theory of truth. John Etchemendy has observed that the goal of providing a 

scientifically respectable definition of the truth predicate (which was Tarski's project) and 

the goal of offering a substantive and formal account of the semantics of truth in a natural 

language (which is the perspective in which the criticisms of Tarski's work are grounded) 

are essentially opposed, and that "without setting aside Tarski's principal goal, there is a 

sense in which semantics simply cannot be done." (1988, 52-53) Ifso, then the three 

approaches (which I outlined in the last chapter) to providing an account of truth cannot 

be evaluated from a single best perspective, and hence the question of which approach is 
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(uniquely) correct cannot be answered. In other words, the correct approach to giving an 

account of truth is relative to the objectives that one takes to be paramount. That this 

situation is indeed the case is suggested by the apparent intractability of giving a theory of 

truth. 10 

Similarly, given that the three approaches to the problem of free will each take a 

different question to be foundational, it may be that the goals they represent are mutually 

inconsistent. If so, then the question of which approach is correct cannot be answered. 

To put this point in terms of the RCA, each approach can be characterized (according to 

the three basic questions) as having a different sets of implicit assumptions, background 

presumptions, and focal issues. Consequently, any question that assumes a perspective 

that spans more than one approach may well embody an equivocation between disparate 

senses offree will. Consequently, the linguistic cannot be the correct approach to the 

problem of free will since, according to the RCA, there is no ultimate, or all-in, sense of 

free will. In sum, the RCA, like the Liar, evidently applies to itself. 

The Adequacy of the Linguistic Approach 

There are two crucial objections to the RCA that I have so far ignored: 1) The RCA, as 

it stands, does not suffice as a reduction of 'can' to less problematic terms (due to the 

possibility of reintroducing 'can' into the analysis, as well as the implicit reliance on modal 

terms), and 2) The RCA does not distinguish between the 'can' of ability and the 'can' of 

permission. 11 

10 Donald Davidson has written (1990,298) that, with respect to a theory of truth, "most contemporary 
proposals fall into two broad categories; those which humanize truth by making it basically epistemic, and 
those which promote some form of correspondence thcory"--and yet he finds "epistemic views untenable, 
and realist views ultimately unintelligible." 
11 This objection is argued by both Charles Cross (1986) and J. L. Cowan (1993). 



250 

Since there is no principled reason to exclude could-statements from the (assumed 

or presumed) sets of conditions to which the RCA appeals, the possibility of a regress--or, 

alternately, of reintroducing 'can' into the analysis--seems unavoidable. For example, we 

might analyze 'John could have jumped the crevasse' as 'John would have jumped the 

crevasse if he had tired' on the assumption that he could have tried, thereby introducing a 

could-statment into r. This situation seems to vindicate Austin's claim that 'can' inevitably 

turns up like a frog at the bottom of the beer mug. Notice, however, that if we grant this 

objection, we must assume that the embedded could-statement has a different sense than 

the sense given by the analysis since otherwise this statement could simply be dissolved 

into the contextually established condition sets of the analysis--i.e., we could analyze the 

embedded could-statement in exactly the same way as the conditional itself. 

The RCA also seems to fail as to reduce the modal term 'can' (or 'could') to an 

indicative conditional as was first suggested. For example, the claim that B is sufficient 

when conjoined with rand L for the occurrence of X is ambiguous. The most likely 

reading is in terms of causal sufficiency; viz., that B is sufficient (in conjunction with rand 

L) to cause the occurrence ofX. But insofar as causation is construed counterfactually, 

the RCA seems to be as embroiled in counterfactual analysis as is the ability to will 

otherwise. Similarly, it is not clear what we are to make of the claim that the members of 

rand L are necessary conditions insofar as necessity is construed counterfactually.12 

Although there is something to this objection, it is worth asking what view of 

counterfactuals we must adopt to make the objection convincing. Consider the following 

claim: 'If Greg Lemond would have raced in the Tour DuPont in 1993, he would have 

won'. Is this counterfactual true? The most plausible response is that the answer depends 

12 This objection to the dependence of the RCA on counterfactuaI analysis can also be put in tenns of the 
reintroduction of 'can' given the translation of 'necessary' and 'cause' into what can or cannot happen. 
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on the assumptions we make. Ifwe assume that he would have taken the time away from 

his European schedule only if he was racing better than he had ever raced, then, given 

certain presumptions (such as the absence of major mechanical problems or illness), the 

counterfactual is one we should accept. On the other hand, if we assume that he would 

have entered the race only ifhe was racing poorly in Europe and wanted to use the Tour 

as a training ride, we should (again, given certain presumptions) deny the counterfactual. 

However, if we take this view ofcounterfactuals, we are simply adopting the same 

approach toward counterfactual analysis as the RCA adopts with respect to the 

counterfactual'A could have done X'. So if this is the approach we adopt to 

counterfactual analysis, we can object to the RCA only by accepting its central thesis. 

There are two responses that can ~e given to the second objection (that the RCA 

fails to distinguish between the 'can' of ability and the 'can' of permission). First, as 

Kratzer noted (1977), if we assume that what an agent can do is relative to the question 

'In view of what?', this relativity explains the otherwise puzzling connection between the 

various uses of 'can'. Hence to object on this basis that the RCA does not offer a different 

analysis for these various senses would be to miss the contextual distinction built into the 

analysis. 

Secondly, and more to the point with respect to the stronger interpretation of this 

objection, the 'can' of permission, according to Hilton, Jaspars, and Clarke (1990), is 

typically treated as a 'reverse' conditional. Consider the following three sentences: 

If you mow the lawn, I will give you five dollars. 
If you are a u.S. senator, then you're over thirty-five years old. 
If she is over 18, then she can drink. 

The first conditional is typically interpreted as a biconditional. We would not assume, on 

the basis of conversational implicature, that if we don't mow the law, we will get the five 
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dollars anyway. What would be the point of asserting such a conditional (other than as a 

joke)? The second conditional is straightforward; it simply indicates the necessary 

condition, nothing more. The third conditional, however, is typically interpreted as the 

claim that a necessary condition for drinking is that one is eighteen years old; viz., it is 

conversationally implied that the conditional (which is the 'can' of permission) is 

reversed. 13 Consequently, although there are times when a can-statement is implausibly 

treated as a straightforward conditional--as in the case when it represent the 'can' of 

ability--if we first interpret the statement according to the rules of conversational 

cooperation endorsed by the RCA, the objection is avoided. Again, the most plausible 

way to state this objection implicitly appeals to the RCA. 

Conclusions 

What then are we to make of the RCA, and the linguistic approach in general? As a final 

example of implicit contextual considerations, and their role in altering our evaluative 

standards--particularly with respect to ascertaining if there is a single correct approach to 

the problem of free will--consider the following situation. At the carnival, there is a man 

who runs a game booth. He holds three envelopes in his hand and announces that there is 

a ten dollar bill in one envelope, but the other two are empty. He then offers to sell one of 

the envelopes--whichever one the buyer chooses--for four dollars. A woman who hears 

the man decides to take the bet and picks the middle envelope. It is obvious, however, 

that her two friends think she is foolish. To entice the other onlookers, the man takes one 

of the two envelopes the woman did not choose and opens it, revealing that it is empty. 

13 There are, of course, other conditions that would, presumably, have to be fulfilled--e.g., that the 
woman in question has not already had more than the legal limit to drink. But, as the RCA asserts, there 
are always some presumptions. 
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He then asks the woman if she would like to reconsider her choice. The woman thinks for 

a moment, then picks the remaining envelope. One of woman's friends decides that she 

has now made a good bet; the other friend still thinks she is foolish. Which of her two 

friends is right? There are two ways to go about answering this question. 

On one view, since the woman had no idea which envelope contained the ten 

dollars, the odds of her picking the winning envelope were one in three. So the most she 

should have been willing to pay the man (barring considerations of the variable utility of 

money, the value of excitement, etc.) is $3.33. And since the additional information 

provided by the man when he opened the other envelope does not change this initial 

probability, there was no reason for her to change her mind. The answer on this view is 

that paying four dollars for a bet worth $3.33 is indeed foolish. 

On the other view, since the odds of the woman choosing the winning envelope are 

one in three, two out of three times she will choose an empty envelope. So if the man 

shows her that one of the other envelopes is empty, she should switch and take the 

remaining envelope since two out of three times she will trade her empty envelope for the 

winning envelope. Once the man has shown her that one of the other envelopes is empty, 

the most she should be willing to pay for the bet (again barring other considerations) is 

$6.66. On this view, she is not foolish. 

The debate between these two answers is surpassingly resilient. Proponents of 

both sides are quite convinced that their view is correct. The problem is that although the 

question appears to be a simple issue of probabilities, the tacit presumptions made by the 

proponents of each view are inconsistent. The presumption on the first view is that the 

man running the game picks one of the two remaining envelopes at random. The 

presumption on the second view is that the man knows which envelope has the money and 
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choose to reveal an empty envelope. This presumption, however, is seldom noticed. 14 

Yet even when this presumption is exposed, the issue remains unsettled since there are 

good reasons to back up both presumptions, and good reasons to back up those reasons, 

and reasons to doubt the other side's presumptions, and so on. 

In this example, more information would, presumably, resolve the issue. But 

suppose that the necessary information could not, in principle, be supplied; that the story 

could never be fully complete. What then? I will argue in the next chapter that this is the 

situation we are in with respect to the problem offree will: the various perspectives which 

fuel the debate rely on conflicting presumptions that cannot be evaluated because there is 

no all-in perspective from which to evaluate our perspective(s). The story must remain, 

like all stories, incomplete. 

14 J.L Cowan pointed this out to me. 



Chapter Ten 

A Reevaluation 

For one may doubt, first, whether there are any opposites at all, and secondly 
whether these popular valuations and opposite values on which the 
metaphysicians put their seal, are not perhaps merely foreground estimates, 
only provisional perspectives, perhaps even from some nook, perhaps from 
below, frog perspectives, as it were, to borrow an expression painters use. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil 
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As a initial framework for this essay, I suggested that the various positions one might take 

with respect to the problem offree will can be organized according to the three questions: 

What is it?, Do we have it?, and Of what value is it? I then discussed three approaches to 

the problem--the metaphysical, pragmatic, and linguistic approach--each of which adopts a 

different orientation in virtue of the order and status assigned to these questions. In the 

previous chapter, I claimed that the all-in sense oflcanl is either mundane (viz., lall-inl 
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within certain parameters) or chimerical. To support this claim I need to show that there 

is no single correct ordering of these three central questions; i.e., that there is no best 

perspective or approach to the problem of free will. If this is so, then the answer to the 

problem of free will is either restricted to the particular orientation we adopt toward the 

problem (in which case the answer is mundane), or the issues are so distorted by the 

kaleidoscope of the various perspectives that the central terms are left undefined (in which 

case the answer is chimerical). The focus of this chapter, therefore, is to deny the 

coherence of an all-in sense offree will. 

Reductios 

We can view Aristotle's sea-battle argument as the assertion that, on pain of accepting a 

blatant contradiction, we must reject either the assumption that our deliberations are 

effective or that propositions about future events have a truth value. Similarly, the 

incompatibilist argument can be viewed as the assertion that to avoid a contradiction in 

our beliefs, we must reject either the determinist thesis or the belief that there are some 

truths about which we have a choice. To challenge these arguments, the compatibilist can 

either question the argument on its own terms, or question the perspective on which the 

argument is grounded. In the first case the rules are well defined and the prize is either 

won or lost; in the second case, it is the establishment of the rules themselves that 

constitutes the prize. 

As an analogy, consider the problem of evil. Suppose a theist is confronted with 

the contradiction between the evil that is present in the world and God's goodness. If she 

is unable to reject one of the explicit assumptions of this reductio, then it seems she should 

reject her belief in God. But ifshe is more certain of God's existence and goodness than 

of her ability to evaluate a logical argument, or if her belief in God is so deeply intertwined 
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with her view of the world that to reject it would compromise and contradict other truths 

of which she is equally certain, then she may simply reject the argument itself. 1 But what 

would it mean if she were to do so? 

Kant acknowledged that it would do violence to our understanding of the world to 

suppose that there could be an uncaused cause, and yet held that we could not deny the 

deep conviction that we ought to (and hence could) act according to our sense of duty. 

Kant's solution, of course, was to deny the presumption that if we could not understand 

how we could have free will that we should deny that we have it--or, more precisely, that 

we can transcend the limits of our understanding that frame this dilemma. What he could 

not do, however, was show how we could understand this transcendental solution. 

The response of the theist and Kant's transcendental argument indicate a curious 

feature about reductio arguments: the normative force of such arguments is unavoidably 

parametric. For example, how should the theist react when confronted with the following 

argument? 

1) 
2) 
3) 

God is omniscient, omnipotent and omnibenevolent. 
Such a god would not allow evil in the world. 
There is evil in the world. 

Since (3) is evident, (2) is highly reasonable, and (1) is uncertain, we 
should, on pain of contradiction, reject (1). 

One way the theist might respond is to question the argument on its own terms; e.g., by 

offering reasons for rejecting (2) or (3) instead, or by denying the argument's validity.2 

1 John Pollock has noted a similar circumstance with respect to the lottery paradox: if the number of 
tickets sold is high enough, a probability based system of rationality would make it more reasonable to 
question the fairness of the lottery than to doubt that all of the tickets will loose. I take it, however, that 
the most common reaction is simply to suspend rational evaluation of the contradiction. For example, it is 
commonplace for a physicist to embrace both quantum mechanics and the general theory ofrelativity even 
in light of the realization that they are incompatible. 
2 For an example of such a response, see Plantinga (1974). 
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Alternately, the theist might respond by questioning the presumptions (or, in terms of the 

RCA, the members of :E) that support the argument; in effect, by forming a reductio of the 

reductio. For example, the theist might argue as follows: 

1) 

2) 

I should conclude, on the basis of the argument from the problem of evil, 
that there is no God. 
The satisfaction I derive from my work, my ability to cope with the pain in 
my life and in the lives of others, and my purpose for living all depend on 
my belief in God. 

Since (2) represents the most fundamental values in my life, it cannot be a 
requirement of rationality to accept the conclusion of the argument from 
the problem of evil. Hence I should reject (1). 

This response is, of course, much like the pragmatic response to the problem of free will. 

This response, which assumes an instrumental construal of rationality, challenges the 

presumption that logical consistency is fundamental in determining which beliefs we 

should accept, and by doing so, redefines the parameters that define the normative force of 

the reductio from the problem of evil: it changes the game, and thereby offers, in effect, a 

reductio of the first reductio. The curious feature about this response is that it seems we 

cannot be justified in rejecting the conclusion of one reductio on the basis of another--if 

one argument has epistemic force, so, it seems, must the other. The key to understanding 

this feature, as the linguistic approach points out, is to recognize that the word ~ustified' in 

the previous sentence is ambiguous between a pragmatic and logically consistent sense of 

justification. 

Another possibility is that the theist might respond by accepting, on the basis of the 

argument from the problem of evil, that it is rational to deny the existence of God, and yet 

maintain that belief in God does not, and should not, rely on reason--that it is a very good 

thing for us that the belief in God is rationally proscribed for it is only then that the life of 
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faith, which requires the passion of risking everything in the face of stark uncertainty, can 

exist. (This is, of course, Kierkegaard's response.) Again, the game has changed: we 

should, as a matter of reason, deny that there is a God, and we should, as a matter of faith, 

believe that there is a God. Which 'should' should we accept? This question has no 

answer. 

As I argued earlier, it will not suffice to assert that there must be something like 

'The Big Reductio' in which all assumptions are made explicit (and that although we may 

not know which assumption is wrong in this reductio, we can at least know that one of the 

assumptions is wrong; that there is, in principle, an answer to the puzzle), since not only is 

there reason to doubt that a more inclusive perspective is always (if ever) the one in which 

we are interested, but this assertion itself (that there is such a reductio) relies on certain 

presumptions that if included would make it possible that it is the assumption of The Big 

Reductio that we should deny. In other words, as Kripke showed with respect to the Liar 

Paradox, and as I argued with respect to Lehrer's hierarchical account of free will, if there 

is no objective basis for determining which view is 'bigger' (or, similarly, which reductio 

includes the other), then there is no way to answer the question of which view is the 'right' 

VIew. 

I suggest that this situation also applies to the three approaches to the free will 

problem discussed in this essay: each approach can serve as a more inclusive view from 

which to evaluate the others, and each relies on tacit presumptions that function to frame 

the perspective on which the approach makes sense--presumptions that cannot be 

examined from within the perspective itself.3 

3 For example, what approach should we adopt when evaluating the pragmatic resolution to the 
metaphysical dilemma between free will and natural law? We cannot simply present an argument as to 
whether we should, or should not, value living according to the facts more than maintaining our personal 
relationships, since, as Susan Wolf has argued (1990), what one takes to be the facts depends on what one 
takes to be the answer to the question. 
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The Right Order 

Given that the three approaches to the free will problem are incommensurable with each of 

the other two views, which view should we accept? If, as I will argue, there is no answer 

to this question, then the free will problem, as it is traditionally conceived, is intractable. 

In discussing the RCA, I used the intrinsic relativity of absolute speed as an 

analogy to support the claim that issues involving what an agent can do must be indexed 

to the appropriate set of assumptions rather than the largest set of assumptions; viz., just 

as average speed is a useful concept to us only when it is measured relative to the context 

delineated by our interests (e.g., a runner does not care how fast he is moving relative to 

the sun), so free will is a useful concept to us only when it is indexed to the context that is 

delineated by the question we are interested in answering. So if we are interested in Ted's 

physical endurance, to say that he can run a marathon does not entail that we are certain 

that he does not have, for example, an aversion to competition. Thus the correct approach 

to the free will problem is, arguably, a matter offixing the parameters ofthe evaluation to 

the question we are interested in answering. If so, then it seems reasonable to assert that 

the same concerns that motivate the RCA can, at the level of the perspective we adopt 

toward our perspectives, motivate the adoption of a metaphysical or pragmatic approach 

(depending, again, on which question it is that we are interested in answering). 

It might be objected, however, that this assertion is misleading. After all, if the 

RCA view is wrong, then there is no reason to accept the interest-relative nature of the 

free will problem; viz., even ifthere are multiple issues involved in the problem offree 

will, it does not follow from this that there is no unique ordering of the issues, nor that 

there is no best approach to the problem. Moreover, if the three approaches outlined 



above give a different answer as to the nature, existence and value of free will, then it 

seems that the resulting inconsistency is the problem of free will. 
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To help address this objection, consider the following scenario. Bill has three 

options with respect to his upcoming vacation: he can visit his sister in Texas, he can go 

skiing in Colorado, or he can stay in New York and work. Since Bill hates being 

frustrated, it is important to him to pick the right option. Thus Bill needs to assign an 

ordinal ranking to his three choices. Since there are many pros and cons in each case, he 

tests his preferences by comparing one option to another. As a result of this comparison, 

he decides that he would rather go skiing than visit his sister; he would rather stay home 

than go skiing; and he would rather visit his sister than stay home and work. Since his 

desires are obviously intransitive, it is clear to him that he will not be able to pick the best 

choice (since there is no best choice). Does this mean that Bill is deeply confused and 

doomed to frustration? Perhaps the latter, but not the former. 

The intransitivity of Bill's desires can be explained in terms of the evaluative 

parameters generated by the context of comparison. Consider the following possibility. 

When comparing whether he would rather visit his sister or stay home and work, Bill 

weighs how much his sister would like to see him against how much he would like to get 

his work done. Since he wants to make his sister happy, and knows that it would mean a 

good deal to her ifhe came to visit, he prefers to visit his sister rather than stay home and 

work. But when comparing whether he would rather go to Texas and see his sister or go 

skiing in Colorado, the prominent issue is which trip he would be more fun to take. Since 

he dislikes Texas and loves Colorado, Bill would rather go skiing than visit his sister. In 

comparing his desire to go skiing with the opportunity to finish his work, the salient 

concern is which use of his time would benefit him most in the future. Since he is behind 

on his work, and the snow might be better in Colorado later, Bill would rather stay home 
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and work than go skiing. In the first case, Bill is comparing his desires with those of his 

sister, in the second case, he is comparing his preference for one trip over the other, and in 

the third case, he is comparing the future benefit of taking a vacation to staying home and 

getting his work done. Thus the apparent intransitivity of Bill's desires is actually a shift in 

evaluative standards that he employs based on the context that is framed by each 

comparison. 

Moreover, if Bill were to recognize the shift in evaluative standards and try to hold 

the most important context constant, the same problem might arise again. For example, in 

comparing the comparison of wants (his and his sister'S) with the comparison of trips, Bill 

might find the issue of wants more pressing since people are more important to him than 

vacations; when comparing the comparison based on trips to the comparison based on his 

future benefit, he might prefer the comparison of trips since he does not want to be overly 

concerned about the future; and when comparing the comparison based on his future 

benefit and the comparison of his desires with those of his sister, he might prefer to use the 

question of what would benefit him most in the future as a comparative basis since he has 

found that he is usually more accurate at assessing future outcomes then he is at knowing 

what his sister wants. Again, although his ordering of evaluative standards appears 

intransitive, it is only because this ordering is sensitive to contextual considerations as 

well.4 

4 Kieth Lehrer (1989) discusses a similar case in which the presence of just noticeable differences leads a 
wine connoisseur, Archie, to prefer wine A over wine C and to have no preference between wine A and B, 
or between wine Band C. This creates a problem since the merchant from which Archie orders his wine 
may be offered only wine A or wine B by her supplier; if she orders wine B (since it makes no difference 
to Archie which she selects), and is later told by her supplier that wine C is also available, she may opt for 
wine C instead (since it makes no difference to Archie whether he drinks wine B or C). Thus it is possible 
for Archie to end up with wine C instead of wine A. Lehrer argues that the same problem arises with 
respect to which higher-order strategy Archie will choose to resolve this problem (e.g., ranking A above B 
and B above C, ranking A and B above C, or ranking A above both B and C), for the correct strategy for 
resolving the problem of ordering is just as it underdetermined as is the ordering of which wine to buy. 
(This is a case--as suggested at the end of the last chapter--in which no more information is available and 
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Incommensurable Options 

This problem is evident in possible worlds analyses of counterfactuals as well. When we 

say that an agent could have done otherwise, and analyze this statement in terms of 

possible worlds, what possible worlds are we talking about? Ifwe assume, as does Lewis 

(1973), that we are to explicate possible worlds in terms of comparative similarity (where 

the conditional is to be evaluated in the sphere of worlds most similar to our own in which 

the antecedent obtains), how are we to order the salient features of similarity? 

As mentioned in chapter eight, when we evaluate counterfactual claims, we do so 

in terms of the considerations we take to be fixed. s To use the previous example, whether 

it is true that were Greg Lemond to have raced in the Tour DuPont in 1993 he would have 

won depends on whether we assume that the most similar world is the one in which he 

races in the Tour DuPont because he is fit or because he is not fit. What allows us to 

judge comparative similarity is, usually, the context in which the counterfactual statement 

is made. Hence, if there is no definitive, all-inclusive, context, then the evaluation of 

counterfactuals only makes sense indexed to a particular context. 

In sum, the perspective we adopt allows us to evaluate questions about free will 

only from within that perspective (which may seem a mundane result). Yet although it 

may be, as Burge argued with respect to the Liar Paradox, that this perspectival evaluation 

hence in which the story must remain infonnationally incomplete.) Lehrer also argues that the threat of a 
regress is avoided because lOa general principle of our agency integrates the various levels of metamental 
evaluation required for freedom." (29) However, as I argued in chapter four, in the case where there is 
more than one general principle, this integration itself is underdetermined. 
S This applies to our evaluation of counterfactual theories as well. For example, Stalnaker's endorsement 
of 'backtracking' (1986) reflects his commitment to the primacy of natural law, whereas Lewis' proposal of 
a 'divergent miracle' (1973) reflects his presumption that it is more important to preserve the majority of 
actual fact. Similarly, Susan Wolf tells a story (1990, 107-12) in which Rose chooses to watch TV rather 
than grade papers. The question of whether Rose's choice was determined to be what it was depends, 
Wolf argues, on whether we take the physical facts or the psychological facts to be more or less basic. 
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establishes a schema that for its own evaluation, it does not follow that this schema will 

give us the answer we want. In fact, as I have argued, the only offspring we should expect 

from such a metalevel evaluation is a litter of chimeras.6 

One might still object, however, that from God's perspective--from the perspective 

of all things considered--our will is either free or it is not free, and that this is the only 

question with which the problem of free will should be concerned. In the discussion that 

follows, I will argue that there is no such thing as all things. 

The Problem with Totalities 

Patrick Grim has argued (1991), that any set of truths must leave some truth out, and 

hence there cannot be (at least given present logics) a complete description of the 

universe.7 If we take a perspective to be a description (or that it must be able to make 

sense of, or translate, such a description), then Grim's argument is tantamount to the 

denial of an all-in perspective. 

One way to motivate the acceptance of Grim's claim is by appeal to a variation of 

the Liar Paradox. In general terms, since any complete system must, at least in principle, 

have the syntactical resources to describe a complete system, (for any restriction on the 

descriptive power of this system would limit its scope) the possibility of paradox cannot be 

avoided. Thus it seems that an all-in description--and the perspective it promises to 

provide--will either be inconsistent (because it contains a paradox), or incomplete (in 

which case the description will not be all-in). 

6 Richard Double has written that "free will is an exemplar concept that is especially ill-behaved because 
it relies on multiple conflicting paradigms" and that "we sometimes shift from one paradigm to another at 
a moment's notice, thereby producing much of the baffiement that is characteristic of the free will issue." 
(1991,131) 
7 Grim quotes Bertrand Russell's claim that "[t]he totality of all logical objects, or of all propositions, 
involves, it would seem, a fundamental logical difficulty." (1991,0) 



To use Grim's example, suppose that there is a set of all truths, E>. Given this 

supposition, a paradox can be generated by the following sentence. 

1) (1) is not a member of set E>. 
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The problem, of course, is that if (1) is true, then it is a member of E> in which case it is 

false; whereas ifit is false, then what it says is true and it is a member ofE>. Thus (1) is 

either both a member ofE> and not a member ofE> (which is a contradiction), or neither a 

member ofE> or not a member ofE> (which would then allows for the reformulation of the 

paradox in the form ofa 'strengthened Liar').8 

To use the terminology I adopted when presenting the RCA, since the paradoxical 

result renders the informational content of (1) negligible, this encourages us, as a matter of 

conversational co-operation, to expand r (the set of implicit assumptions) by including 

some of the presumptions that were previously in:E (the set of background presumptions). 

But since :E is, on the hypothesis of an all-in perspective, the null set, this contextual shift 

cannot be accomplished. Thus although a global evaluation may have a meaning in one 

sense (in that it provides a schema for evaluation), it cannot have a meaning in the sense of 

being either true or false (or either or both). 

Notice, however, that this does not allow us to conclude that it is truero that there 

is no all-in perspective (where the subscript 'ro' represents an all-in sense of truth) without 

becoming mired in paradox once again. So, given any particular context of assertion (in 

which the truth predicate is defined), the falsehood of its corresponding Liar paradox 

cannot be a constituent of the context. Similarly, it cannot be part ofa theory of truth that 

8 For example, (1) might be changed to read: '(I) is either a member ore or neither a member ore nor 
not a member ore'. 
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the theory is true. Thus an indexical theory of truth, if it is to be consistent, must always 

be incomplete.9 

That is not to say, however, that other accounts of truth fare any better, nor that 

an indexical account of truth is insufficient. 10 Similarly, to say that an approach to the free 

will problem is incomplete is not to say that it is the incorrect approach or that nothing can 

be accomplished by employing that approach. What it does suggest is that our conception 

of 'the way things actually are' is also be defined only with respect to a limited context. To 

support this suggestion, I will examine two more arguments for the same conclusion that 

arise in physics and logic. 

Totality and Physics 

The particular explanation for the genesis of new paradigms in science is often uncertain 

and always complex. 11 Yet there remains a general agreement that our present physical 

theory is, if not correct, at least superior to past theories. Part of the reason for this 

agreement is that physical theory has become increasingly more comprehensive, unifying 

previously disparate phenomenon (such as electricity and magnetism). This has led to the 

supposition that there is a theory, toward which we are progressing, that will encompass 

all theories; a unified theory, a theory of everything. It is worth asking, however, whether 

this supposition is any different than the claim that a more inclusive perspective gets one 

closer to the actual speed of an object (or, more tendentiously, than the claim that the 

9 To put this point in terms of the RCA, if the truth of the theory is contained in the set of assumptions on 
which the conclusion is conditionally evaluated, then a version of Lob's paradox results. 
10 Barwise and Etchemendy argue that "while the world is as total as one could want, we cannot, in 
general, make statements about the world as a whole." (1987,154) 
11 As Thomas Kuhn writes, "[w]hat is it that transforms an apparently temporary discrepancy into an 
inescapable conflict? How can a conceptual scheme that one generation admiringly describes as subtle, 
flexible, and complex become for a later generation merely obscure, ambiguous, and cumbersome? Why 
do scientists hold to theories despite discrepancies, and, having held to them, give them up?" (1957,76) 
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more data we take into consideration, the closer we are to determining whether an agent's 

will is actually free). In addition, this agreement appear paradoxical. If we judge past 

theories as false on the basis of our present theory, and conclude, on the basis of 

induction, that our present theory is false, then the basis on which we judged past theories 

to be false is undermined--and consequently so is our inductive basis for the conclusion 

that our present theory is false. 

Is there such a thing as a unified physical theory?12 Certainly a unified theory has 

been earnestly pursued by many physicists. Albert Einstein, for one, dedicated much of his 

life to this pursuit. And the development a unified theory remains the focus of a good deal 

of present research. Yet I take it that the possibility of success is at least controversial. 

As John Barrow has recently claimed: 

There is no formula that can deliver all truth, all harmony, all simplicity. No 
Theory of Everything can ever provide total insight. For, to see through 
everything, would leave us seeing nothing at all. (1991,210) 

In other words, it may be that a unified physical theory is as much a contradiction in terms 

as is an all-in focus. 

Totality and Logic 

George Cantor argued that we can 'count' infinite sets by mapping, or trying to map, one 

infinite set onto another. For example, we can give a one-to-one mapping ofthe set of 

positive integers to the set of even positive integers, and from this we can conclude, or so 

12 One possibility is that there is an incompleteness 'built into' the world. and that a unified theory would 
only need to be as complete as this limit allows. For example, Heisenberg's uncertainty principle tells us 
that we can measure the momentum of a particle or its position accurately, but we cannot do both. This is 
not a limit of our technical abilities; there is just no 'fact' which corresponds to both the momentum and 
the position of a particle. Such a theory, however, would always be malleable with respect to the interest 
that is to be served by its application. 
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Cantor claimed, that both sets are of the same infinite size (which Cantor labeled ~O). 

The real numbers, however, cannot be placed in a one-to-one correspondence, for there 

will always be a number that will'diagonalize out'. For instance, if we wanted to count all 

the numbers between 1 and 2, and mapped all the infinite decimals onto the positive 

integers, we might start the list as follows: 

1 -- 1.925083 .. . 
2 -- 1.348348 .. . 
3 -- 1.342937 .. . 
4 -- 1.843379 .. . 
5 -- 1.745923 .. . 
6 -- 1.184433 .. . 

Cantor argued, however, that if we take the 'diagonal number' of this list--the number that 

is generated by taking the first digit after the decimal point in the first member of the list, 

the second digit after the decimal point in the second member of the list, and so on--and 

then add one to each digit in the number, the resulting number could not be contained in 

the list since it would differ by one digit from every member in the list. (In the example 

above, the diagonal number would be 1.942323 and the result of adding one to each digit 

would be 1.053434.) Hence the 'size' of the real numbers must be ofa different order of 

magnitude. 

Patrick Grim uses Cantor's diagonalization argument to argue that there is no such 

thing as the set of all truths (a complete description of the universe), or an omniscient 

knower. His claim is that just as there is always a real number that cannot be captured by 

a one-to-one mapping with the natural numbers, so there is always a truth that is not 

contained in any defined set of truths, and there is always a proposition that is cannot be 

known by any knower. Grim concludes that although it might be possible to develop a 



logic that is not constrained by such diagonalization arguments, we would then face a 

further dilemma. 

Were we actually to develop such a logic, we might well face a bifurcation 
within philosophical and logical theory. We would perhaps be forced to 
choose either to retain logic as we know it and the incomplete universe it 
seems to entail or to opt for a new logic that might promise a universe finished 
and complete but that would also predictably sacrifice some major portion of 
traditional logic and would thus offer a universe logically disorienting and 
unfamiliar in other regards. (1991, 129) 
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To exploit the point I made earlier in this chapter, if Grim is right about the possibility of 

developing this new logic and its ramifications, on what basis would we choose between it 

and our present logic? If there is no all-in perspective, it would seem that we are in the 

same position as one who first views the 'two faces or a vase' silhouette: once an initial 

assumption is made (as to what is to be taken as foreground and what is to be taken as 

background), everything falls into place and it is clear what the picture represents--but at 

the same time we are aware that there is another view that has been lost. 

Conclusions 

Suppose that there is no big picture, no uniquely correct perspective or single appropriate 

context. What bearing would this have on the problem of free will? If Austin is right that 

the only sense of freedom that is relevant to the free will issue is the all-in sense, it seems 

we should conclude that the free will problem is irresolvable in principle (since the answer 

would require more information than is available). Ifso, then the story would not only be 

incomplete, but impossible to complete. Hence the resolution to the problem of free will, 

on this supposition, is not to provide an answer from the correct perspective as to the 
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nature, value and existence offree will, but to come to an understanding of what it is that 

is being asked.13 

I have argued that the way we approach the problem of free will is intrinsically 

perspectival. If so, then any answer that might be proffered is relative to the perspective 

from which the question is asked, and in which it makes sense to ask such a question. But 

it does not follow from this relativity that one answer is as good as another, or that both 

are equally true, for this conclusion implies that there in a univocal sense of 'good' and 

'true' that transcends both perspectives; viz., that there is an all-in sense in which the 

conclusion is to be read. 

I have also argued that there are three general approaches to the problem of free 

will, and that there is no metatheoretic method for determining which of these approaches 

is correct. Moreover, given that the presumptions which frame each approach are 

incommensurable, any view which tried to encompass all three perspectives would 

embody an inconsistent set of presumptions. The problem of free will endures because a 

resolution is promising from within a perspective, and hopeless between perspectives. It 

may be, therefore, that a sentence embedded in the intricate layers of a novel presents no 

less an answer than a polished fact bolted to the lattice work of scientific theory; it 

depends on the question we are interested in answering. Moreover, perhaps this is just the 

situation that we should expect if the world was such as to allow freedom ofwill.I4 

Keith Lehrer has suggested that the ungroundedness of his keystone preference is 

just the kind of basis that would allow for free will. IS Although I have argued that his 

13 Barrow writes that n[t]he theologians think they know the questions but cannot understand the 
answers. The physicists think they know the answers but don't know the questions.n (1991,1) 
14 Gabriel Marcel once wrote that mystery is a problem that encroaches on its own data. Perhaps free 
will is just such a mystery. 
IS As I mentioned in chapter eight, the level ambiguity of Lehrer's keystone preference is analogous to a 
metalevel truth predicate that can be translated into the object language-a possibility which Tarski 
explicitly prohibits. Although ungroundedness--such as in the truth teller--may seem an appropriate base 
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account will not suffice, his suggestion is insightful. Perhaps it is perspective that we must 

bring to the world that allows us to choose what world we live in. If so, then it seems 

Austin was right to conclude that 'can' shows up like a frog grinning at us from the bottom 

of our beer mug just when we think we have settled the problem. It was my intent in this 

essay to show that Austin's frog is a liar. 

for free will, the sense in which paradox, or contradiction, renders our will free is not the sense, I take it, 
that we want. Whether such ungroundedness is desirable, therefore, is unclear. 
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